
CHAPTER TWO

H IS T O R IC A L  REFERENCES

2 . 1  IN  THE PALACE  COURT

The c o m p le x i ty  o f  T h a i la n d 'ร r e l i g io u s  sys te m  was 

f i r s t  docum en ted  on th e  w e ll- k n o w n  Rama Kamhaeng i n s c r i p t i o n  

d a te d  a t  1296 . (G r is w o ld  and Na N agara  1971) H ere  i t  i s  

a p p a re n t t h a t  th e  d i f f e r e n t  e le m e n ts  o f  T h a i B uddh ism  had 

a lr e a d y  begun to  in t e g r a t e .  In  th e  i n s c r i p t i o n ,  th e  K in g  o f  

S u k h o th a i e x t o ls  h is  p e o p le  f o r  t h e i r  d e v o t io n  to  T h e re vad a  

B uddh ism  y e t  he a ls o  n o te s  a s p e c ia l  r e la t io n s h ip  to w a rd  

"P h ra  Khaphung P h i i , "  a s p i r i t  d e i t y  l i v i n g  in  a n e a rb y  

m o u n ta in .  P r o s p e r i t y  o f  th e  k ingdom  i s  p o r t r a y e d  as b e in g  

d i r e c t l y  r e l a t i o n a l  t o  re v e re n c e  to  "P h ra  K h a p h u n g ". No 

d o u b t th e  in t e r m in g l in g  o f  B u d d h is t  and a n im is t i c  e le m e n ts  

was a lr e a d y  v e r y  s t r o n g  even  th e n  and has p e r s is t e d  th ro u g h  

th e  c e n tu r ie s .

F o r e xa m p le , when K in g  Rama I  s o u g h t t o  r e e s t a b l i s h  

o rd e r  a f t e r  th e  Burm ese sa ck  o f  A yudhaya  in  1767, one o f  h is  

d e c re e s  ( r a t i f i e d  i n  1782) l i s t e d  th e  v a r io u s  ty p e s  o f  

" p h i i "  ( s p i r i t s )  and " th e w a d a a "  ( d e i t ie s )  t h a t  m ig h t  be
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l e g i t i m a t e l y  h o n o re d  b y  s a c r i f i c e .  (C hakrabongse  1 9 60 :89 ) 

The k in g  l a t e r  re m in d e d  h is  s u b je c ts ,  h o w e ve r, t h a t  good 

fo r tu n e  and a f f l i c t i o n  a l i k e  u l t im a t e l y  r e s u l t  fro m  karm a, 

n o t  th e  a c t io n s  o f  s p i r i t  b e in g s .

M ost o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  d o c u m e n ta t io n  c o n c e rn in g  

r e l i g io u s  b e l i e f s  in  a n c ie n t  S iam  c e n te r  a ro u n d  th e  r o y a l  

c o u r t .  H e re , th e  in te rw o v e n  b le n d  o f  a n im is m , B ra h m in  

m y th o lo g y  and B u d d h is t  te a c h in g s  a re  c l e a r l y  se e n . E v e ry  

k in g  had c o u r t  B ra h m in s  to  a s s is t  i n  th e  c o n d u c t o f  

r e l i g io u s  c e re m o n ie s  as w e l l  as f o r  s u p e r n a tu r a l  a d v ic e  

c o n c e rn in g  a u s p ic io u s  d a y s . The p r ie s t s  s e rv e d  as m e d ia to rs  

b e tw een  th e  v a r io u s  gods o f  th e  s p i r i t u a l  w o r ld  and man. 

Q u a r i tc h  W ales w r i t e s ,  " A lth o u g h  m ost o f  th e  R o ya l

C erem on ies  w ere  o f  H in d u  o r i g i n  and r e ta in e d  much 

B ra h m in ic a l r i t u a l ,  i t  s h o u ld ,  h o w e ve r, be c l e a r l y

u n d e rs to o d  t h a t  B uddh ism  i s  now and has been f o r  many 

c e n tu r ie s ,  th e  r e a l  r e l i g i o n  o f  th e  S iam ese p e o p le  and t h e i r  

s o v e r e ig n s . "  (W ales 1931 : v i i )  In  I n d ia ,  th e  B ra h m in s  w ere  

th e  h ig h e s t  c la s s  o f  p e o p le  and w ere  c o n s id e re d  th e  

r e p o s i t o r y  o f  a l l  H in d u  le a r n in g .  S in c e  H in d u is m  was 

c o n s id e re d  e s s e n t ia l  t o  th e  m o n a rch y , th e  B ra h m in s  r e c e iv e d  

a g r e a t  s h a re  o f  r o y a l  f a v o r .  They w ere  c o n s id e re d  as 

in d is p e n s a b le  to  th e  r u l i n g  c la s s ,  even in  B u d d h is t

T h a i la n d .
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The d u t ie s  o f  th e  C o u r t  B ra h m in s  w ere  c l a s s i f i e d  

u n d e r th r e e  h e a d in g s . F i r s t ,  w ere  th e  d u t ie s  o f  th e  c h ie f  

c h a p la in  t o  th e  k in g ,  a p o s t  h e ld  b y  th e  head  p r i e s t .  

Second, w ere  th e  d u t ie s  o f  a s t r o lo g e r s  o r  s o o th s a y e rs .  

T h ir d ,  w ere  th e  d u t ie s  o f  th e  o f f i c i a t i n g  p r i e s t s .  In  th e  

e a r ly  d a y s , a s t r o lo g e r s  w ere  deemed as h a v in g  th e  g r e a te s t  

im p o r ta n c e  to  th e  k in g .  (W ales 1931: 62) S iam ese h is t o r y  

re c o rd s  t h a t  B ra h m in  a s t r o lo g e r s  w ere  h e ld  i n  e x c e p t io n a l ly  

h ig h  e s te e m . F re q u e n t m e n t io n  i s  made o f  v a r io u s  

s u p e r n a tu r a l  omens w h ic h  w ere  i n t e r p r e t e d  b y  B ra h m in s . 

S iam ese k in g s  w o u ld  a lw a y s  c o n s u l t  th e  s o o th s a y e rs  b e fo re  

e n g a g in g  i n  w a r fa r e .  C o n ta c t w i t h  W e s te rn  s c ie n c e  in  th e  

l a t e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  h o w e ve r, u n d e rm in e d  th e  

a s t r o l o g e r 'ร c r e d u l i t y  and re d u c e d  th e  dependence  on such  

p r o g n o s t ic a t io n s .

R o ya l c o u r t  c e re m o n ie s  a re  w e l l  docum en ted  and i t  i s  

ea sy  to  o b s e rv e  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  H in d u is m  in  t h e i r  o r i g i n  

and n a tu r e .  The r o le  o f  a n im is m  in  c o u r t  c e re m o n ie s , 

h o w e ve r, i s  h a rd e r  t o  d o cu m e n t. W ales s u g g e s ts  t h a t  

p e rh a p s  t h i s  i s  due to  th e  p e r c e iv e d  p r im i t i v e  n a tu re  o f  th e  

a n im is t i c  b e l i e f s .

Many ite m s  in  th e  k in g 's  p o s s e s s io n , h o w e ve r, w ere  

th o u g h t t o  have s p e c ia l  s p i r i t u a l  p o w e rs . The k in g 's  n in e -  

t i e r e d  u m b re l la ,  f o r  e xa m p le , was b e l ie v e d  to  h o s t a
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r e s id e n t  d e i t y  t h a t  p ro v id e d  good lu c k  and p r o t e c t io n .

(W ales 1931 : 94) T h e re  w ere  a ls o  c e r t a in  ce re m o n ie s  w h ic h  

in v o lv e d  th e  use o f  m a g ic  t o  c o n t r o l  th e  fo r c e s  o f  n a tu r e .  

K i t e  f l y i n g  was b e l ie v e d  to  have been a m a g ic a l way o f  

b r in g in g  on th e  n o r th e a s t  m onsoons. (W ales 1931 : 222) The 

"S p e e d in g  o f  th e  O u t f lo w "  ce rem ony a ls o  in v o lv e d  m a g ic a l 

r i t u a l  b e l ie v e d  to  in d u c e  th e  d is p e r s io n  o f  f lo o d  w a te rs  

w h ic h  e n d a n g e re d  th e  c ro p s .  The l a s t  o c c a s io n  t h i s  cerem ony 

was p e r fo rm e d , h o w e ve r, was i n  1831 . (W ales 1931: 225) I t  

was l i k e l y  d is c o n t in u e d  b e cause  th e  K in g  h im s e l f ,  n o t  th e  

B ra h m in s  p e r fo rm e d  th e  ce rem ony and i t  d e t r a c te d  fro m  th e  

d ig n i t y  o f  th e  K in g  when i t  c o n t in u e d  to  r a in .

2 . 2  O U T S ID E  THE PALACE

T h is  in t e r m in g l in g  o f  B u d d h is t  and n o n -B u d d h is t  

e le m e n ts  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  T h a i B uddh ism  was n o t  l im i t e d  to  th e  

r o y a l  c o u r ty a r d .  W h ile  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  B ra h m in is m  was n o t 

s i g n i f i c a n t  o u ts id e  th e  p a la c e ,  a n im ism  p la y e d  a m a jo r  r o le .  

A lth o u g h  w r i t t e n  h i s t o r i c a l  re c o rd s  d e t a i l i n g  b e l i e f s  and 

w o rs h ip  r i t u a l s  o f  commoners a re  p r a c t i c a l l y  n o n - e x is te n t ,  

t r a d i t i o n s ,  r i t u a l s  and b e l i e f s  w ere  c a r e f u l l y  p a ssed  down 

o r a l l y  fro m  one g e n e r a t io n  to  th e  n e x t .  I t  can  t h e r e fo r e  be
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assumed t h a t  r e c e n t  r u r a l  f o l k  B uddh ism  i s  n o t  much 

d i f f e r e n t  th a n  g e n e ra t io n s  ago .

T r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  each v i l l a g e  w o u ld  have  a s h r in e  to  

h o n o r th e  g u a rd ia n  s p i r i t  o f  th e  la n d  o r  "Jaow  T h i i " .  T h is  

s p i r i t  was w o rs h ip p e d  r e g u la r l y  w i t h  o f f e r i n g s .  I t  a ls o  was 

th e  fo c u s  o f  s p e c ia l  h o n o r on a u s p ic io u s  d a y s . In  r e t u r n ,  

i t  was b e l ie v e d  t h a t  th e  g u a rd ia n  s p i r i t  w o u ld  p r o t e c t  th e  

v i l l a g e  fro m  d a n g e rs  and h a rs h  n a t u r a l  d is a s t e r s  as w e l l  as 

p r o v id e  b le s s in g s  o f  h a p p in e s s  and p le n t y .  The r u r a l  T h a i 

had s t r o n g  b e l i e f s  in  s u p e r n a tu r a l  b e in g s  c a l le d  " p h i i " . 

L ik e  men, " p h i i "  w ere  b e l ie v e d  to  be b o th  good and b a d . 

Good " p h i i "  w ere  e n l i s t e d  f o r  p r o t e c t io n  a g a in s t  bad " p h i i "  

and th e  harm  th e y  c o u ld  b r in g .  A f e a r  o f  " p h i i "  c o n t in u e s  

to  be in d o c t r in a t e d  i n t o  th e  T h a i m in d  a t  a v e r y  young age . 

I t  i s  v e r y  common to  h e a r  p a re n ts  a t te m p t  t o  c o n t r o l  th e  

b e h a v io r  o f  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  b y  t e l l i n g  them  t h a t  th e  " p h i i "  

w i l l  g e t  them  i f  th e y  a re  b a d .

R u ra l T h a is  have a lw a y s  been  v e r y  s u p e r s t i t io u s .

Num erous b e l i e f s  c o n c e rn in g  ta b o o s  and b e h a v io r  can  be

fo u n d . One in t e r e s t in g  exam ple  i s  th e  b e l i e f  t h a t  when th e

men w en t h u n t in g  th e  women w ere  to  be s u b je c te d  to  th e

s t r i c t e s t  o f  s u p e r s t i t io u s  d i s c i p l i n e :

They m ust n o t  use  cream s o r  o i l s  on t h e i r  
s k in s ,  n o r  use  any f a t  i n  t h e i r  fo o d .  In  
f a c t ,  i t  i s  b e l ie v e d  t h a t  i f  th e  w i f e



16

n e g le c ts  th e s e  p r e c e p ts ,  h e r  husband  w i l l  
n o t  be a b le  to  c l im b  a t r e e  i n  o r d e r  to  
escape  fro m  an e le p h a n t 's  f u r y ,  and w i l l  
th u s  be e xp ose d  to  c e r t a in  d e a th  b y  h e r  
f a u l t .  T h e ir  w iv e s  m ust a ls o  a v o id  a l l  
f i n e r y  and p e rfu m e  and m ust e s p e c ia l l y  
r e f r a i n  fro m  in d u lg in g  in  lo v e  a f f a i r s .  
L ik e w is e ,  th e y  m us t n o t  q u a r r e l  w i t h  n o r  
s t r i k e  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ,  o th e rw is e  th e  
h u n te rs  w i l l  lo s e  a l l  a u t h o r i t y  o v e r  th e  
S p i r i t s  whose good g ra c e s  th e y  m ust w in , 
w i l l i n g l y  o r  n o t .  ( P l io n  1973: 155)

T e r w ie l 's  a n th r o p o lo g ic a l  s tu d ie s  r e v e a l  t h a t  th e

l i v e s  o f  r u r a l  fa rm e rs  c e n te re d  on a " m a g ic o - a n im is t ic "

com p lex  o f  b e l i e f s  and p r a c t i c e s .  ( T e rw ie l 1976) W h ile

m ost o f  th e  r i t u a l s  w ere  a n im is t i c  i n  n a tu re  th e y  w ere  a l l

s e t  i n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  B uddh ism . He s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  m a in

l i n k  b e tw ee n  th e  v i l l a g e r s  and a b s t r a c t  B uddh ism  was th e

m y r ia d  o f  m e r i t  m a k in g  r i t u a l s :

The B u d d h is t  message and th e  m o ra l o rd e r  
i t  r e p re s e n ts  a re  deemed to  be u n iv e r s a l .
Karma  f u n c t io n s  in e x o r a b ly  r e g a rd le s s  o f  
any b e l i e f  i n  i t s  o p e r a t io n .  B uddh ism , 
th e n  i s  n o t  o n ly  a l l  e m b ra c in g ; th e  
b o u n d a r ie s  and l i m i t s  o f  any B u d d h is t  
m o ra l co m m u n ity , e x te n d in g  th ro u g h  space 
and t im e ,  a re  am orphous a t  b e s t .  M e r i t 
m a k in g  r i t u a l s  make t h i s  co m m un ity  v i s i b l e  
and d e f in e  some o f  i t s  d im e n s io n s . 
P a r t i c ip a n t s  i d e n t i f y  th e m s e lv e s  w i t h  t h i s  
co m m un ity  and s im u lta n e o u s ly  e n c o u n te r  
q u e s t io n s  t h a t  B uddh ism  poses  f o r  i t s  
a d h e re n ts -a n d  some answ ers  as w e l l .
( T e rw e il  1976 : 247)

In  t h i s  s e t t i n g ,  th e  monks w ere  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  seen 

as th e  apex o f  th e  T h a i r e l i g io u s  and s o c ia l  o r d e r .  The
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te m p le  s e rv e d , a c c o r d in g ly ,  as th e  c e n te r  o f  e d u c a t io n  and

s o c ia l  m o b i l i t y .  M e r i t  m a k in g  r i t u a l s  p ro v id e d

o p p o r t u n i t ie s  t o  l i v e  o u t  ke y  them es o f  B uddh ism  even i f  th e

a b s t r a c t  c o n c e p ts  w ere  n e v e r  c o m p le te ly  g ra s p e d . In

s y m b o lic  e x e r c is e ,  th e  p a r t i c ip a n t s  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  th e

B u d d h is t  w o r ld  v ie w  b y  e x p re s s in g  t h e i r  r e a d in e s s ,  and in

some d e g re e , to  a c t u a l l y  r i d  th e m s e lv e s  o f  w o r ld ly

a tta c h m e n ts  f o r  r e l i g io u s  (and s o c ia l )  re w a rd s . The

in t e r m in g l in g  o f  th e s e  v a r io u s  e le m e n ts  i s  so co m p le x  t h a t

s e e m in g ly  p u re ,  u n a d u l te r a te d  fe a tu r e s  o f  B uddh ism  a re

som etim es a t t r i b u t e d  to  m a g ic a l p o w e r. W r ig h t ,  f o r  e xa m p le ,

even sees th e  T h a i B u d d h is t  m o n k 'ร d e d ic a t io n  to  c e l ib a c y  as

h a v in g  m a g ic o - a n im is t ic  r o o t s :

T h is  s t r e n g th  does n o t  f lo w  to  th e  T h a i 
fro m  c la s s i c a l  B uddh ism ; i n  C e y lo n e se  
te m p le s  s c a n d a l i s  th e  o rd e r  o f  th e  d a y .
The c e l ib a c y  o f  T h a i B u d d h is t  monks c o u ld  
be c a l le d  h e r o ic  i f  i t  d id  n o t  seem to  
come so e a s i l y .  T h e ir  c e l ib a c y  can  o n ly  
le a d  us to  a d m it th e  v a s t  s t r e n g th  t h a t  
a n im ism  s t i l l  has i n  th e  h e a r ts  o f  th e  
s o p h is t ic a t e d .  The monks know th e m s e lv e s  
to  be m ore th a n  men, n o t  i n  m o r a l i s t i c  o r  
r a t i o n a l  te rm s , b u t  i n  m a g ic a l te rm s .
(W r ig h t 1968: 7)

K i r s c h  f u r t h e r  o b s e rv e s  t h a t  d e s p i te  th e  

in d iv id u a l is m  t h a t  c h a r a c te r iz e s  a b s t r a c t  B uddh ism , m e r i t 

m a k in g  a c t i v i t i e s  i n  T h a i la n d  a re  e m in e n t ly  s o c ia l .  ( K ir s c h  

1977) He o b s e rv e s  t h a t  B u d d h is t  r i t u a l s  and f e s t i v a l s  had
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more th a n  j u s t  n a r ro w  r e l i g i o u s  f u n c t io n s .  C om b in in g  

in g e n io u s  a n im is t i c  t r a d i t i o n  w i t h  B u d d h is t  te a c h in g ,  th e y  

s e rv e d  to  u n i t e  a co m m u n ity  a ro u n d  a sys te m  o f  b e l i e f s  w h ic h  

gave o rd e r  to  s o c ie t y  and d i r e c t i o n  f o r  l i f e .

2 . 3  SUMMARY

D ocum ented e v id e n c e  as w e l l  as t r a d i t i o n s  passed  

down th ro u g h  th e  g e n e ra t io n s  show t h a t  T h a i B uddh ism  has 

a lw a ys  been a co m p lex  i n t e r m in g l in g  o f  c l a s s i c a l  B uddh ism , 

a n im ism  and B ra h m in is m . W h ile  t r a d i t i o n a l  B uddh ism  s e rv e d  

as th e  c e n t r a l  c o re ,  u n i t i n g  c o m m u n itie s  and g iv in g  

s t r u c t u r e  to  s o c ie t y ,  th e  a s s im i la t io n  o f  a n im ism  and 

B ra h m in is m  s e rv e d  to  p r o v id e  a sense  o f  p r o t e c t io n  th ro u g h  

th e  e n l is tm e n t  o f  f a v o r  fro m  s p i r i t u a l  b e in g s .  I t  i s  i n  t h i s  

c o n te x t  t h a t  we now fo c u s  on s p i r i t  h o u s e s .
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