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SPIRIT and SPACE

A NOTE ON SPIRIT CULT IN NORTHERN THAILAND

Kageaki KAJIWARA

Summary

Although there is much accumulation of ethnographic literature on supernatural
beings (pit in Thai), we hardly come across any systematic descriptions of it. Since
the begining of anthropological research in Thailand, much attention has been paid
for the understanding of the spirit cult. Yet we can neither find appropriate fram-
ework nor discourse within which the feature of spirit cult is clearly depicted. What
is the reason of this unsatisfactory situation ?

Before the development of the anthropological pursuit of Buddhism in Therawada
countries, spirit cult per se had been the main focus in ethnography on religion.
During those days, it was only spirit cult which was suitable for the anthropological
study of religion. But after 1960’s., under the impact of ‘practical religion’ framework
and the flourishing trend of the anthropological study of Buddhism, the relation
between Therawada Buddhism and spirit cult has preceded the study of spirit cult per
se. So, the weight of spirits or its problem in its own terms is diminishing. The
situation leads into a paradoxical question; whether the problem of spirit cult in itself
becomes peripheral or spirits are essentially peripheral beings within the Buddhist
cosmology.

With those implications, I shall depict certain features of ‘guardian spirits’ or ‘guar-
dian deities’; caw tii, caw baan, and taaw tang sii, in this precursory article, based
upon data which was collected in the course of field research in a Northern Thai
village. Therefore, this is the cursory description of spirit cult first of all and then it
refers to the cognitive structure of villagers, specially associated with the concept of
human space.

In Northern Thai everyday life, people pay much attention to their position in the
universe through interactive means. They deliberately ascertain safety; whether
it is the secure human space or not (the territory of evil spirits), then fix their
position in the universe. If necessary, they must deal with the owner or the lord of
the place through propitiation, manipulation and interaction. Because each place has
its owner and it exercises authority over the territory. After establishing certain fixed

relationship with those owners, the place can be domesticated. And we can find the ~



170

same procedure in human interaction with the superiors and patrons in ordinary village
context. The concept of space and power is the key for the understanding of Northern
Thai cosmology, and the everyday life means the untiring process of the domestication
of natural environment and supernatural power. '

Caw 117 (guardian of homestead) and caw baan (village guardian) are preciding
over their confined domain. Taw tang sii (guardian of four cardinal directions) are
to be invited for ritual occasions, in order to protect and to purify the ritual sanctity.
So people treat them properly under occasions concerned. As for caw tif, people must
pay ritualistic attention in the occasion of change in family members and that of
house building. Also they conduct rites in times of annual calendrical ceremonies,
such as New Year, the opening and the end of Buddhist Lent, and other Buddhist
major ceremonials. For caw baan, they report the change in family members and
domestic animals and perform annual propitiatory collective rite. In the occasions of
Buddhist merit-making ceremonies conducted in temple precinct, peole make offerings
to the pole of faw tang sit. Those rituals concerning guardians are not conspicuos
performances and normally they are conducted by one person on behalf of others.
Without festive atmosphere and audiences, those rites are carried out rather secretly
at the back stage. But it is important to notice they are constantlly performed and they
inform us of the basic structure of people’s cognition of the cosmos through the concept
of space and power.

The concept of caw means lord, ruler, owner and it implies deference for the being
concerned. Not only caw tii and caw baan of spriritual beings, we will find but also
those human counterparts, such as, Phra caw phen din or Caw faa (King), Caw
Mpyang (prince or chief of principarity), Caw khong baan (land lord or house owner),
Caw. khong raan (shop owner) .and etc. They all represent localized powers in
Northern Thai universe. The importance of the concept lies in the fact that it
encompasses two realms of existence, human and spirit.

In this article, firstly the author shows the general feature of villager’s cognition of
space through spatial series or opposition; house, homestead, village, city, state series
and the opposition bteween village and city, or that between village and forest. Then
emphasizing the the relevance of spatial cognition to the understanding of spirit cult,
the author describes the features of rituals for guardian spirits, both calendrical and
critical.

This tentative recapitulation of spirit cult through key features, such as space and
power, may indicate certain possibility in the new development of the anthropological
study on it. Because the framework for the analysis of spirit cult; spirits as metaphor
for space and power, will be helpful to widen the problem of spirit cult from the
syncretic argument of religion to the cognition of human every day experience, which

leads a premise that spirit is the metaphor of life-world.



