
CHAPTER ONE

IN T R O D U C T IO N

1 . 1  A N A L Y S IS  OF THE CURRENT S IT U A T IO N

R e s e a rc h e rs  s t r u g g le  i n  t h e i r  a t te m p ts  to  e x p la in  

and i n t e r p r e t  th e  com p le x  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  B u d d h is t ,  

a n im is t i c  and B ra h m in ic  e le m e n ts  fo u n d  in  th e  r e l i g io u s  

b e l i e f s  and p r a c t ic e s  o f  th e  T h a i p e o p le .  Many h o ld  th e  

v ie w  o f  M .A . W r ig h t  and Phya Anuman R a ja d ho n  who m a in ta in  

t h a t  th ro u g h  th e  c o u rs e  o f  h i s t o r y  th e s e  b e l i e f s  sys te m s  

have become so in t e r m in g le d  t h a t  any a t te m p t  t o  i s o la t e  a 

p a r t i c u l a r  v ie w  f o r  e x a m in a t io n  e x c lu s iv e  o f  th e  o th e r s ,  

w o u ld  be f u t i l e .  (W r ig h t 1968) (R a ja d ho n  1968) These

s c h o la r s  f i n d  i t  im p o s s ib le  t o  d raw  any c o n c lu s iv e  l in e s  

e x p la in in g  w here  B uddh ism  ends and th e  r e l i g i o n  o f  a 

d i f f e r e n t  ty p e  b e g in s .  o th e r s  such  as c. V e ld e r  and J . 

Bunnag a s s e r t  t h a t  c le a r  d i s t i n c t i o n s  b e tw ee n  B u d d h is t  

and n o n -B u d d h is t  e le m e n ts  can be d i s t i n c t l y  d ra w n . 

(V e ld e r  1963) (Bunnag 1 9 7 3 ) . They see th e s e  B u d d h is t  and 

n o n -B u d d h is t  e le m e n ts  as c o m p lim e n ta ry  r e l i g io u s  sys te m s  

t h a t  f u l f i l l  d i s t i n c t i v e  fu n c t io n s  i n  s o c ie t y .

B .J .  T e r w ie l  s u g g e s ts  tw o  fu n d a m e n ta l ly  d i f f e r e n t  

a p p ro a ch e s  to  T h a i B uddh ism  can be fo u n d  even w i t h i n  th e
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r e l i g io u s  sys te m  i t s e l f .  ( T e rw ie l  1976) H is  s tu d y  

in d ic a t e s  t h a t  among lo w e r  incom e e a rn e rs  w i t h  l i t t l e  

s c h o o l in g  th e r e  te n d s  to  be a s y n c r e t i c  a p p ro a c h  w here 

a l l  B u d d h is t  c o n c e p ts  and b e l i e f s  a re  in c o r p o r a te d  w i t h in  

an a n im is t i c  w o r ld v ie w .  H ig h e r  incom e e a rn e rs ,  h o w e ve r, 

t y p i c a l l y  w i t h  a more a dvanced  le v e l  o f  e d u c a t io n ,  w ere  

a b le  to  d i s t in g u is h  and s e p a ra te  th e  te a c h in g s  o f  Buddha 

fro m  th e  a n im is t  e le m e n ts  p r a c t ic e d .  They c o n s id e re d  th e  

B u d d h is t  e le m e n ts  s u p e r io r  to  th e  b e l i e f s  and p r a c t i c e  o f  

a n im is m . A n o th e r  s tu d y  done in  1984 b y  P h i l i p  H ughes, 

c o n c lu d e d  t h a t  o ld e r ,  le s s  e d u c a te d  T h a is  te n d e d  to  

a d h e re  m ore c lo s e ly  to  s t r i c t  B u d d h is t  p r a c t i c e  w hereas 

th e  y o u n g e r, m ore e d u c a te d  u rb a n  T h a i tu r n e d  much more 

f r e q u e n t ly  to  th e  re a lm  o f  th e  s p i r i t s .  (Hughes 1984)

T h a i B uddh ism  has n e v e r  been a s t a t i c  s ys te m  o f  

b e l i e f s .  T h is  p e rh a p s  h e lp s  to  e x p la in  th e  e x t re m e ly  

s t r o n g  and le n g th y  p e r io d  o f  in f lu e n c e  B uddh ism  has had 

th ro u g h o u t  T h a i h i s t o r y .  R e l ig io u s  p r a c t i c e s  and b e l i e f s  

c o n s ta n t ly  a d a p te d  to  f i t  th e  p a r t i c u l a r  needs o f  each 

s o c ie t y  and p e r io d  o f  t im e  th ro u g h  th e  y e a rs .

A t  no t im e ,  h o w e ve r, has th e  fa c e  o f  T h a i B uddh ism  

changed  as r a p id l y  as d u r in g  th e  p a s t  tw o  d e ca d e s . The 

r a p id  p ro c e s s  o f  m o d e rn iz a t io n  t h a t  has o c c u r re d  in  

T h a i la n d  d u r in g  t h i s  t im e  has s e rv e d  to  f u r t h e r  

c o m p lic a te  th e  a lr e a d y  com p lex  d yn a m ic  b le n d  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 .
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I n  1950 T h a i la n d 'ร p e r  c a p i t a  incom e was le s s  th a n  

$1 00 . The c o u n t r y  was c l a s s i f i e d  as an "u n d e rd e v e lo p e d "  

and " p o o r "  n a t io n .  By 1986, h o w e ve r, th e  p e r  c a p i t a  

incom e g rew  to  o v e r  $800 c a u s in g  th e  W o rld  Bank to  

c l a s s i f y  T h a i la n d  as a " m id d le - in c o m e "  n a t io n .  (M uscat

1990) D u r in g  1986 and 1987 T h a i la n d 's  econom y grew  o v e r  

18%, th e  s t r o n g e s t  g ro w th  r a t e  i n  such  a s h o r t  t im e  o f  

any c o u n t r y  in  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  w o r ld .  (P aka pa sw iw a t 

1 9 9 2 ) . Now, a m id d le  c la s s  w i t h  s t r o n g  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  

a m b it io n s  has em erged, made up o f  e d u c a te d  p r o fe s s io n a ls ,  

s m a ll b u s in e s s  ow ners  and c i v i l  s e r v a n ts .

T h a i la n d 's  m arch  to w a rd  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  has a ls o  

ca u sed  a s i g n i f i c a n t  m ig r a t io n  fro m  th e  v i l l a g e s  to  th e  

c i t y .  The lu r e  o f  econom ic  o p p o r t u n i t y  and a h e avy  

demand f o r  la b o r  r e s u l t e d  in  an exodus fro m  th e  r u r a l  

r i c e  f i e l d s  to  f a c t o r i e s  i n  B a n g ko k .*  These new a r r i v a l s  

to  th e  c i t y  b ro u g h t w i t h  them  th e  v a r io u s  r e l i g io u s  

b e l i e f s  and p r a c t ic e s  o f  t h e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  a re a s  and 

a d a p te d  them  to  f i t  th e  u rb a n  sc e n e .

These changes b ro u g h t  on b y  m o d e rn iz a t io n  have 

r e s u l t e d  in  a r e l i g io u s  e n v iro n m e n t v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t  th a n  

w ha t was fo u n d  in  B angkok m e re ly  a few  decades ago . 

W h ile  change i s  n o t  new to  T h a i B uddh ism , th e  r a p id

Thienchay Kiranandana & Suanee Surasiengsunk outline the impact
such migration has had on the city of Bangkok in their book Economic
Consequences of Urbanization in Thailand 1987 - 2001.
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n a tu re  i n  w h ic h  change  i s  c u r r e n t l y  t a k in g  p la c e  has been 

th e  s o u rc e  o f  c o n c e rn  b y  n a t io n a l  le a d e r s .

Some s c h o la r s  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  c o u rs e  o f  

m o d e rn iz a t io n ,  a cco m pa n ied  b y  u r b a n iz a t io n ,  s o c ia l  

m o b i l i t y ,  s e c u la r  e d u c a t io n  and i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  w i l l  

u l t im a t e l y  le a d  to  a w e a ke n in g  o f  r e l i g i o n ,  m a g ic  and 

s u p e r s t i t io n . *  W h ile  t h i s  a p p e a rs  to  be an a c c u ra te  

o b s e r v a t io n  i f  r e f e r r i n g  to  th e  r o le  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  

B uddh ism  in  T h a i la n d ,  i t  i s  n o t  t r u e  c o n c e rn in g  th e

p la c e  o f  s u p e r n a tu r a l  e x p re s s io n  and b e l i e f s  i n

c o n te m p o ra ry

T h a i

o b s e rv a t io n s

t r a d i t i o n a l

T h a i B uddh ism .

s o c ia l  s c h o la r ,  S u la k  S iv a ra k s a  v o ic e d  h is  

on th e  changes t h a t  have ta k e n  p la c e  i n  

B uddh ism  as a r e s u l t  o f  th e  r a p id

m o d e rn iz a t io n  i n  T h a i la n d  th e  p a s t  few  d e ca d e s :

The p re s e n t  S iam  i s  no lo n g e r  w ha t i t  
w as. I t  has become e a r t h ly  T h a i la n d .  
When I  was young , Bangkok was a 
c o n g lo m e ra t io n  o f  v i l l a g e s ,  now i t  has 
become a b ig  c i t y .  S lums have begun to  
s p re a d  in  th e  l a s t  30 y e a rs .  B uddh ism  
seems to  have  l o s t  i t s  way and i t s  
s t r e n g th .  I t  does n o t  know how to  d e a l 
w i t h  th e  e m e rg in g  co m p lex  i n d u s t r i a l  
s o c ie t y .  (S iv a ra k s a  1990)

R e l ig io u s  

re fo rm  m ovem ents

le a d e rs  have been a c t i v e l y  o r g a n iz in g  

to  c o u n te ra c t  B u d d h is m 's  w e a ke n in g  r o le

F o r  e x a m p le , พ .พ . R o s to w  a t t e m p t s  t o  p r o v e  t h a t  i n  t h e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  
s t a g e  o f  d e v e lo p m e n t  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  r e s u l t s  i n  a  r e d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  r o l e  
o f  r e l i g i o n  i n  a  s o c i e t y .  พ .พ . R o s to w , P o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e  S ta g e s  o f  
G row th  (C a m b rid g e : C a m b rid g e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 1 ) .
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i n  s o c i e t y /  These m ovem ents a im  to  renew  th e  r o le  o f  

B uddh ism  b y  m a k in g  i t  m ore r e le v a n t  and p r a c t i c a l  f o r  

e v e ry d a y  l i f e .

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  h o w e ve r, w h i le  m o d e rn iz a t io n  has 

b ro u g h t a b o u t a w e a ke n in g  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  B uddh ism  in  

T h a ila n d  i t  seems to  have enhanced  th e  r o le  o f  th e  

s u p e r n a tu r a l .  C u r r e n t ly  th e r e  i s  a h ig h  le v e l  i n t e r e s t  

g iv e n  to  th e  m a g ic o - a n im is t ic  e le m e n ts  o f  T h a i B uddh ism . 

T h is  can be seen i n  th e  in c re a s e d  r o le  s p i r i t  h o u se s , th e  

" r e n t i n g "  o f  a m u le ts  and th e  em p loym ent o f  fo r tu n e  

t e l l e r s  p la y s  i n  th e  l i v e s  o f  c o n te m p o ra ry  Bangkok 

c i t i z e n s .

1 . 2  O B JE C T IV E

T h is  s tu d y  w i l l  a t te m p t  to  exam ine  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  o f  th e s e  e v e r  c h a n g in g  e le m e n ts  o f  T h a i 

B uddh ism  b y  fo c u s in g  on th e  c u r r e n t  b e l i e f s  and p r a c t ic e s  

o f  Bangkok T h a is  c o n c e rn in g  s p i r i t  h o u s e s . E x p la n a t io n s  

w i l l  be s o u g h t t o  e x p la in  th e  c u r r e n t  phenom ena. I t  i s  

hoped t h a t  o b s e r v a t io n s  and c o n c lu s io n s  g a in e d  fro m  t h i s  

s tu d y  w i l l  be u s e fu l  i n  h e lp in g  to  b e t t e r  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  

c u r r e n t  r e l i g io u s  e n v iro n m e n t e x is t in g  i n  Bangkok to d a y  

as i t  u n d e rg o e s  d r a m a t ic  and r a p id  ch a n g e s .

S ee  รนพa n n a  S a th a -A n a n d , " R e l i g i o u s  M ovem ents i n  C o n te m p o ra ry  
T h a i l a n d , "  A s ia n  S u rv e y  V o l . XXX No. 4 ( A p r i l  1 9 9 0 ) , p p . 395 -  4 0 8 .

vHattjJWiกลาง f lu iu u ii,น ^ JMฐ
^พใล  î f l îù i มแไใแขๅ fl (J
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1 . 3  H Y P O T H E S IS

In  t h i s  s tu d y , re s e a rc h  on th e b e l i e f s and

e x p re s s io n  o f  s p i r i t house w o rs h ip b y c o n te m p o ra ry

B angkok r e s id e n ts  i s c a r r ie d o u t  i n an a t te m p t to

d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  changes a re  t a k in g  p la c e  and i f  

so , s u g g e s t p o s s ib le  c a u s e s . I t  i s  t h i s  r e s e a r c h e r 'ร 

h y p o th e s is  t h a t  s p i r i t  house w o rs h ip  i n  Bangkok has 

changed  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  s in c e  W o rld  War I I  and t h a t  t h i s  i s  

a r e s u l t  o f  th e  r a p id  m o d e rn iz a t io n  t h a t  has ta k e n  p la c e  

i n  T h a i la n d  d u r in g  t h a t  t im e .

1 . 4  METHOD OF STUDY

T h is  s tu d y  was c a r r ie d  o u t  i n  th r e e  d i s t i n c t  

phases  b e g in n in g  w i t h  g e n e ra l re s e a rc h  c o n c e rn in g  th e  

t o p ic s  in v o lv e d .  Books and a r t i c l e s  w ere  re s e a rc h e d  f o r  

in f o r m a t io n  c o n c e rn in g  s p i r i t  houses i n  h i s t o r i c a l  as 

w e l l  as p re s e n t  day s i t u a t i o n s .  H e lp fu l  in f o r m a t io n  was 

fo u n d  a t  The N a t io n a l  L ib r a r y  i n  B angkok as w e l l  as 

l i b r a r i e s  a t  C h u la lo n g k o rn  U n iv e r s i t y ,  The S iam  S o c ie ty ,  

Wat "P h ra a m " and A b i le n e  C h r i s t ia n  U n iv e r s i t y .  In  

a d d i t io n ,  k n o w le d g e a b le  a u t h o r i t i e s  w ere  c o n s u lte d  f o r  

t h e i r  a s s is ta n c e  in  s p e c i f i c  a re a s  o f  e x p e r t is e .  H is
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V e n e ra b le  Banya Nanda B h ik k h u  o f  Wat C h o lb ra ta a n  in  

N o n th a b u r i was in te r v ie w e d  f o r  in f o r m a t io n  c o n c e rn in g  th e  

c o n s e r v a t iv e ,  o r th o d o x  B u d d h is t  r e a c t io n  to  s u p e r n a tu r a l  

in f lu e n c e s  c u r r e n t l y  im p a c t in g  i n  s o c ie t y .  H is  V e n e ra b le  

P h ra  C ru  Wamthepmunee a t  Wat "P h ra a m " was in te r v ie w e d  f o r  

in f o r m a t io n  c o n c e rn in g  B ra h m in  b e l i e f s  and r i t u a l s  in  

T h a i la n d  e s p e c ia l l y  i n  r e l a t i o n  to  th e  P h ra  Phrom s h r in e .  

L a s t l y ,  tw o a c t iv e  r i t u a l  " e x p e r t s "  w ere  c o n s u lte d  to  

p r o v id e  in f o r m a t io n  on th e  c u r r e n t  p ro c e s s  o f  e r e c t in g  

s p i r i t  houses and th e  f u n c t io n  th e s e  s h r in e s  have in  T h a i 

s o c ie t y .

The second  phase  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  was th e  c o l l e c t i o n  

o f  d a ta  fro m  893 r e s id e n ts  o f  B angkok who answ ered  

q u e s t io n s  p e r t a in in g  to  s p i r i t  houses a t  t h e i r  p la c e  o f  

re s id e n c e  and b e l i e f s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  v a r io u s  p o p u la r  

s p i r i t  s h r in e s  c u r r e n t l y  r e v e re d .  The p a r t i c ip a n t s  

c o n t r i b u t i n g  d a ta  in  t h i s  p r o je c t  w ere  fo u n d  in  v a r io u s  

p la c e s  a ro u n d  th e  c i t y  such  as s h o p p in g  m a l ls ,  h o s p i t a ls ,  

n e ig h b o rh o o d s  and c o l le g e  cam puses.

The t h i r d  phase  c o n s is te d  o f  c o m p il in g  th e  d a ta .  

The d a ta  was th e n  a n a ly z e d  i n  an a t te m p t  t o  f i n d  t r e n d s

and d raw  c o n c lu s io n s .
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1 . 5  L IM IT A T IO N S  OF STUDY

T h is  s tu d y  i s  bound  b y  c e r t a in  l i m i t a t i o n s  w h ic h  

m ust be p r o p e r ly  re c o g n iz e d .  F i r s t ,  and m ost o b v io u s  i s  

th e  c h a lle n g e  o f  t r y i n g  to  p in - p o in t  c o n c re te  c o n c lu s io n s  

c o n c e rn in g  a t o p ic  t h a t  i s  c o n s t a n t ly  c h a n g in g . s in c e  

th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  s u p e r n a tu r a l  b e l i e f s  and dependence i s  

based  on in d i v id u a l  p e r c e p t io n s ,  f e e l in g s  and p e rs o n a l 

e x p e r ie n c e s ,  id e a s  v a r y  g r e a t l y  and can  change as q u ic k ly  

as c irc u m s ta n c e s  ch a ng e . R i t u a l  c o n s u l ta n ts  speak o f  

"o p e n in g  th e  w indow s to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  w o r ld "  and 

c o n v e rs in g  w i t h  th e  v a r io u s  s u p e r n a tu r a l  b e in g s  as i f  

t a l k in g  w i t h  t h e i r  n e ig h b o r .  P e o p le  p la c e  heavy

c o n f id e n c e  i n  f e e l in g s .  S u b je c t iv e  id e a s  and p e rs o n a l 

f e e l in g s  a re  used  to  j u s t i f y  a l le g ia n c e  to  c e r t a in  s h in e s  

as i f  th e y  w ere  in d is p u t a b le  f a c t .  I n  t h i s  s in c e ,  

e v e ry o n e  i s  an e x p e r t  b e cau se  w h a t th e y  p e rc e iv e  as t r u e  

i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  t r u e  to  th e m . F o r t h i s  re a s o n , t i g h t l y  

w rapped  c o n c lu s io n s  a re  v e r y  d i f f i c u l t  to  re a c h .

In  a d d i t io n ,  n o n - s c h o la r ly  b o oks  c o n c e rn in g  s p i r i t  

houses a re  a b u n d a n t. O f te n  p r i v a t e l y  p r in t e d  and

d is t r i b u t e d ,  th e s e  p o p u la r  w o rks  c o n fu s e  th e  s u b je c t  by  

o f f e r i n g  m is in fo r m a t io n  as s c h o la r l y  f a c t .

A n o th e r  s h o r tc o m in g  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  i s  th e  l im i t e d  

num ber o f  p e o p le  fro m  w h ic h  d a ta  was ta k e n .  E x p e c t in g
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893 re s p o n d e n ts  to  be r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  o f  a m e t r o p o l is  l i k e  

B angkok i s  q u i t e  b o ld .  N o n e - th e - le s s ,  c a re  was ta k e n  to  

s e a rc h  f o r  a w id e  c r o s s - s e c t io n  o f  p e o p le  i n  an a t te m p t 

t o  g a in  as c lo s e  to  a c c u ra te  p ic t u r e  as p o s s ib le .

1 . 6  PURPOSE

S p i r i t  houses a re  one o f  th e  m ost u n iq u e  fe a tu r e s  o f  

th e  T h a i la n d s c a p e . Up u n t i l  r e c e n t ly ,  th e  s h r in e  

s t r u c t u r e s  w ere  s im p le  and handmade o f  w ood. They w ere 

u s u a l l y  fo u n d  a d ja c e n t  to  an e q u a l ly  s im p le  wooden house 

b o r d e r in g  a r i c e  f i e l d  o r  " k lo n g . "  The s p i r i t  houses o f  

y e s te r y e a r  b le n d e d  in  n i c e l y  w i t h  th e  n a tu r a l  

e n v iro n m e n t .

I n  m odern B angkok, h o w e ve r, th e  scene  has changed . 

The h ig h  c o s t  o f  la n d  and c row ded  u rb a n  e n v iro n m e n t 

causes  c o n te m p o ra ry  s p i r i t  houses to  o f t e n  s ta n d  on 

r o o f to p s  and com pete f o r  space  w i t h  s a t e l l i t e  d is h e s .  

No lo n g e r  s im p le  wooden s t r u c t u r e s ,  t o d a y 'ร v e r s io n s  a re  

s to r e - b o u g h t ,  b r i g h t l y  c o lo r e d ,  o rn a te  and som etim es even 

gaudy c r e a t io n s .  Many r e c e n t ly  c o n s t r u c te d  o f f i c e  

b u i ld in g s  now have u lt r a -m o d e r n  s p i r i t  houses c o n s t r u c te d  

o f  th e  same m a rb le  and r e f l e c t i v e  g la s s  m a t e r ia ls .  A ls o ,  

s h r in e s  to  H in d u  d e i t i e s ,  Brahm a, V is h n u , In d r a  and S h iv a  

have become q u i t e  p o p u la r  e s p e c ia l l y  a t  la r g e  d e p a rtm e n t

s t o r e s .
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The changes t h a t  have r e c e n t ly  ta k e n  p la c e  i n  

s p i r i t  houses i n  Bangkok d e s e rv e  a t t e n t i o n  and s tu d y .  

H o p e fu l ly  t h i s  s tu d y  e n t i t l e d ,  " S p i r i t  House W o rs h ip  in  

B a n g k o k 'ร M odern  C o n te x t , "  w i l l  p r o v id e  a d d i t i o n a l  

i n s i g h t  t o  th e  c u r r e n t  s i t u a t i o n  and be a c a t a l y s t  f o r  

f u r t h e r  re s e a rc h  on t h i s  t o p i c .
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