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Chapter 1
Introduction
1. Problem

On October 14 of 2014, Khao Sod, a Thai national newspaper, reported on a strange
incident that terrified the people of Ban Chaimongkol village in Sakon Nakhon province in the
northeast of Thailand. Since the beginning of October, almost ten people had passed away in a
mysterious fashion. They suffered from a minor illness, went to a physician, properly took the
prescribed medicines, but passed away within a few days after the illness started. The most
baffling case belonged to Mrs. Latt, a healthy woman in her mid sixties. Before her passing, the
older woman complained of her sore throat. She immediately consulted a physician who assured
her that northing was serious and the pain would go away after a few days of medication. Mrs.
Latt, however, had a convulsion and passed away shortly after she returned home. Her family
sought help from a medium who claimed that Mrs. Latt was devoured from within by ravenous
spirits or phii pob — a kind of malevolent, amorphous spirits that now roam about Ban
Chaimongkol village because their host resides in the community. The medium revealed the
name of the said host, whose ravenous spirits, he proclaimed, were responsible for the death
epidemic that befell the community. The report ends with a description of villagers' reaction to
the medium's speculation — they pressured the headman and the district representative to banish
the alleged host from the community.

For the Thai public, it seems to be a taken for granted, self-evident reality that the belief
in ravenous spirits or phii pob held by several communities in the northeast of Thailand is the
basis for atrocious ritualistic and social practices. The morning news program — rueng lao chao
nee —, broadcast nationwide via channel three Thailand on August 13, 2015, covered a case of
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“incongruent voices” (Clifford 1986:6). Selection and exclusion, along with several other literary
and rhetorical undertakings involved in writing ethnography, evince that the outcome of this
scholarly task is a partial and mediated representation of the depicted object, and that we cannot
take this representation at face value.

The outlook that discerns literary and rhetorical dimensions of ethnography illuminates
the problematic way in which ravenous spirit beliefs are represented and explained by Thai mass
media and academia. The Thai public in general consider the tradition a local spirit cult that
perpetuates atrocious ritualistic and social practices. Adherents of the tradition, when confronted
with epidemic of deaths and illnesses whose exact cause is unidentified, attribute this calamity to
ravenous spirits and the people believed to host these spirits. The tradition, associating
misfortunes with malicious spirits and the individuals within whom the spirit resides, is assumed
by non-believers to invariably instigate inhumane treatments, such as physical abuse and
banishment, of the alleged hosts and the people possessed by ravenous spirits. Representations of
this tradition by Thai mass media are literary in the sense that they exclusively draw on those
aspects of the tradition congruent with a preconceived image of supernatural beliefs and their
holders. If literary texts differ from scientific monographs in that they select motives to fit a
premeditated plot, the stories of ravenous spirit beliefs circulating in Thai mass media are highly
literary. Films, documentaries, and newsreels significantly emphasize the abusive aspects of the
tradition. Even though ravenous spirit beliefs are practiced in diverse ways in different belief
communities, and not all of them feature abusive ritualistic and social practices, this variability is
downplayed by the media in favor of sensational and violent cases. It can be said that selection
and exclusion are implemented most vigorously in representations of the ravenous spirit belief
tradition. The negative, oppressive aspects are highlighted while the benign, inoffensive practices
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The ravenous spirit belief tradition is anything but a rigid structure comprised of the same set of
conjectures generating the same ritualistic and social practices in all cases. Therefore, there
cannot be one final description of what the tradition is in all contexts, nor can we generalize
about the people who hold these beliefs.

3. Methodology

IData collection is intended to be as extensive as possible in order to delineate the
diversity of ritualistic and social practices pertaining to ravenous spirit beliefs. The following
sub-sections explain fieldwork methodology employed for this dissertation and how it configures
ethnographic data.

3.1  Selecting fieldwork sites

Though ravenous spirit beliefs are also practiced in northern and some parts of central
Thailand, this tradition has been received by the Thai public as emblematic of northeastern Thai
cultural identity. Belief communities in northeastern Thailand become objects of public scrutiny
led by mass media and academia while those in other regions remain largely unrecognized. One
reason for this unequal distribution of attention is that the practice of the tradition in the northeast
is relatively more common than in other regions. Another reason relates to the stereotype of the
northeasterners in national imagination. They are viewed as simple-minded, uneducated, and
poverty-stricken.? This preconceived image perpetuates the assumption that the barbaric and
inhumane ravenous spirit belief tradition are exclusively practiced among the northeasterners. It

was inevitable, therefore, that I conducted fieldwork in this part of Thailand in order to explore

2!n his study of modern northeastern Thai literature, Martin B Platt summarizes the stereotypes held by
the central Thais in general of people in the three regions of Thailand: “[...] the north is inhabited by
attractive, light-skinned people who speak slowly and behave graciously; southerners are dark-skinned,
hot-tempered, and speak extremely quickly; northeasterners, who are simple, hardworking, and not too
bright, speak a language something like Lao” (2013: x).
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the discrepancy between representations and practices of the tradition in real contexts. Working
in the field yields an invaluable insight — despite contiguity, two belief communities in the same
district of the same province observe the tradition in different manners. Their distinct
applications of ravenous spirit beliefs resist the generalization made by mass media and
academia.

In the selection of belief communities, I primarily considered their accessibility. Believers
are not oblivious to the negative stereotypes they and their belief traditions are susceptible to.
This awareness results in extra caution taken by believers when interacting with outsiders who,
for some reasons, attempt to probe into the practices of their beliefs. In the course of my
fieldwork in northeastern Thailand, I discovered that not every belief community readily receives
fieldworkers who come to their village to inquire people about ravenous spirits. Believers take
necessary measures to assure that these curious visitors do not approach their communities out of
some indecent ulterior motives. The principal of a secondary school in a belief community in
Srisaket, for instance, thoroughly questioned me about my identity and the topic of my
dissertation. Satisfied with my answers, she generously explained that the community's morale
has suffered due to a documentary that condemns rather than reports villagers' practices of
ravenous spirit beliefs. The documentary was made by a group of researchers who conducted
fieldwork in the village before me. Due to this unpleasant past experience, she needed to make
sure that [ would inflict no harm on the community and that it was safe for the villagers to
cooperate with me for my study. Several Buddhist monks and ravenous spirit exorcists requested
to see my national and university identifications. They needed proof that I was not a journalist or

an agent sent by a certain bureau to convict them of swindling.?

3 It is not unusual for practitioners of supernatural cults to be arrested for swindling in Thailand. In
September of 2014, for example, a news article reported the arrest of a female medium who was
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distance, I either stayed with my liaisons or rented a place within or near the community.
3.2 Collecting data

I interviewed any individuals who claimed to have had contact with ravenous spirits, to
have witnessed or participated in rituals pertaining to this belief tradition, or to have lived in
belief communities while a ravenous spirit crisis — successive cases of inscrutable death and
illness — took place. These individuals, who have experienced the tradition in different manners,
are united through their consent to share their stories for an academic purpose.

Due to several factors, talking about experiences relating to ravenous spirit beliefs is not
easy. Stigmatization associated with this tradition is a prominent factor restraining believers from
talking about their experiences. Afraid of being condemned as irrational and superstitious,
several informants cautiously asked me about my stance on supernatural beliefs and let down
their guard after I stated my non-judgmental outlook on the matter. Another equally important
factor is the traumatic component of experiences pertaining to the radical practices of ravenous
spirit beliefs. Individuals who have been through violent exorcising rites and the alleged hosts of
ravenous spirits who were subject to collective violence, understandably, do not want to talk
about these traumatic experiences. And those willing to share their stories do so with difficulty. A
female informant whose parents were accused and banished from their native community for
hosting ravenous spirits broke into tears while narrating her experience of growing up as a
daughter of ravenous spirit hosts. Communal censorship is another factor that demarcates the
boundary between discussable topics and unmentionable ones. This censorship is implemented
most vigorously in cases where the practice of ravenous spirit beliefs breeds discord in the belief
community. Within these circumstances, to talk about the practice of the tradition and the context
leading to it is to inflame the conflict that the community tries to overcome.
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Communal censorship significantly affects the collected data. To illustrate this point, my
fieldwork experience in Ban Na-ngam village — a belief community mentioned in chapter four —
is given here. My informants provided detailed accounts of the accusation of Mr. Boonpeng — an
elderly man believed to host ravenous spirits. The context leading to his accusation and the
strategies employed by villagers to protect the community from Mr. Boonpeng's ravenous spirits
are told from their viewpoints, while the accused's perspective is omitted. My intention to
interview him was aborted by my liaison and my informants who insisted that I should not open
old wounds. Mr. Boonpeng still lives in the community. To ask him about this unpleasant
experience could rekindle the forgotten dispute.

Though Mr. Boonpeng's view of the incident is required for a well-rounded analysis of
his accusation, the circumstances render the acquisition of his perspective impossible. I was
similarly restrained when doing fieldwork in Ban Nongbualong village. Learning from my
informants about a woman who allegedly hosted ravenous spirits and lived in a self-imposed
exile for twenty years, I discussed with them the possibility of interviewing her. They were
apparently uneasy and talked me out of the plan. The woman was in the process of reintegration
into the community, they rightly reasoned, and they were afraid that she would be offended by
my inquiry into the matter of ravenous spirits.

In spite of my efforts to cover all sides of the story, there are boundaries and thresholds
that I cannot cross. This results in the omission of the viewpoints crucial for the thorough and
impartial understanding of the tradition. To remedy this shortcoming, a perspective excluded
from one case is sought out in other cases. Because I, out of necessity, left out Mr. Boonpeng's
viewpoint, I interviewed another man accused of hosting ravenous spirits by his native
community. This informant resettled in a Catholic village where ravenous spirit beliefs and other
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session included me, the liaison, and the informant. I note here that the number of people present
in the interview has an impact on the data I obtained from informants. However, a third party
was present only when the circumstance demanded and when informants granted their consent.

Even though I managed to observe some ravenous spirit rituals in context, there is still a
need to supplement these observations, which are meagre in number in comparison to
interviews. Video clips, documentaries, and newsreels that record the performances of these
rituals are helpful in this respect. Reference to these materials, however, entails three drawbacks.
First, the recorded rituals are presented outside their contexts. A brief explanation of why these
rituals are held may be given, but other details are usually left out. Second, these secondary
sources are fraught with interpretations made by their producers. The rendition of ravenous spirit
rituals in these sources is subjective due to judgmental voiceover and editorial processes. Third,
they are highly homogenous and oriented toward the grotesque and abusive variants of ravenous
spirit rituals. Though exploring these mediated substitutes cannot be the same as observing the
real rituals in situ where their diversity and complexity remain intact, these substitutes provide
the initial point of contact through which I acquired the rough idea about the typical procedures
of ravenous spirit rituals.

The entire fieldwork consisted of four phases. Each phase lasted from May to August of
2012-2015. This manner of dividing up fieldwork sessions served a practical purpose: May to
August is the summer break when I was free from educational obligations and able to have an
extensive stay in Thailand. In the first fieldwork phase in 2012, I explored literature and mass
media productions that feature ravenous spirit beliefs. I also interviewed believers about tenets
and convictions that constitute this belief tradition. In the second phase, taking place in 2013, I
primarily examined the practices of ravenous spirit beliefs in real contexts. I observed the
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discerned to elucidate why the practices pertaining to the tradition make sense to believers the
way they do. The analysis in this chapter suggests an alternative line of inquiry into supernatural
beliefs. Instead of asking why people believe in things that are patently false, we can formulate
non-judgmental research questions that discern the emic understanding of the tradition.

Chapter three — “Monolithic Representations and Condescending Discourses” — examines
the ways in which the belief tradition is represented in Thai mass media and rationalized by Thai
academia. Mass media's predilection for abusive practices of the tradition cooperates with
rationalist discourses in the creation and transmission of a reductive, conventional view of the
tradition. Mass media's renditions of the tradition are misleadingly homogenous in contrast to the
pluralistic practices of ravenous spirit beliefs in real contexts. Within this circumstance,
rationalist discourses conveniently assert their dismissive and simplistic interpretations of the
tradition, construing it as a sociological or a psychological device that fulfils a certain function in
belief communities as believers fail to redress threatening situations by direct, rational means.
This chapter problematizes representational and discursive conventions that configure the public
perception of the tradition.

Chapter four — “Pluralistic Practices in Pluralistic Contexts” — reports variable
manifestations of ravenous spirit beliefs in different communities. The ethnographic data laid out
in this chapter counterbalances the negative images of the tradition and its adherents prevalent in
mass media. Since the basis of rationalist interpretations lies in the radical, abusive practices of
the tradition, the benign variants of ravenous spirit rituals and social practices pertaining to them
as presented in this chapter cast light on limited applicability of rationalist discourses.
Ultimately, this chapter reveals that violence and atrocious acts are not intrinsic to this belief
tradition since many belief communities observe the tradition in benign ways.
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is a proper name given to ravenous spirits but also used in the following contexts to convey other
things. First, the term is a metaphor for a vulgar and shamelessly greedy person who is as
loathsome as ravenous spirits. When addressed or referred to as "#$%&!$ ' #$%) or '$%&(%&
$%!), the person is attacked by one of the most humiliating and hateful terms of condemnation in
northeastern Thai lexicon. Second, the term is used as a swear. It is equivalent to the expression
“Damn!” uttered by a native English speaker. Third, the term, when spoken good-naturedly in a
casual, teasing way, implies an intimacy between the addresser and the addressee whose
affectionate and enduring friendship warrant such a license. Fourth, the term is used to denote
either one's immense hunger or his gluttonous consumption of large quantity of food. The
statement “ravenous spirits have descended on this meal” (“$%!'( ), for example, is teasingly
uttered after one sees how an ample meal is thoroughly and quickly finished by himself or by his
buddies. Or the expression “I am so hungry that I am becoming a ravenous spirit” (“)*+,-,.#'/0
1$2-$96) is uttered to emphasize how starving the speaker is.

As evinced in metaphorical usage of the term %&! the most distinctive trait of ravenous
spirits is their voracious appetite and perpetual hunger. These defining characteristics are denoted
by adjective “ravenous” in this study. The noun “spirit” signifies the origin of %())$%g&Which are
not the ghosts of dead humans but a kind of malicious and amorphous entity born from corrupted
magical power.

53 Ravenous spirit hosts

In the northeastern Thai lexicon, individuals who host ravenous spirits are referred to as
%&!(a ravenous spirit) or *'&$#H&+,$%&! ravenous spirit's owner). The intended message of the
statement, “Villagers believe that Mr. Lampoon is a ravenous spirit,” is not that Mr. Lampoon,
reputedly, transforms from a human being into a malevolent, amorphous spirit. Instead, it means
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the colorful procession, the exquisite ghost masks worn by dancers, and the rejoicing folk music
that characterize the festival, the dance of phii ta khon was described in the official website of
Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) as an “inherited culture and tradition”.” The terms, culture
and tradition, are never used to describe ravenous spirit beliefs in Thai context. This hierarchical
ordering problematizes my choice of terming the totality of ravenous spirit beliefs and practices a
belief tradition.

Despite its misleading implication, I use the term tradition to designate ravenous spirit
tenets and practices for a number of reasons. First, the literal translation of the Thai term, kwam
chue reung phii pob, is inadequate because it reduces an intricate network of tenets, customs,
experiences, and social behaviors that revolve around the believed existence of ravenous spirits
to a set of cognitive constructs. The word kwam chue, which means belief, does not encompass
the non-cognitive facets of the tradition. Second, other possible terms, such as complex (as used
in the compound culture complex), may be adopted to signify ravenous spirit tenets and practices
since it denotes a network of culture traits that interrelate with all others (Wissler 1923:52).® The
term ravenous spirit complex adequately signifies the cognitive, cultural, and sociological
components pertaining to the belief in the existence and malevolence of ravenous spirits.

Nonetheless, given the anthropological origin of the term, general audiences unfamiliar with

7!Untranslated citation, published in “Phi Ta Khon Museum.” Amazing Thailand: Attractions. Accessed
February 9, 2016. http://www.tourismthailand.org/Attraction/Phi-Ta-Khon-Museum—3561.

8!IThe application of Wissler's concept of culture complex to ravenous spirit tenets and practices would
result in the term ravenous spirit complex (Jason B. Jackson, personal communication, February 2, 2016).
Underpinning this concept is the idea that a culture trait does not form a clear-cut unit. Instead, it
encompasses and connects with other traits, which altogether form a culture complex. If we grant that
belief in the existence of ravenous spirits is a culture trait, other relevant tenets and customs, such as
exorcising rites or the efficacy of holy water, are traits pertaining to the principal element and thus
constitute a ravenous spirit complex. See Wissler (1923) for discussion of cultural traits and trait
complexes in early American cultural anthropology or ethnology.
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ethnographic data, I define a belief community by means of people's familiarity with ravenous
spirit beliefs and practices. There may be a few or even a significant number of non-believers in
a given village. However, as long as these skeptical members come to know about and become
familiar with the tradition through their contact with the believing members, such village is
qualified as a belief community in the context of this study.
! It is noted here, however, that people's familiarity with the ravenous spirit belief
tradition is inferred from informants' accounts, not from a direct and systematic survey. For
example, the headman of Ban Pa-Ao village told me that a communal ritual is held in the village
almost every year to subdue ravenous spirits, so I assume that this ritual and the belief it enacts
must be familiar culture traits whose meaning — on some level — is known by the majority of
villagers regardless of their varying attitudes toward the efficacy of the ritual. Based on an
inference made in this manner, I consider Ban Pa-Ao village a belief community.
5.8 Believers / non-believers

The ravenous spirit believers interviewed in this study do not take the existence of these
malicious spirits as evidently and indisputably true. Instead, they regard the matter as a
I"##3$%3$&Plike non-believers,they do not totally rule out supernatural causes of unfortunate
events that befell their communities. This disposition requires caution in the usage of the verb
%+&$+gnd the noun %+&$+,irthis study. .+&$+, i the context of this study does not denote a
resolute commitment to a postulate received as self-evidently true. Rather, it is an act of
acceptance that a postulate /01*%+*012*30(*%+*.-Be phrase -0,+1"4#*#!$-$*%+& S+ tHiS
context, therefore, means people who accept the possibility of ravenous spirits' existence and the
harm they inflict on humans.

In contrast to %+&$+,+#15%+&$+,4r# defined in this study as those who consider
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became King Rama I, the founder of the present Chakri dynasty of Thailand. Under the reign of
the new king, Vientiane, together with another Lao polity — the kingdom of Luang Phrabang —
became Ayudhya's (or Siam in that time period) vassal states.

The northeastern frontier was filled by Lao captives from Vientiane when Chao
Anouvong, the ruler of Vientiane, led an insurgence against Siam in 1827 (Grabowsky 1995:
116). After the total suppression of Lao troops in Korat (Nakhon Ratchasima province in the
present-day northeast Thailand), Siamese armies marched to Vientiane, raided the city, and
captured its inhabitants. These captives from Vientiane and its hinterland resettled in the
northeastern region and on the edge of the central part of Siam (Grabowsky 1995: 120). This
historical event accounts for two characteristics that differentiate northeastern Thailand from
other regions of the country. First, the majority of its population consists of originally Lao-
speaking people whose ethnicity and cultural practices differ from those of the central Thais.
Second, the long history of rivalry for power and domination, from my viewpoint, contributes to
the condescending sentiment the central Thais harbor against the northeastern Thais, whom they
consider to be Lao by origin.

Another significant event that reinforces the Siamese elites' conception of the
northeastern people as credulous and troublesome is the “men-with-merit” insurgence !"#$%&'()*
+,'$*-. (Mikusol 1995:150). In October of 1892, Siam ceded its territories on the left bank of the
Salween River to Britain. One year later, in October of 1893, Siamese territories on the left bank
of the Mekong River were lost to France (Mikusol 1995:149). The Siamese court, under the rule
of King Rama V, made an attempt to preclude further loss of territories by introducing a new
administrative system that was “designed to bring outlying people more directly under the
authority of Bangkok™ (Keyes 1995:158). This administrative reform curtailed the authority of
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carried on by the Lao population in the northeastern part of his kingdom. Despite the fact that
Lao folk music, or "#$%! #as adopted by the Siamese in the capital was severed from the culture
of its origin and thus stripped of ritualistic features that would be considered grotesque and
superstitious by its Siamese enthusiasts'®, the king still regarded it as a foreign element polluting
the superior, central Thai culture.

Even though this attitude has greatly diminished in present-day Thailand, given the
national popularity of the northeastern Thai folk music and cuisine, its trace is still perceptible in
a hierarchical ordering of the northeastern Thai cultural practices vis-a-vis those of the central
Thai. The unequal value assigned to the central Thai and the northeastern Thai dialects, for
instance, is entrenched in the idea that supremacy belongs to the central Thai customs. Central
dialect is standard Thai, which, as Anthony Diller rightly observes, “is the leading prestige
dialect favored by professionals and other high status individuals” (Diller 1991: 99). It is also an
emblem of a successful assimilation into the dominant central Thai culture that, and that “most
parents would like to have their children speak well for reason of social mobility and
occupational security” (Diller 1991: 99). This supremacy of central Thai dialect is inconsistent
with the fact that those who speak Lao as their first language in Thailand outnumber those who
claim central Thai as their native dialect (Platt 2013: 5).

6.3 Socio-economic context: The poorest region in the country

Unfavorable ecological factors and erratic amounts of rainfall make northeastern

Thailand unsuitable for an agrarian economy. The region is infamous for its “sandy and podzolic

soils, poor in nutrients, salted-infected ground water and the relatively driest climate of the

10 According to Pasuk and Baker, !"#$%!#‘was more than simply entertainment” (2002: 71). &"#$%¥#
troupes “were expected to used their skills to propitiate gods and spirits on important ritual occasions, and
the art was reckoned to convey important spirit power” (2002: 71).
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country” (Uhlig 1995: 130). The barrenness of the northeastern region was much abhorred by
Siamese officials who regarded the area as “Thailand's Siberia” — the place where government
officials who displeased their superiors in Bangkok were sent as a punishment (Luther 1995:
185). Despite its harsh climate and unyielding earth, the major economic activity of the
northeastern population is farming. Fourty-four percent of the region's GNP comes from
agriculture. This percentage, however, does not include subsistence farming (Uhlig 1995: 136).
Compared to other regions of Thailand, rice farming in the northeast is the least productive. Rice
farms in the northeast yield only one harvest per year, unlike those in the north and the central
regions that generally yield two and three harvests per year (Platt 2013: 3).

The poverty of the northeastern population is clearly reflected in the Gross Domestic
Product. According to Thai National Statistic Office, the average GDP of Thailand in 2013 was
193,394 baht per capita. The GDP for the northeastern region is 74, 532 bath per capita, which is
almost three times lower than the national average. This figure is strikingly low compared to the
GDP of the central and the southern regions, which are 239,078 baht and 123, 270 baht per
capita respectively. This economic disparity is not new. Poverty incidence made for 1962-3
shows that 77 percent of the northeastern population fall below a poverty line. This percentage
reduced to 36 per cent in 1980, yet half of the nation's poor still concentrates in the northeast
(Pasuk and Baker, 2002: 64).

Given poor natural conditions that yield only one harvest of rice per year, combined with
a low standard of living in the rural areas of the northeast, a large number of the northeastern
people emigrate to industrial centers outside the region. Some travel abroad to supply the
demand for cheap, unskilled labor. A joke that I heard from several northeastern Thai wage
laborers who work in Bangkok reflects a popular concept that sweepingly regards people from
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the northeast as cheap, simple-minded coolies. The joke describes a pattern of job distribution
among the non-central Thai population when they emigrate to Bangkok: young women from the
north work as prostitutes; people from the northeast become construction laborers and
housemaids; those from the South are engaged in illegal businesses. This joke, apparently, is told
from the stance of the central Thais, who categorize non-central Thai peoples by different
impressions they have about each regional group: Women from the north are pretty but poor and
naive, so they are usually lured into sex trafficking. Those from the northeast are country
bumpkins but honest since they are simple-minded, so they are good for menial, unsophisticated
tasks. The south has posed a threat to central government because of several terrorist movements,
thus people from this region are identified with terrorists and fall into the criminal slot.

The image of the northeastern population as poverty-stricken and simple-minded was
exploited to justify a military coup against Thaksin Shinawatra and his cabinet in September
2006. The coup makers justified their action on the grounds that Thaksin's government, though
legitimized by electoral mandate, is implicated “in an unsavory tangle of money, violence,
patronage” (Walker 2012: 3). Besides, “the impure electoral influence of his [ Thaksin's]
government arose out of populist appeals to the parochial self-interest of poorly educated voters
in the rural north and northeast” (Walker 2012: 3). The coup makers, apparently, refuted the
legitimacy of Thaksin's government by proclaiming that he won two national elections, first in
2001 and again in 2005, only by giving money to the poor and uneducated peasants in the north
and northeast. This justification seems to be entrenched in a negative stereotype the coup makers
harbor about rural dwellers in these two regions: Their political decisions cannot be taken
seriously since they are based on bad judgment and greed.

I situate the northeast in its historical, cultural, and socio-economic contexts to elucidate
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the position its inhabitants occupy in national imagination. Historically, the northeastern
population was non-Siamese people from one of Siam's vassal state. Their ways of life and
cultural practices were foreign and thus regarded as inferior to those of the Siamese in the central
region. In present-day Thailand, they occupy the lowest rung of socio-economic strata. Their
poverty and low level of education, allegedly, render them susceptible to bribes and temptation
devised by manipulative, corrupted politicians. These intertwining facts and assumptions
constitute the backdrop against which the ravenous spirit belief tradition and its adherents are
perceived by non-believers in modern Thailand.
7. Protecting informants' privacy

Since ravenous spirit believers are susceptible to stigmatization, informants' real names
are replaced with pseudonyms. The names of belief communities, however, are maintained but
their exact locations are kept confidential. Without the names of the districts and the regions in
which they are situated, it is, I believe, hardly possible to identify them given the fact that the
same name may denote more than ten villages scattered all over the northeast. Neither
photographs nor video recording were taken during fieldwork. Audio recording was done with
the permission of the informants. Only I, as the sole researcher of this study, have access to audio
files and transcriptions of all interviews.

8. Note on translation

All interviews were conducted in Thai, mostly in northeastern Thai and a few in central
Thai. Informants' words, when cited, are transcribed and translated entirely by me. Media scripts
and academic research about ravenous spirit beliefs examined in chapter three are originally in
Thai. Excerpts and citations from these sources are also translated. In a few cases when the cited
excerpt is originally in English, it is thus indicated in a footnote.
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Chapter 2
Emic Description of the Ravenous Spirit Belief Tradition
1. Chapter Overview: The Land of Incorporeal Beings

As soon as the princess laid her eyes on the lovely white squirrel, she felt a strong desire

to get a hold of it. She commanded her retinue to capture the animal; if not alive, then its

lifeless body would do. The princess was oblivious to the fact that the squirrel was a

serpent prince in disguise. Having heard of her unsurpassed beauty, the serpent prince

took the form of a little squirrel just to admire the princess with his own eyes.

Unfortunately, this act inspired by love ended with the serpent prince’s death. The

squirrel was shot down by an arrow. It was skinned and its meat was distributed among

the citizens of the princess’s kingdom. Nobody knew that the meat brought down on them

a disastrous curse. Upon learning about his son’s death, the serpent king unleashed his

magical power, enlarging the squirrel’s flesh to make sure that everyone in the kingdom

had their share. No one who consumed the cursed meat escaped death caused by a big
flood. In the end, the princess’s kingdom was cleansed of its cannibalistic sin by a raging
torrent. The whole city was buried under water. This is how Nong Han came into being.

(“The Legend of Padang and Nang Ai”— a northeastern Thai folktale)

This brief retelling of an etiological tale about a great lake in Sakon Nakhon province,
Northeast Thailand, is presented here because it encapsulates the gist of the northeastern Thai
view about otherworldly beings. The fundamental elements constituting this view are uncertainty
and caution entrenched in the belief that no one recognizes these beings when they mingle with
the creatures of this world. No one can tell how or why or when they come. It is, therefore,
highly possible for a human to unwittingly offend them. The princess’s crime in the tale is
exemplary of the worst but most likely interaction that could transpire between a supernatural
being and a human in the northeastern Thai imagination. She does not know the serpent prince’s
true identity as she cannot see through his deceptive, mundane form. Unwittingly, she offends his
father who subsequently wreaks calamity on her and her people. Always cautious of offending

powerful spirits out of ignorance, many northeastern Thais strictly follow a protocol that

regulates their relationships with incorporeal beings. Spending the night at somebody’s house
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without asking for permission from the guardian spirits of that residence is believed to result in a
nightmare or a sickness. Also, whimsically picking up a stone, a flower, or any items from a
“sacred area” (a specific part of a forest occupied by forest spirits) can be taken by the offended
spirits as a “theft” that deserves a severe punishment. This caution is succinctly articulated in a
Thai proverb that says: “Despite one’s disbelief, it is wise not to give offense.”

Another attitude informing northeastern Thai views of supernatural beings is distrust in
their whimsical and unpredictable temperament. Like the serpent king in the tale, they have no
mercy for humans who offend them. They are easily irritated and wreak havoc for petty offenses.
The accounts given by the informants participating in this research demonstrate how northeastern
Thais construe whimsicality as a defining characteristic of supernatural agents. Mrs. Dang, for
example, interprets her nonstop crying after giving birth to her second child as a punishment
inflicted by the house guardians because she forgot to inform them of her successful delivery
(personal interview, May 25, 2013). This whimsical mood also prevails when humans propitiate
them for favor. As Steven Piker notes in “The Relationship of Belief Systems to Behavior in
Rural Thai Society,” supernatural agents in Thai worldview react capriciously to human requests.
There is no guarantee of benevolent intervention even if ritual is carried out properly or
incantation is cited correctly. The spirit that grants a favor in one instance does not necessarily do
so again when approached by the same supplicant using the same method. In the northeastern
Thai worldview, there is no contractual arrangement or static pattern in the relationship between
patron spirits and their supplicants (Piker 1968:389).

This overview of attitudes of the northeastern Thais toward otherworldly beings provides

the backdrop against which the ravenous spirit belief tradition is created and practiced. Despite
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which, once understood, is not as absurd as it appears in light of the scientific-rationalist
paradigm.

To explicate the internal logic of the ravenous sprit belief tradition, this chapter is divided
into three parts. The first section — “Belief and Knowledge as an Epistemological Lens” — lays
out how belief and knowledge have been contingently distinguished by a worldview that holds
epistemic authority in a specific society at a specific time period. In light of this view, belief and
knowledge are cultural constructs upheld by the power relation that exists between different
belief systems. The second section — “Morphology of the Ravenous Spirit Belief Tradition” —
delineates tenets and assertions that constitute the ravenous spirit belief tradition. Drawing on
Propp's treatment of Russian folktales, this section categorizes ravenous spirit beliefs into three
main sequences according to the figures who play a major role in each sequence. These tenets are
analyzed and described in light of the axioms that render them meaningful and logical to
believers. The final section — “Is an Emic Description of Others' Belief Systems Possible?” —
concludes the chapter by discussing whether or not an emic description of a foreign culture is
attainable in the field of cultural science.

2. Belief and Knowledge as an Epistemological Lens

The notion that there is no intrinsic essence differentiating belief from knowledge has
been a subject of scholarly interest. Anthropologists, folklorists, and scholars from disciplines
that study beliefs in different cultures and domains of life concur that belief and knowledge are
culturally bound concepts whose truth value is not intrinsic but defined by several factors. David
J. Hufford, Marilyn Motz, Bonnie O’Conner, and Barbara Walker are among the scholars who

elaborate on this idea via the subjects of their interests. Their works demonstrate that the
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polarization of two antithetical concepts on the basis of their truth value — such as “reality”

29 <

versus “fantasy,” “true” versus “false,” and “natural” versus “supernatural” — are relative in the
sense that they change once criteria and means of validation shift.

Hufford, scrutinizing the power relations inherent in the conception of belief and
knowledge, argues that the boundary between these two terms was demarcated in the
Enlightenment when science became the paradigm of knowledge and the arbiter of truth.
Science, rather than a worldview with its particular set of assertions that defines reality in a
specific way, was sanctified as an objective and reliable means to decipher the rules of the
natural world. Science has been accepted as an accurate description of how the natural world
operates, and as the reliable method used to discern the rules underlying this operation. In
“Beings Without Bodies: An Experience-Centered Theory of the Belief in Spirits,” Hufford
posits that science’s status as an infallible mode of knowledge production is a historical construct
emerging when the accepted criteria and means of validating a proposition shifted. Scholars and
thinkers during the Enlightenment narrowed down the definition of knowledge by identifying it
with the scientific mode of discerning and explicating reality. What is qualified as knowledge
must be confirmed by experts with technical training. It must be subject to the orderly procedures
of observation, hypothesis formulation, and experimentation, which ultimately lead to the
formation of a generally applicable principle. This rigid model of knowledge production
excludes any propositions that do not comply with these procedures, dismissing them as
unverified beliefs. With this highly specific conception of knowledge, speculations derived from
direct personal experiences, intuition, and repetitious practices — all of which are prominent

sources of knowledge in traditional societies — are downgraded and defined as beliefs. Calling
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malevolent beings that whimsically jeopardize the natural course of human life. The wicked
influence of these spirits and its transformative effect on reality is considered supranormal rather
than supernatural — that is, not ordinary but possible.

An individual's perception and interpretation of reality are molded by the belief system
that person adheres to. Keeping this notion in mind, we are immune to the false consciousness
that our convictions are knowledge while those held by others, especially those that contradict to
our notions of truth, are beliefs. Bonnie O’Conner succinctly states this point in her comment on
how the term "#$%&'(&is used in scholarship as reference to propositions verified in the context
of academic disciplines by the approved validation methods. For her, the conviction that one’s
claim is knowledge while others’ claims are beliefs “is inherently ethnocentric, for it takes the
accepted beliefs of one’s own culture or identity group to be universally correct or normative,
even sufficient in themselves to falsify competing claims without further investigation” (1995:8).
A non-ethnocentric way to understand the relationship between belief and knowledge, in my
view, can be achieved through scrutiny of the mechanisms underlying one’s own belief system
and those of others in order to discern how they generate diverse conceptions of reality. The
fundamental axioms of the studied belief system — irreducible assertions whose truth value is
granted without the requirement of proof (O’Conner 1995:9) — need to be extrapolated as they
are keys to the internal logic that renders sensible the tenets and truth claims subsumed under the
system.

Fundamental axioms do not only generate tenets and assertions. They also form an
epistemological principle — the rubric that determines “definitions and criteria for the

admissibility of evidence; definitions of the kind and weight of evidence required to constitute
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historian, however, claims that ravenous spirit beliefs are also common among the northern Thai
population. He recounts an etiological myth about the origin of ravenous spirits that seems to be
drawn from the northern Thai oral tradition.? Given that ravenous spirit beliefs are attributed to
both the northern and northeastern regions of Thailand, we can speculate that this belief tradition
was originally a Lao culture trait that was practiced by the Lao population in these two regions
even before they were annexed to Siam. This conjecture is verified by the fact that there exists
among other Tai ethnic groups a similar category of malevolent spirits that is also called phii
pob. The Red Tai and the White Tai — the non-Buddhist, Tai-speaking groups in the northern
region of Lao PDR and Vietnam — also hold a belief about phii pob even though its wicked
influence is slightly different from that of phii pob in the northeastern Thai supernatural tradition.
Phii pob in the Red and the White Tai traditions, like its counterpart in the northeastern Thai
belief, wreaks havoc on the whole social group. Yet, among the Red and the White Tai it is
believed to bring about diarrhea, and to cause a death epidemic within a human community by
means of the disease (Formoso 1998: 7). This tenet about diarrhea does not exist in the
northeastern Thai variant, which holds that phii pob causes sudden, fatal pathological symptoms
whose nature eludes biomedicine. Given this piece of evidence, we may conclude that the belief

in phii pob, despite some significant differences among variants, has been held among several

3 In the myth, a prince and his retainer have mastered the art of shape shifting. They can detach their
souls from their bodies at will and possess other corporeal forms. One day, the prince spotted a deer's
dead body. He then exhibited his magical art by leaving his own body and possessed the carcass. The
retainer, harboring an ill will against his master, left his body and took over the prince's empty form. The
villain burned his real body and returned to town, posing as the prince. The hero left the deer's body and
entered that of a parrot. He then flew to his palace and told his wife about the treacherous servant.
Together they made a plan to lure the retainer away from the prince's body. The princess enticed the
retainer to display to her his exalted magical power. Therefore the retainer left the prince's body and
entered the carcass of a dead goat. The watchful prince immediately took possession of his real body and
slaughtered the goat. The retainer's soul, now that his real form was destroyed, became a ravenous spirit
(Chotisookrat 2010: 283-285).
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frequency and sudden, unpredictable attack, are considered out of the ordinary and indicative of
ravenous spirits' wicked influence.

The human sequence features beliefs about people and the relationship they have with
ravenous spirits. First is the host — the person within whom a ravenous spirit dwells. The spirit is
like a demonic alter ego over which the self can assert no control. A person may not know he
hosts a ravenous spirit, or he may be aware of the fact but fails to prevent it from harming others.
Mr. Tongdee — the principle medium of the guardian spirit at Ban Pa Ao village — stated that the
host can tell there is a ravenous spirit within him when he has a recurring dream about eating
raw, bloody meat (personal interview, May 24, 2014).

Next is the possessed — the person suffering from ravenous spirit afflictions. Manifest
symptoms are indicative of different stages of possession. Death without prior signs of sickness
indicates that the possessed person's insides were entirely devoured by a ravenous spirit, while
physical and mental symptoms resistant to conventional treatment indicate the early stages of
ravenous spirit possession. According to Reverend Tongchan — a Buddhist monk and an exorcist
in Mukdaharn province — individuals suffering from illnesses are more vulnerable to ravenous
spirits and other evil forces compared to healthy people. This is because a person's soul essence
or khwan* is weakened by his languishing, sickly body. The decline of spiritual vitality generates
a void within that renders the self susceptible to malevolent forces from outside (personal
interview, May 26, 2013). From this tenet, believers make a deduction about the severity of a

ravenous spirit crisis based on the number of deaths occurring to healthy people. The healthier

4 According to Tambiah, khwan is the “spiritual essences of individual human beings” (1970:57). It
resides in the body of its owner but flees when its owner experiences a shock, an illness, or a mental
disturbance. The kiwan's departure can result in madness and other misfortunes. A ritual called su khwan
is required to call a khwan back to its owner.
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This brief description of the ravenous spirit belief tradition provides a rough overview of
the tenets and assertions that constitute the tradition. In the following sections, each sequence of
ravenous spirit beliefs is explicated in light of the fundamental axioms that render these beliefs
rational and viable to believers.

3.3. The Spirit Sequence

MU $%&'()*+*,'-.'101&,-23'45%)*63"

According to tradition,'ravenous spirits are emanations of their hosts' corrupted magical
power. All verbal formulae or items permeated with mystical power are subject to restrictions of
use. Once the user breaches these restrictions, the magical power transforms itself into a
ravenous spirit and takes the transgressor as its host. This tenet is logical and valid for ravenous
spirit believers because it resonates with an axiom about the nature of supernatural power viable
in Thai supernatural tradition. This axiom grants that supernatural power is like a natural
resource accessible to those equipped with the skill and technique to tap into it. Anybody who
learns to master the art of manipulating this power can exploit it for their purposes regardless of
their moral character.

This axiomatic tenet about the nature of supernatural power underlies the etymological
construction of the term 30*7030)@"#$%"&'(. Pragmatically, 30*7030)8'used in Thai the same
way the term 325&),062)08s used in English. It denotes aspects of reality that deviate from the
familiar, empirical domain of everyday life. However, while the etymological construction of
325&),062)0Bhplies a normative conception of reality in relation to which the supernatural is

defined, 30*7030)bnnotes no such conception. On the contrary, it construes the supernatural as

6 Tt is noted here that 325&),062)08'translated into Thai as ,20'6%0990:%00*+,-."/0%&1). This term
is generally used nowadays but was not in pre-modern Thailand. At present, ,20'6%0990:%0&nd
30*7030)45" equally common in everyday usage.
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power, they can also abuse it. Therefore, a monitoring apparatus is required to prevent and
punish the unethical use of mystical power.

Beliefs about the origin of ravenous spirits articulate ethical concerns about the use of
magic that would be irrelevant if supernatural power was construed differently. As an ethically
neutral force accessible to meditational and magical adepts regardless of their moral quality,
supernatural power becomes highly susceptible to misuse by morally corrupted practitioners. The
taboos pertaining to each magical formula are monitoring devices preventing the unethical use of
mystical power; while one's transformation into a ravenous spirit host is the punishment for this
crime. The tenets about ravenous spirits' origin are valid and meaningful for believers because
they resonate with the concept of supernatural power viable in northeastern Thai culture. Those
unfamiliar with or skeptical about the validity of this concept, understandably, view any
postulates derived from it as absurd.

3.3.2. The Reality of Incorporeality

When asked about the form of ravenous spirits, informants gave disparate answers. The
village headman at Ban Pa Ao posited that the ravenous spirits attacking the community in 2013
took the forms of a big black dog and a black monkey (personal interview, May 24, 2014). Mrs.
Tongsuk — a healer and exorcist in the village — recounted her encounter with a ravenous spirit in
a dream. It assumed the form of its host and pleaded with her not to interfere with its attempt to
devour some victims in order to relieve its hunger (personal interview, June 30, 2013). Ravenous
spirits' volatile and variable appearances reveal their amorphous nature and their ability to

assume any concrete form when they are in contact with material reality.
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boundaries is emblematic of their otherworldly status. In light of this tenet, Buddhist cosmology
not only grants that there are modes of existence independent from formal configuration, it also
asserts that to think about existence solely in terms of physical form is naive and anthropocentric.
Form in Buddhism is transitory. It is an ever-shifting, superficial part of the Self rather than its
essence.

In comparison to positivism,'® Buddhism has a different conception of form and the
physical senses. While positivism posits that physical senses are tools of observation crucial for
the production of genuine and replicable knowledge, Buddhism construes the body and sensual
perception as the profane part of beings. Form is transient, illusory, and subject to worldly
suffering. Attachment to form produces ignorance — a false impression that corporeal existence is
permanent and, therefore, worth clinging to. This outlook on physical form and its transient
nature is articulated in “Maha-dukkhakkhandha Sutta” or “The Discourse on the Great Mass of

9911

Suffering”"’ in the Pali Canon. When the Buddha was asked by his disciples to elaborate on the
illusory nature of form, he responded by describing a young, beautiful woman in perfect health.
As time goes by, the woman's comely form languishes because of old age and sickness. Finally it
becomes a decomposed carcass devoured by scavengers. Form in Buddhism is the site of
suffering as much as the deceptive surface — it gives a false impression of durability and

permanence despite the transcendental rule of change and degradation. Based on this outlook on

form, Buddhist mind-body dualism emerges. Existence is defined not by transitory form but by

10 A broad definition of the term given in "#$%&%'()#(**+%,-.%70*1%2#343*/5-16(996) is applied
here. According to this source, positivism is the “school of thought adopting the view that the methods of
natural science—involving observation based on sense experience—are the only route to genuine
knowledge of the world.”

11 Majjhima Nikaya, Sutta Pitaka. Thanissaro Bhikkhu (2013).
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mind. While form is mundane and superficial, mind is the essence — the core of the Self that has
the potential to obtain eternal bliss once it is liberated from the ignorance caused by attachment
to form.

This axiomatic view imparts its content to the ravenous spirit belief tradition. It underpins
the postulate that beings can exist without a concrete and static embodiment; and there are beings
in this multifaceted universe to whom the lack of corporeal form is the natural state of existence.
This postulate renders sense to the formlessness of phii in local beliefs. Ravenous spirits, like
other types of phii in northeastern Thai supernatural beliefs, have no form because they are not
beings of this world. Their lack of form makes sense for believers since it denotes their
otherworldly status.

3.3.3. Hunger and Greed

Ravenous spirits' formlessness and insatiable hunger are retributions for their hosts'
avarice. The host's indulgence in gratifying his or her desire leads to the abuse of magical power
that transforms into a ravenous spirit. Though the desire it fulfills is not unethical, the magical
power overused in order to appease an excessive desire is considered inherently immoral. For
instance, a well-known magical formula among lay practitioners is called “rice coming to the
barn” (kao keun kum — #128uiin). Once the formula is properly uttered, the barn of the reciter
will be automatically filled with rice. However, he is restricted to reciting the formula only once
in a given period of time. Immoderate usage of the magic results in a ravenous spirit. In light of
this tenet about the origin of ravenous spirits, we can see that greed is identified with insatiable
hunger in the ravenous spirit belief tradition. Practitioners who use their magic out of greed are

punished by being turned into the hosts of wicked spirits notorious for their perpetual hunger.
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Due to their lack of physical form, ravenous spirits do not have the means to gratify this craving.
They personify pure hunger that will never be satiated no matter how many lives they consume.

Hunger has a special connotation in the northeastern Thai worldview. Its
conceptualization as the punishment for avarice is based on the dualism of lack and excess that
haunts the northeastern Thai imagination. Due to its extreme climate and sandy soil, this part of
Thailand has been alternately ravaged by drought and flood — extreme conditions of lack and
excess in which no living things can survive. The deeply rooted anxiety caused by these two
antithetical conditions is vividly manifested in vernacular expressions such as legends and
folksongs. The myth about the princess and the white squirrel recounted in the first section of
this chapter, for instance, opens with the image of a vast wasteland ravaged by drought. The
story ends with a big flood that destroys the princess's kingdom. Lack and excess, as cultural
idioms viable in the northeastern Thai worldview, inform the image of the greedy hosts and the
ravenous spirits residing within them.

While hunger is an ordeal caused by lack, avarice is a moral frailty denoting excessive
desire. Ravenous spirits and their hosts are bridging figures that forge a causal link between
hunger and avarice. They articulate the idea that a perpetual and acute sense of lack is a
punishment for excessive, uncurbed desire. This connection between avarice and hunger is a
conceptual model that configures the northeastern Thai idea about sinful spirits. Humans who are
selfish, who indulge in gratifying their desire and refuse to share their abundant resources with
those in need turn into spirits tortured by perpetual hunger either while still alive or after death.
This tenet is manifest in multiple forms in northeastern Thai supernatural belief traditions. Its

reiteration and variable expressions attest to its viability in the culture.
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Another class of sinful spirits that reiterates the axiom about greed and hunger is !"#$%@&t
hungry ghosts. ("#$%é&nd ravenous spirits are different variants of the same prototype that
construes hunger as a punishment for selfish greed. Practitioners of magic consumed by greed
generate ravenous spirits within them while still alive; stingy individuals turn into hungry ghosts
after death. ("#$%@&ither live in a special realm of hell or wander about on earth, tortured by
perpetual hunger. They are more pathetic than harmful as they loiter in different places,
especially near temples, asking pious Buddhists for a small share of good karma they earn from
performing meritorious acts. Tambiah vividly describes the appearance of "#$%& They are of
gigantic size, they have dried up limbs, loose skin, enormous bellies. They continually wander
about, consumed with hunger and thirst, yet never able to eat or drink because of their small
mouths, constricted throats and the scorching, boiling heat that emanates from their
bodies”(1970: 39). ("#$%& persistent hunger and thirst, as Tambiah remarks, are an extreme
punishment for being stingy in merit making. Humans who refuse to offer food to monks suffer
as a starved !"#$%@&fter death.

In several cases, the stinginess characterizing !"#$%@&s attributed to ravenous spirit hosts.
The alleged hosts are individuals believed to be well-versed in magical knowledge but isolating
themselves from community. This voluntary isolation is interpreted by the community as an
attempt to keep their knowledge exclusively for their private use. Mrs. Tongsuk, for instance,
reported on the strange behavior of Mr. Chai, who was suspected of hosting ravenous spirits. His
mysteriously accumulating wealth was read by the community as the fruit of Mr. Chai's magical
knowledge. His voluntary seclusion from social interactions, according to her, revealed his intent

to monopolize the use of this special resource (personal interview, June 30, 2013). As !"#$%@&re
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folk music attracted its attention. The caring brother-in-law happened to visit Mrs. Dang that day.
The spirit came with him, saw that Mrs. Dang was in a sensitive condition, and possessed her
(personal interview, May 25, 2013). Mrs. Dang's story illustrates a defining characteristic of
ravenous spirits. They are feared as much as loathed for their caprice. They bother humans not
out of necessity to satiate their perpetual hunger, but merely according to their whims which
seem absurd and irrational to humans. What, then, renders caprice meaningful and viable in
northeastern Thai supernatural belief tradition? Why do northeastern Thais construe malevolent
spirits as capricious?

Scholars studying supernatural beliefs in Thailand and other countries in southeast Asia
offer various insights into people's orientations toward the supernatural world. Steven Piker
contends that non-religious components, such as patterns of social interaction and interpersonal
relationships, impart content and structure to Thai peasants' orientation toward the sacred world
(1968:384). The pattern of relationships between supernatural agents and humans in Thai culture
is like that between patrons and clients. Supplicants plead with spirits to act benevolently or not
to interfere malevolently with intended tasks without any guarantees that their requests will be
granted. This patron-client orientation toward the supernatural world among Thai peasants, Piker
further argues, reflects the importance of networking and beneficial connections for personal
success in the Thai hierarchical social structure (1968:391). As the success of an initiated task
depends entirely on the patron's favor, the desirable effect the supplicant pleads for relies solely
on the unpredictable temperament of the supplicated spirit. The caprice attributed to supernatural
agents is an emanation of the patron-client relationship that imparts its structure and content to

both social interaction and the orientation toward the supernatural world in Thai culture.
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the constant need to formulate new causal schemes when the existing explanatory paradigms fail
to decipher the mysterious, grotesque aspects of reality. Ravenous spirit beliefs are valid and
logical for believers because they can explain a class of experiences that are inexplicable by
other causal theories and, therefore, sustain the axiomatic view that all phenomena are
consequential.

"I"# $%&'()*&++',-'./+-,0123&

Studying witchcraft among the Azande, Evans-Pritchard (1976) posited that witchcraft
beliefs provide the idioms through which the Azande make sense of and devise reaction to
misfortunes. Unfortunate events for the Azande require explanation as they jeopardize the
normal course of the victims' everyday lives. These events are chaos interfering with the orderly
habits that unfailingly yield predictable and expected results. A Zande potter reported his
experience of being attacked by witchcraft when he discovered that his pots broke in the kiln. He
attributed this failure to witchcraft and rationalized that he had made pottery in the kiln countless
times before. He always employed the same techniques and invested the same amount of care
and time. There were very few times that this consistent habit yielded failures and he suspected
that witchcraft was behind them. Since the potter cannot fathom the reason why the method that
is usually effective produces failure at particular times, he rationalizes this failure using the
idiom of witchcraft, construed by the Azande as an external evil force that wreaks havoc on
everyday life which normally transpires in a predictable way.

While misfortunes among the Azande are considered out of the ordinary and, therefore,
require explanation, misfortunes in northeastern Thai worldview are accepted as undesirable but

common aspects of human life. As apparent in a Thai proverb “Bad luck for seven times then
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welfare is at risk. With immense power at his disposal, there is no guarantee that the person will
not abuse it.

Much has been said about the Hindu and Buddhist conceptions of supernatural power that
inform the northeastern Thai worldview and ravenous spirit beliefs. But more needs to be said
about the way these conceptions dictate a culturally meaningful reaction to the individuals
believed to possess exalted supernatural power. This reaction is translated into beliefs about
ravenous spirit hosts whose undue mastery over the ethically neutral, mystical power threatens
collective welfare. A comparison with the Judaeo-Christian conception of supernatural power
will help clarify this point. In Judaeo-Christian theology, a mystical intervention is moral or
immoral depending on its source. God and his retinue are sources of righteous divine power;
while Satan and his followers master evil forces. The moral quality of these polarized sources of
power cannot be altered by humans. It does not make sense in this religious tradition to say that
somebody employs God's power to perform wicked deeds, or that a witch exercises Satan's
power to fulfill altruistic tasks. God's power is always ethical and always serves righteous
purposes; while the opposite is true of Satan's power. This clear-cut demarcation between ethical
and unethical mystical power rules out the suspicion and distrust caused by the ambiguous and
versatile role of individuals endowed with this power. They are either God's or the devil's agents
— the former is venerated and revered; the latter is condemned and feared.

The northeastern Thai conception of supernatural power, however, does not pronounce
this distinct boundary between virtuous saints and vicious sorcerers. Construed as ethically
neutral, freely accessible, and anterior to deities, supernatural power in itself is beyond right and

wrong. Its ethical value is ad hoc; that is, defined case by case by the manner in which
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then an alien force invades and occupies the empty shell its owner leaves behind. Lewis further
elaborates that, in several traditions, possession is not understood as the absence of the victim's
soul and the presence of a spirit that takes over the body. Instead, it denotes the stronger power of
the alien force that suppresses the victim's weaker soul and manipulates him (1971:29). This
view underlies beliefs about ravenous spirit possession and its potential victims. The tradition

has it that a person whose soul essence or khwan is weak is highly vulnerable to ravenous sprit
possession and that a latent and long term possession is common with ravenous spirits.

The two terms that denote different aspects of human souls in northeastern Thai
worldview are khwan (soul essence) and winjan (soul). The former is the indigenous concept
referring to the crucial but fragile core of one's being, while the latter is derived from the Pali
term vinnana meaning “consciousness” (Tambiah 1970:57). It can be said that khwan is the
center of a person's life force that keeps his health, morale, and fortune in good balance, whereas
winjan animates his body and regulates his perception. Kawan is believed to be highly
vulnerable to negative forces. It flees from its owner whenever he is ill, shocked, or in low
spirits. A person whose khwan wanders away is still himself but he will succumb to chronic
illness or persistent misfortunes. Prolonged absence of kiwan can result in madness or death.

The informants who claimed to have experienced ravenous spirit possessions reasoned
that, because their khwan were weak, they were repeatedly bothered by these malicious spirits.
Nevertheless, their experiences of being possessed differed significantly. Mrs. Buasri's
personality dramatically changed every time she was possessed. She hotly argued with the
exorcists and vehemently fought back when they attempted to perform an exorcising rite

(personal interview, June 3, 2013). Mrs. Somjai, on the contrary, experienced a more latent
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interpreting my informants' accounts, and I lay out the connection between what I take as
axiomatic tenets and ravenous spirit beliefs the way I see it. By remarking on the constructed
aspects of analyses and arguments made in this chapter, I posit two notions: 1) representation
always results in an etic description and 2) the adjective “emic” is problematic because it
downplays variability in the way people who create and “own” a particular tradition receive and
practice it.

Even though the object of representation is one's own belief, in order to make it
intelligible to others we need to convey it via etic terms — the terms we share with others when
referring to the shared concepts (Goldstein 1983:106). Besides, the term “emic” is obscure since
it implies a divide between the insiders' and the outsiders' receptions of the tradition; but it does
not provide the instructions on how to demarcate this divide. A particular tradition is interpreted
and practiced variably within the culture of its origin. Who, then, has the right to say that a
specific practice carried out by a specific sect within the group of insiders is more “emic” and
“authentic” than the practices of other sects? Even if scholars give a definite specification of the
view and practice they define as “emic,” they cannot rule out the possibility that individuals who
comprise the “emic” group may make sense of the tradition in variable ways. Taking into
account this fine-grained variability, a purely emic description of a culture or a tradition may not
be possible for two reasons. First, the variability within the esoteric group renders it hardly
possible to describe a unified, coherent description of “the emic view” harbored by the group.
Second, scholars cannot probe into the minds of individual insiders and see how each of them

receives the tradition in question.
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With this view in mind, the analysis made in this chapter is not emic in the sense that it
accurately reflects how every single ravenous spirit believer conceives of the tradition. Rather, it
is emic in the sense that the ravenous spirit belief tradition is situated in its own context and
examined in relation to other mentifacts viable in the culture of its origin. As a non-believer, I
cannot proclaim that my depiction of the tradition is in total agreement with believers' views of
the tradition. I can only say that I examine givens and assertions circulating in northeastern Thai
culture and discern how they render sense and truth value to ravenous spirit beliefs. This is what
I mean by the phrase “emic description of the ravenous spirit belief tradition.”

This chapter serves as the antithesis of the following chapter, “Monolithic
Representations and Condescending Discourses.” These two chapters, when viewed in contrast
with one another, will reveal how a change of analytical lens transforms ravenous spirit beliefs
from a supernatural tradition that makes perfect sense when situated within the culture of its
origin to an anachronistic and irrational residue when explicated by scientific-rationalist

discourses.
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Chapter 3
Monolithic Representations and Condescending Discourses
1. Chapter Overview: Superstition and the Barbaric Folk
On August 19, 2014, "#$%#&" one of the best selling tabloids in Thailand — devoted its
front page to the tragic story of a twelve-year-old girl who lived by herself in Ban Na Learn
village in Ubon Ratchathani. Under a sensational headline that reads, “A twelve-year-old girl's
tough life: lonely and impoverished; her dad accused of hosting ravenous spirit.” the story goes
as follows:

A miserable life!!! A girl was left to struggle for a living by herself. Her dad was
expelled from the village, accused of hosting a ravenous spirit and causing deaths in the
village. The girl lived with grandparents, now dead. The provincial authority rushed to
the scene to offer help.

The twelve-year-old Panjai Meesuk, nicknamed Jai' — a student of Bankammanai
Primary School, Na Learn sub-district, Ubon Ratchathani — was left alone in a wobbly,
tin-roofed house. She does not know her parents' faces. The girl survives by the wage she
earns from running petty errands.

On August 19, 2014, Mr. Banlue Sangchompoo — the village headman — revealed
the incident behind the girl's miserable life. Nine years ago, the village was plagued by an
epidemic of death and illness. The community was in a panic as the rumor about
ravenous spirits spread. A fund raising was carried out to pay for a communal ritual
recommended by a shaman surmising that the epidemic was caused by a ravenous spirit.
Its host was said to be a non-native of the community who lived in the neighborhood of
Panjai's house. Panjai's dad was then accused and banished from the village. He was not
allowed to return until the spirit inside him got eliminated. Panjai's parents left their
three-year-old daughter with her grandparents. The couple has never been seen in the
village since then.

#&$(")* — another leading newspaper — focuses on the impact of the accusation on the
girl's personality:

The twelve-year-old Panjai Meesuk, a fourth grade student of Bankammanai Primary
School, Na Learn sub-district, Ubon Ratchathani, was left to struggle for a living by
herself. She has won her own bread by doing petty jobs such as taking care of the sick,
doing laundry and household chores, and babysitting. The income is barely enough for
food and her tuition fee. Crushed by hardship and loneliness, Panjai is not as cheerful as

1 A pseudonym is applied here instead of the girl's real name in the original report.
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We Need Deviant Others?” — explores how the “deviancy” of the “Others” has been
overemphasized in their representations; and how this overemphasis answers to the needs of “us
normal people.” The superstitious folk, the insane, and HIV patients are all demonized Others
whose “deviancy” is a “social” reality in the sense that its definition and implication are
construed by “normal” people in contrast to the characteristics of “normalcy” they ascribe to
themselves. In light of this postulate, the image of the superstitious folk and their inhumane
practices has currency in Thai culture partly because it reaffirms its beholders' status as the
modern, rational, non-superstitious subjects who belong to the “civilized” class of Thai
population. The second part — “Monolithic Representations”— lays out the invariable ways in
which ravenous spirit beliefs are represented by Thai mass media. Despite differences in terms of
genre and content, these representations underscore the aspects of the tradition that sustain the
preconceived image of harmful supernatural beliefs practiced by the superstitious folk. The third
part — “Condescending Discourses”— posits that rationalist discourses employed by Thai
academia to elucidate ravenous spirit beliefs explain away rather than explain them. The
shortcomings of academic discourses and their tendency to curb the nuance of data to
accommodate rationalist explanations will be examined in this section. The final part — “Why Do
We Need to Write about Others' Troubles?” — discusses the ramification of the analysis
conducted in the chapter.

2. Why Do We Need Deviant Others?

In “Visualizing Madness: Mental Illness and Representation” (2004), Simon Cross

reveals a startling tendency found in the way British TV documentaries visualize mental patients
after the deinstitutionalization policy. Asylum closure, Cross posits, is promising in several

respects. It restores patients to the society, and this reintegration is believed to accelerate their
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from us, we will not suffer from the same fate.

Second, as pointed out by Sander L. Gilman, the visualization of imperceptible deviant
traits assures the sane of their place in the status quo. By looking at mental patients and their
perversion, one's sanity is reaffirmed. One comes to realize one's sanity and normality in light of
the dramatic insanity displayed by the mentally ill. By virtue of their flagrant deviancy, the sane
feel assured of the sound and sensible world to which they belong — a world that is different in
every way from the world of chaos inhabited by the insane. In order to uphold the reality of our
sanity, we need to demarcate the boundary between sound people in the outside world and the
inmates in the asylums. As Gilman postulates, we need the mad to be conspicuously different,
because only then can we be certain of our sanity:

Our shock is always that they [the insane] are really just like us. This moment,

when we say, “they are just like us,” is most upsetting. Then we no longer

know where lies the line that divides our normal, reliable world, a world that

minimizes our fears, from that world in which lurks the fearful, the terrifying,

the aggressive. We want — no, we need — the mad to be different, so we can

create out of the stuff of their reality the myths that make them different

(1988:13).

The assurance of one's sanity gained from viewing one's self in contrast to the mad is indicative
of the power relations inherent in the interaction between Self and Other. De-identification is
crucial to the process of identity construction as the sense of self emerges not only from a
person's idea of who he is but also from his perception of who he is not. The insane Other is one
of many figures with whom the “normal” de-identify in order to assure their wholesome and
sound psyche. Other figures in the category of “deviant Others,” however, respond to other needs
in other domains. Their deviancy does not really stem from their “pathological” traits but rather

from the stigmatization made to them by the normal, who gain something from doing so.

In some cases, the deviant Others are created in order to justify and maintain power
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untreated convulsions brought about his untimely death. The ambulance that never came, the
district hospital that refused to admit Mrs Dang's husband on the grounds of its insufficient
resources to handle his case, and the physician whose speculation on the cause of death
flagrantly contradicted other empirical evidence,’ reveal the shortcomings of medical services in
northeast Thailand. These shortcomings drove Mrs. Dang to resort to a female healer who helped
her make sense of her husband's death. In her story, Mrs. Dang disclosed that the superstitious
folk serves as a straw man in popular imagination that helps the “non-superstitious people”
distance themselves from pervasive risks. Since superstitious beliefs harm only their holders but
inadequate healthcare services threaten everybody, it is more convenient to believe that the
problem lies in the superstitious folk and not in the ineffective healthcare institutions. This
conviction makes it possible for “non-superstitious” people to stay blind to the defects of their
modern society and to shrug off the responsibilities and contributions necessary for the
betterment of this society.

While mental and physical deficiencies projected onto the Other uphold the illusion that
we are wholesome, moral frailty embodied by those convicted of committing hideous crimes
reaffirms our unwavering virtue. By openly and readily condemning rapists, murderers, and

terrorists, we put our flawless morality on display, confirming our status as decent members of

3 In the interview, Mrs. Dang openly expressed her disbelief in the cause of her husband's death as
surmised by the physician. His supposition that her husband died from a heart failure does not make
sense to Mrs. Dang since it clashes head on with the evidence from the electrocardiogram. After her
husband was admitted to the provincial hospital, he remained unconscious for two days and then passed
away. The electrocardiogram indicated that after the convulsion and during the period of
unconsciousness, his heart functioned normally. Mrs. Dang's bafflement was articulated in her narrative:

He (the physician) said it was a heart failure. It was written on his death certificate.

But when they gave him a CPR and he started breathing again, the electrocardiograph
showed that his heart functioned properly. Everything looked normal; still he didn’t

wake up. It was like this until the second day, when he passed away in the hospital (personal
Interview, May 25, 2013).
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society. Briggs's analysis of the Venezuelan newspapers and television infanticide stories
provides an example of this scheme of demoralizing the Other. In “Mediating Infanticide:
Theorizing Relations between Narrative and Violence” (2007), Briggs argues that infanticide
stories circulating in Venezuelan newspapers and television adhere to a formulaic structure. This
structure is constituted by typical elements: “a death, the reporter's narrative, and objects,
persons, and actions that tell the stories of 'solving the crime" (Briggs 2007:326). The most
crucial element — the narrative relating how the mystery was solved and how the real culprit was
identified — is most problematic according to Briggs. It reconstructs the crime scene, which the
audiences did not experience directly, from the testimonies of witnesses and experts. The granted
validity of these testimonies combined with the use of “authenticating” devices, such as reported
speech and illustrative photographs, creates an impression that the narrative transparently reports
the “truth” behind the crime rather than merely speculating about what had happened based on
available evidences. Since the “crime solving” narrative is received as the transparent description
of the crime, any speculations about the convicted person's character and motives presented in
the narrative are likely to be taken at face value. Nonetheless, Briggs further argues that the artful
and “authentic” representation is not the sole reason why audiences buy the image of the morally
corrupted, perverted, and drug-addicted criminals presented in these crime stories. It is also
because of a crucial function fulfilled by this image — the stories of morally degraded criminals
provide the audiences with a means through which they can affirm their own status as decent and
well-integrated citizens.

Media sources follow the crime solving narrative with vox populi — the coverage of
expressions of horror and condemnation among lay people once they learn about the crime.

Briggs discovered that audiences in the same socio-economic classes as the convicted person,
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representation is in conflict with the image of the ignorant, credulous, and cruel folk associated
with ravenous spirit believers. Therefore, it may appear nonsensical to non-believers whose
understanding of the tradition is formulated on the basis of this positioning. Besides, without
sensational elements such as violent exorcising rites, grotesque and dramatic possessions, or
atrocities inflicted upon the alleged hosts, the issue of accountability arises. The audiences would
ask: Why in the world are such typical, unexciting belief traditions among rural people featured
in media? What makes it worth talking about? In this respect, a non-sensational representation of
ravenous spirit beliefs is hardly possible due to its lack of communicability. It neither fits in the
cartographical slot that assigns a specific social position to ravenous spirit believers, nor is it
worth telling because of its undramatic nature.

Based on similar logic, sensational representations of ravenous spirit beliefs are highly
communicable because they reiterate the roles and relations between believers and audiences. In
these representations, believers are portrayed as barbaric, helplessly superstitious, and totally
foreign to the rational mode of thought, despite the flow of modernity surrounding them. This
image of ravenous spirit believers provides the audiences an antithesis through whom they
substantiate their position as civilized and rational, modern individuals. To convey the
barbarism, superstition, and resilient ignorance attributed to ravenous spirit believers, the
sensational representations examined in this chapter overemphasize three components in their
depictions of the ravenous spirit belief tradition: violence, irrationality, and inertia. The images
of violence associated with ravenous spirit beliefs cut across genres and modes of representation.
Horror-comedy films, television documentaries, and newspaper features reproduce typical
portrayals of violence committed by panic-stricken and barbaric believers. In these portrayals,

violence becomes the badge of barbarism that persists in ravenous spirit belief communities.
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knowledge. The first part serves as the “fieldwork™ that precedes the analysis and discussion in
the second part. However, the final outcome of this structuring is the image of superstitious folk
who, despite their failure to rationally describe their beliefs, stubbornly cling to them. This
inability of believers to theorize ravenous spirit beliefs in a “logical” manner reinforces a general
assumption that supernatural beliefs are inherently irrational. The term “logical” in this context,
nonetheless, means “compliant with scientific-rationalist reasoning.”

The show opens with a documentary about a ravenous spirit panic in a belief community
in Kalasin. This panic was triggered by ten deaths that occurred successively in the community
within three months. Three village representatives recounted each death in detail. From time to
time, they were interrupted by the interviewer who asserted his alternative explanations of the
cases, anticipating the informants to defend their ground. The villagers' uneasiness is obvious as
they fail to rationalize their beliefs using scientific-rationalist idioms.

Villager: Aunt Boonsin went out to cut sugar cane every day. [ know her

well. Her house is next to mine. One night she said she had diarrhea. So in the

morning we sent her to the hospital. Later on that day, she was dead.

Interviewer: But she is old, and she got diarrhea. Perhaps she was weakened
because of that, and then died.

Villager: But she was in treatment. Diarrhea could not have been the cause.
Interviewer: What did the physician say?

Villager: The physician said...umm (pause, eyes look up) blood...(a short
pause) blood poisoning.

Interviewer: (adopting high pitched voice, expressing a surprise) Oh! Blood
poisoning. That was fatal!

Villager: (Looking blankly at the interviewer, saying nothing. A shift to other
scenes) (Johjai, April 2011)

Unfamiliar with the ravenous spirit belief tradition, the interviewer fails to see that villagers did
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spreads.® Functionalist propositions argue against the implication, inherent in the survivalist
outlook, that supernatural beliefs are useless. They contend that these beliefs persist despite their
inaccuracy because they fulfil certain functions in belief communities. Contextualist postulates
take the furthest step in defending the integrity of people who hold supernatural beliefs. They
posit that particular ways of seeing the world and reality result in supernatural beliefs that are
real on a subjective level and distinct from an “objective” reality described by the positivistic
paradigm. These three rhetorics invariably construe supernatural beliefs as a distinct class of
postulates that lack empirical ground. They are, as Hufford contends, mere rhetorics because
they are appropriated to sustain the legitimacy of the scientific-rationalist paradigm rather than to
bring forth the nuances of ethnographic data and promote belief scholarship.

Academic discourses rationalizing the persistence of the ravenous spirit belief tradition in
modernizing northeastern Thailand revolve around these three rhetorics. In the context of Thai
academia, these rhetorics are readily adopted by Thai scholars due to their congruence with the
representations of the tradition prevalent in mass media. A functionalist surmise that ravenous
spirit beliefs are social controlling devices sounds, unsurprisingly, convincing as mass media
exclusively cover the accusation and the banishment of eccentric, anti-social individuals
condemned by their communities for hosting ravenous spirits. Also, the psychodynamic theory of
ravenous spirit possession appears feasible because mass media primarily feature dramatic
mental symptoms displayed by ravenous spirit victims during possessions. Monolithic
representations influence condescending discourses in the sense that they create the model of

how to talk about the ravenous spirit belief tradition. This model informs scholars' views about

6 For more on the notion of “survivals” and cultural evolutionary theory, see E.B. Tylor (1920:1-25). For
a critical discussion of how this survivalist outlook relates to supernatural beliefs and traditions, see
Goldstein, Grider, and Thomas (2007:60-70), and Mullen (2000). On the influence of cultural
evolutionism on folklore theories, see, for example, Dundes (1969).
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the aspects of the tradition that deserve scholarly interest. The media establishes a rule of
accountability dictating that ravenous sprit beliefs are worth talking about only when they
engender abusive social practices and inhumane ritualistic procedures. Academia readily
responds to this discursive practice because it resonates with the rationalist impulse to discern
why “false beliefs” and their malignancies persist in the midst of scientific progress. A result of
this cooperation between media sensationalism and biased academia is a corpus of literature that
grounds their interpretations of ravenous spirit beliefs on the cases that support their theoretical
orientations. I note here, however, that I do not negate the validity or applicability of this
literature. Its propositions are valid and adequate given the selected cases analysed in their
studies. What I argue against is their universal applicability. These propositions are invalid once
the non-sensational, benign practices of ravenous spirit beliefs are taken into account.

Literature about ravenous spirit beliefs analysed in this section includes articles published
in peer-reviewed, Thai journals and research projects sponsored by both state and private
organizations. Discourses are divided into three categories according to their analytical
perspectives: sociological discourse, psychoanalytic discourse, and anthropological discourse.

4.1 Sociological Discourse

Sociological discourses observe that accusations and coerced exiles of ravenous spirit
hosts fulfil particular functions in belief communities. A conventional theory, drawing on cases
in which the alleged hosts are “the Others” in their communities, contends that ravenous spirit
beliefs sustain social norms because they provide the grounds for the expulsion of “deviant”
characters. Another popular notion maintains that ravenous spirit beliefs are a strategy employed
by believers to make latent conflicts explicit. In small and rural communities where charity,

generosity, and selflessness are venerated codes of conduct, a ravenous spirit accusation becomes
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a channel through which conflicts of interest between two parties are articulated and resolved.
Another prominent theory also explicates ravenous spirit beliefs using the idioms of conflict. It
surmises that internal segregation is a natural process of social life within a group that features
tension as much as cooperation. Ravenous spirit beliefs are segregating devices used by believers
to consolidate their faction by discriminating against the internal Other.

In “A Ravenous Spirit Village or A Village of Healed Ravenous Spirit Hosts?: A Case
Study of Ban Nasaonan Village, Pannanikom District, Sakon Nakorn™’ (2012), Somchai Ninathi
comments on the types of personality susceptible to ravenous spirit accusations. Individuals who
transgress codes of conduct venerated by the community, such as “persons who exploit public
properties exclusively for their personal use, who are consumed by greed and fight with their
relatives over inheritance, and who are financially affluent but never do charity” (2012:2) usually
become the targets of accusation. Based on this observation, the author construes the ravenous
spirit belief tradition as a social regulation device employed by believers to eliminate Otherness.
In a talk show program broadcast on February 23, 2010, Ninathi elaborated this view:

All communities are regulated by norms and social roles assigned to their

members. Individuals are required to be aware of their status and conform to

the roles pertaining to these statuses. Ravenous spirit accusations are symbolic.

It tells that the community detects “the deviants” within their enclosed and

homogenous world. It is a policing mechanism put to use when somebody

transgresses the norm and behaves in an untoward way in the eyes of his

community. This is how a person becomes the host of a ravenous spirit

(Ninathi interviewed in VIP, February 2010).
Implicit in this observation of a sociological function of ravenous spirit beliefs is the image of a
belief community as a small and closely-knit social unit in which homogeneity and consensus are

governing principles of social life. The more the group values these two principles, the less

tolerant it is to behaviors deviating from the established norm. This sociological discourse
T 1HS%& () *+ IR (/0 +,% [-1*%& ((2'3(( . 4--1'(56" 7.2/8(6- (2"9: (58,;52012: 1-14)
125




I"HSI%6& () F(+,)(-1&*H.96/0"] * (VY S H+.&+%/'1-' *2%6,0+&'&#.1('1%$1963'40™+,1(196&(0' ()%
#01,(0*('1( 1.9%69%/8 *1+&12% ' &O4AV*$'# *4(14%8&5'
6,0()%.'&0410$07!14*$'%8#$* *(10,'40,(%, /&' ()*(.*2%, 0+&'&#1.1( 1%$1%38&™.9%') /1. %4 (" %* &
().0+7)'9)14)'0,%6*((*4:&)1&".12*$ (0'&*3% 7+*./')|&'#%.80,*$'],(%.%&(&5";,'()!&',0(10,<' &04*$'$13%
1, %206,0+& &H#1.1('1%$1963'40™"+,1(196&81&'3.*+7) ('91()'+,/%.$-1,7'40,3$14(&"™ /' (%,&10,5'=09%2%.<
*8'()%'&041*$' 0."/1&*###.02%&'03'/1.%4('40,3.0,(*(10,"1%(9%%,',%!7)10.&'0.'40™"+ (-
"06"19%.8". %67/, 7"*((%.&'03'&%$3>1, (%.%&(<'*2%, 0+&'&#1.1( 1%$1%638&'1%40" % % 84+&%&' ()* (' ()%
44,1, 7% ['&),1&(%.'30$:'%"#$0-'(0'&%(($%' () %8&%'40,3$14(&5'6'/%21* (‘31 7+.90'1 &' 4. %* (%ol %, |
40,1%" %/*&*#* (03'()%'&4)%"%' (0'&%64+.%'#%.80,*$'1, (%.%&(&'9)0&%6'0#%, * '/ %4 (/\&4+&&10,
1&'40,8/%.%/'2+$7*.* ['+,(09* /5"
0,07 4)'%, (1($%/" 1"#$%&' (#)*+* -$*.$/011$2-13#4'05$6$701#$839(-$*.$:0;#8*91
88/ 4'3%=H+# $140('3P@B.*/+18*"+( ABBBIA&'t+()0. . %40.(&'(9%, (->312%'4*€%&'03"-&(%.10+&
&-"#(0"&"* I'(). %% 4*&%&'03'/%*()'044+..1,7'3.0"D*.4) (0'6#.1$<'ABBE'l, *21$$*7%'],'F10,
G*(4)*()*,15'H)!&")17)'3.%I1+%,4-'03'+,30. (+,*(%'%2%, (& $%/'(0'() %'*44+&*(10,&'03'(90'!, /1 21 /+*$&
19%%$1962%/'(0')0&('.*2%,0+&'&#1.1(&'J'D.&5'K.I"*,/'D 5'L00,#%, 75'H)%"*+()0.'#.01%&1,(0'()%'&04!*$
$13%'03'()%'$*((%. ™ /*((.11+(%&)1&*44+&*(10,'(0'()%'3*4('()* (D 5'L00,#%, 7'9*&1,'40,3$14('91()
8%2% . *$'#*.(1%&'02%.'%40,0"14' [HOSI(14*$'1,(%.%&(&5'F,1%.* &+1>&%4(10,'%, (1($%I'MH) %™ *$-&1&
03'()%'4*+&%&'$%*/!, 7'(0'*44+&*(10,<N'()%"*+()0.'$!&(&'30+.",41/%, (&' 1%$!%2%/'(0'40!(.|11+(%'(0'D 5
L00,#%,70&*44+8&*(10,5'AC'=%".%40""%,/%/"*'40,&(.+4(10,'4.969'3.0"0+(&!/%'()%'40""+1(-'(0
(0% '2!$$*7%0&*110('9)0'#$*, %/ (0. %,02*(%'*'3+,%.*$'#-.9%'1,' () %' (%" #$%5'H) 1 &<' () %"*+()0.
&+ TT%&(&< 1Yo 12%'()%'],>7.0+#'4.%9'03'*#0(%, (I*$'&0+.4%'03',40"%5'PC'D 5'K*.%%' I * 21$$*7%.'
9*&' %3+&%/'9)%, )% '*&:%/'()%*44+&%/'30.'9*(%. $!$-'.)|Q0"%&5'D 5'L00,#%, 7'.%*&0,%/" ()*()%
7.%9'9%(%.'$1$1%6&'30.'40""%. 41*$ #+ #08%6&5'RC'H) %' * 44+ 8&%/'0,4% &Y%, 2%/ *&* (.+&(%%'30.")1&' 1%

APS



IHBY%& () +$(,-..$,, =" (1(/O#, (I"HS%&(1$"$(*1$%&SE&(23(/0B(143(5" (6% 7$%8(&H#, /"#2-I$&(/0$
&$.$4,$&9, (7" TS 1#$, (5™ (6% 7$%89, (,*%(04, (4./#<$=3($%8B48S&(#Y6(=*. 4=(T*=H/H#(,'(>0"*-80(0#,
<" A=(AIS+T1,(1*(2S($=$./B&(4, (4(&,I'H.I("ST"$,$%/A41#<$?(0S(+A8S(7*=t1#.4=($%$H#$, (>0$(4-10%"
0,=-&S$,(/04/(+3,1$"#%-, (8340, (4% &(#==%$,,$,2(,-7$"%4/-"4=(2$=H3!, 2 (4%&(-H/$"#*" (+*/#<$,
0.5 %H%8(7$" %A= (H%/$"$, /(2" H#Y%B(I*"/0("4<$%*- (, TH"#I(4. - Al#*%(@ABBBCIE; (F#4("4<$%*-,
TH'HI(2$=H#S!, 2( %=1, (NHWIS"S,/(*%(4(T$" *Yod=(=$<$=(/04/(.4%%*/(2$(2"*-80/(- 7 (A%&("$, *=<$&(
&H"$./(+$4%, (4"$(&#,8-#,$8(4,(*==$.H<$(4%&(,-7$"%A/-"4=(T"*2=$+, (>0$(2$=H$((/"4&H/#*Yo(#, (4
HOOH 1S (T=(1* (%<t (*%$9, ($%$+3(*I(4(,-7$"%4/-"4=(."#+S(A%&(/*(, $%/$%. S(O#+(I{(A% (HYS<H]42
&S,/ 1 %!(

GUO*/0$"(* #+=*8#.4=(HY%I$ T "SI AIH#Y(*1("4<$Yo*-, , TH"#I (2$=HS!, 2 (#6(4( £+#=4"(14,0#*%"?
0, 1"-$, (JOH#, (2$=HS(I"A&H Yo (4, (4(.414=3,I(*1(*Yl=#.1,'(HI(7* #,(/04/(/OS(,$8" $84/H+%6(2$/1$$%
110$+I(4%&(1-, I(#,(A(%4l-"4=(T"* $, (HY!"#Y% #.(1*(,* HA=(=HSHYo (4==(KH#%%&, (*1(8"*-7, COS(4. - AIH%
A%&(,IHB+AIHLAI Yo (% ("A<$Y*-,(, TH"H#I(0* 1, (4"$(7"* $&-"$, (H%6(/O#, (,$8"$84/#%8(7"* B,,(#%(10#.0
#9%/$"%4=(IM/0$" J(4"$(H&SY/HIHS&(A%&(*TT"S, $&(/*("SAH"+(J0S(8"*-79,(,*=#8&A"#I3(HY6(IM8"$SNLA
A%&()* HA=(OH, " H+HY Ao (HY(P*%!=#./(54%A48%+$%%/ (TROTIVHEE A%t (STAS: 2 (/0B(4-10*"
9%, (J0B(/$"+(1*8"SNLAH %I (/*(&SY*/S(4(,* #4=(T"*.$,,(#%6(10#.0(HU &H<H#&-4=,(4"$(/" 4%, 1*"+$&(#%
"4<$*-, (, TH (0% /,(23(*==3.H<$(U-&B+$%/ (M8 "SNLA/# Vo (#, (- S&HYo (/O#, (4" 1#.=S(A((4(+$/4TO*"(1*
A%3(=$<$=(*1(*%!=H./(J04/($Yo/AH=  (JOB(&S+* VLAY (*1(JOS(*TT* HIS(14. 1Yo (HYo(*"&$" (/*(+4HYol At
A-J0*"#13(*1(*%$9, (14. % (LH0HY(/0$(8"*- 7' (HY% (=H#B0/(*1(/0#, (A%A4=3 #,2 (4("4<$Y%o*- ((TH"H#I(A. .- AV
#,(A(<A"HA%I (1 (JOS(1A+H=HA" (A% &(++ % (7"*.$,,(*I(&, " S&H/HYo8 (4% &(&$0-+AYHLHYWG(*%$9, ($%6$-
J0$("#<A="3(1*"(7*1$" (HYo(O#, ("$+4"K, (42*-/(*8"SNLAH* Yo (H%(T*=#/#.4==3(7*=4"#L($&(>04#=4%&?(/0

4-10%"9,(4,,-+THE% (IO (4. - AHYo(4%&(<H*=$%.$(484#%, /(/0S(4==$8&(0* /(4" $(&SHY#%8

R >0$(/#/=$(8#<$%(0$"$(#, (" #8#%4==3(#%(V%8=#,0'(
ASW



I"HSH#1068$' (%'1()*+)%"&) B4, &*.() (/'$'%) 0&1'&+()' )&, 2&-%3)
£¥)5H68.) (8-(&)*+)*TS&BIHY'*-) ') %" &) *-%6& Vo) +)/* 1'% 1) *-+1'106() )4 #' 1#-2)
FHHL(2):8) ) (H<) %" #96) %) (1) (I'H1)/$H1&(() %" #9%6) 0$&&2() (. (/''*-)#-2)
2'(%8$.(%);'%"-)%"&) (' 8&%6<>) %) 2&-*%o&(J#) ¥ 1H#$'O#Y%*-) 11 $$'-7):"&-)%"*(&):")
HO[YO)H) 2'++ & $&-90) 28> 1¥T <)H$&) 2&+-&2)H() %" &) @ 2&85*-')) A% "&$(B) - ) $& 1#96™*-)%*)
@C(B);"*)"*12)%"8) @$'7"%B, '&;>) A7$&89#%'*-) 2&5HSIHY6& () %" &) 0* .- 2#$<) 0&%6;8&-)
%" &)HI1.(&$)#-2)%" &)#!1.(&2>) D" 1&)%" &) +*$5&$)'()#-"*.()#-2) 2&1.2&2)0<)"()
0&1'&+)%"#9%)" ():*$12)'()-*:) %" $&H%&-&2)0<)H)$#,&-*.() ('S W E()&,'1)'+1.&-1&F)%"&)
1#%%&$)/&$'("&(#()"&) 0&!*5&()%" &) YoHS T 8Y6)*+)#-"5*(%<)#-2) *11&1%', &), *1&-1&>)
ATSEBIHY' - YH1" &, &() Vo () THHL)*+)IS&HY'-T)H)$.1%.$&); %" -) %" &) (*I'&%<);:"&-)
%$.(%)'()&-%'$81<)&1'5'-#%&2)GHIJH3IKLM>
4"&)("*$%I*5'-7)*+) %" (#-#1< () 1'&()"-) %" &)HO(&-1&)*+) (/&) +1=) *- I$&Y6&) #(&() 285+ Y Y% $H Yo' 7
VS#,&*.()('$'%)0&1'&+(=)"-) (*5&) *-%68:%(=) &:#1 &S0#Y68) %" &) +$'1%'*-) 08%6; &&-)%"&)*I/* (-7
IH$% ' &0H-2)N. (%'+<)%"8) 2 (1$'5'-#%0'*-)*- &) SHE & HTH# - (Yo)#-*0%" 8&$>) O'% . #%6'-7) 9" &) | 1#'5) *-)-*
(81 +' 1) H(&(=) %" &)#.%6"$) $&'-+*SI&)H) ('5/1' (%' H((.5/%"*-) %" #9%6)$#,&-*.() ('S W) 0&.1'&+(
" HSHO1<)&-7&-2&$)HO. (", &) (*1HL)/SHI%'1&()'-); "1") %" &) 2&, 'H#-%) A%"&S) () | SE&AV6&2)#-2
1%-2&5-8&2> )OI * 1¥ 7 11 )+.-19%*-()*+)$#,&*. () (/'$'%) 0& 1'&+()*-06&-2&2)0<) 1' ViR SO GR)
%" ()1"#/%68$) H--*06) 08) &:%68&-282) 0&<*-2)%"&) %" $&("* 1 2)*+) (*5&) HSY%'L. L#$) #(&(>)P-2) %) ()#) 7$#,
ESE*$)-*96)%6*)H-1"*$) %" &5) %6*) (& ()'-2'TH%' | &)*+) (*I* 1*7'1#1)'5/.1(&) 0&"-2) %" &) %S EHY5&-%0()*+) %" &
#118782)"*(%()(-1&) (& &$HL)*%"8S) H(&()"#1 18- T&)$HI"&$) %" H#-). /" 12) (FI* 1+ T'1#1)2' *. $(&(>) Q$(>
RA($'=)+4$) - (YoH-18=)$&1*.-%682)";) "&$)*55.-'06<) 28-%'+ & 2)H) 2&#2) 5#-Y#(1#) $#,&-F. 0 ('S %
"% (%) GI&S(*-#1)'-%E&S$,'&;=)S.-&)K=)HIIKM>)REL'&, - 7)%"#96)$#,&*.() ('S %) #-)(.$,', &) &, &) H+%&S) U
JH((-T)*+)%"&'S)"*(%(=) Q$(>)R (S E()*55.- Vo<)#!1. (&2)#)28#2)5#-):"+):*. 12) *$1<) (&$)&)H(
1) @'-%&S$#1)A%"&SB)*5/4#$82)%) 1", -7)*-&(>)Q$(>)R**-SHE (JHII* -96)#1 (*)$&-2&$() (*I* 1*7'1#1
08B/ B&YHYE (). +&H('018>)?-)"&S$) #(8&=) %" &)H1 18T &2) (%) #()#)5#-);"*)0$' &+1<), [ %&2)%"&), 1
++$)0. (-&(()#-2) 1&+%)08+*$&) %" &)#!1. (H%'*-)%**6) LH#I&>) T*06"'-7):#()2*-&)#-2) %" &) . (&2)-&,&$

$89.$-82)%%)%"&), 11#78)G/&S(*-#1)'-%&$, &;=) Q#<)HU=)HIJUM>)P!1. (#9%'*-)#-2) 11 1&1%' &), *1&-16

JHV



against the alleged hosts are not allowed in Mrs. Saitong's community because of the villagers'
fear of legal consequences. They, instead, resort to healing and preventive rituals (personal
interview, May 26, 2014).

Taking into account the variability of ravenous spirit practices, it becomes clear that
sociological explanations of the tradition are valid only when benign practices of the tradition are
omitted. The major drawback of sociological literature about ravenous spirit beliefs is its lack of
reflexivity upon this selective nature, being unheedful of the cases that do not fit with
preconceived, conventional explanations of supernatural beliefs. I do not suggest that Thai
scholars are totally oblivious to the non-sensational practices of ravenous spirit beliefs or that
they consciously manipulate ethnographic data to accommodate their theories. My point here is
to elucidate the “tradition of condemnation” prevailing in representations and academic
discourses concerning ravenous spirit beliefs. While Hufford's traditions of disbelief refer to the
tendency of belief scholars to negate the validity of their informants' mystical experiences and
conduct the analysis based on that dismissive stance (Hufford 1982b), the tradition of
condemnation denotes the tendency of Thai mass media and academia to consider only the
abusive aspects of ravenous spirit beliefs and explicate the tradition in light of these aspects. It
accordingly dictates that only abusive aspects of ravenous spirit beliefs are worth studying and
talking about. Formulated within this tradition, discourses about ravenous spirit beliefs are
conventional in the sense that they reiterate the orthodox but misleadingly simplistic views of
supernatural beliefs and make, to use Briggs's words, “only a very limited range of responses
thinkable (2007: 338).

4.2 Psychoanalytic Discourse

While sociological literature exclusively concentrates on accusations and ordeals inflicted
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condescending stance, implying that belief communities are oblivious to the covert meaning of
this misconstrued psychological phenomenon. And it requires a skeptical, well-informed
psychiatrist to solve the riddle for them. As rationalist discourse, this psychoanalytic
interpretation rules out mystical causes claimed by the informants who allegedly adopt the role
of the possessed to restore balance to their disturbed psyche. Though it lauds ravenous spirit
possession for its favorable psychological effects, this analysis recapitulates a predominant but
ill-conceived image of ravenous spirit believers: They are so credulous and superstitious that
they attribute a psychological process to supernatural agents.

In some studies, this view about ravenous spirit possession as role-play acted out by
patients connotes the debased morality of the victims who make a claim of being possessed to
deny responsibility for their outrageous behaviors. In an article titled “The Effectiveness of
Professional Intervention in Community Mental Health Crisis: Cases concerning Ravenous Spirit
Beliefs” (Huttapanom et al 2006), the authors reports the result of psychological consultations
provided by mental health professionals to a community in Khon Kaen after a ravenous spirit
crisis. In the analysis of a possession occurring to a fifteen-year-old girl, the assessment of the
patient's personality reveals the assessors' belief that the possession is fake:

The patient has an egocentric personality and shows a tendency toward

unhealthy psychological mechanisms such as introjection, repression,

displacement, and dissociation. These render her susceptible to mental

disorders. It is also likely that possession is a role-enactment the patient

performed to shun disapproval and criticism, as the theory of a psychosocial

model suggests that patient's role can be assumed to deny social and legal

repercussions of one's action. Before the incident, the patient had a heated

fight with her aunt. There was an exchange of cruel words [...]. The patient

screamed and passed out after the fight. Once she regained her consciousness,

the patient claimed to be possessed by a ravenous spirit hosted by Mrs. C

(Huttapanom et al 2006:147).

This case is exemplary of the ravenous spirit possessions usually cited in psychoanalytic
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radical version of cultural relativism — even abusive practices of ravenous spirit beliefs are
acceptable since they are “genuine” manifestations of a northeastern Thai way of seeing and
being in the world." The flaw of this anthropological study of the ravenous spirit belief tradition
lies in its preoccupation with the inhumane practices of the tradition and the justification of these
components. Due to this flaw, the value of the tradition the author argues for turns into an ill-
reasoned cultural defense a radical cultural relativist makes in favor of the cruel folk.

5. Conclusion: Why Do We Need to Write about Others' Troubles?

When Nancy Scheper-Hughes, the author of Saints, Scholars, and Schizophrenics:
Mental lllness in Rural Ireland (1979), revisited her fieldwork site in the summer of 1999, the
visit ended with her being banished from the community. Offended by her ethnography described
in the Irish press as “an egregious violation of community and cultural privacy” (Scheper-
Hughes 2000:117), the community sent Scheper-Hughes away in the middle of the night,
warning her not to return. One of her informants stated, to her face, why he found her account
about the community offensive:

Admit it. You wrote a book to please yourself at our expense. You ran us

down, girl, you ran us down. You call what you do a science? [...] Sure, nobody's perfect,

nobody's a saint. You never said what a beautiful and a safe place our village is. [...] And

we are not such a backwater today. There are many educated people among us. You wrote
about our troubles, all right, but not about our strengths. What about the friendliness of
neighbors? What about our love for Mother Ireland and our proud work of

defending it? [...] Look, girl, the fact is that ya just didn't give us credit
[emphasis in original] (quoted in Scheper-Hughes 2000:119).

11 Clifford Geertz (1984) aptly describes a false assumption about those who adopt a relativistic stance:
“To suggest that 'hard rock' foundations for cognitive, esthetic, or moral judgments may not, in fact, be
available, or anyway that those one is being offered are dubious, is to find oneself accused of disbelieving
in the existence of physical world, thinking pushpin as good as poetry, regarding Hitler as just a fellow
with unstandard tastes”(1984:264). For Geertz, cultural relativism cannot be identified with nihilism,
which means the indiscriminating acceptance of all beliefs and actions on the ground that they are
accepted and viable in the cultures of their origin. Even though I agree with Geertz that such implication
is not intrinsic to cultural relativism, the way Putamnin argues for the value of abusive practices
pertaining to ravenous spirit beliefs, in my view, warrants such implication.
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Though articulated in a different circumstance in response to an ethnography conducted in a
different cultural and academic context, this criticism succinctly encapsulates the gist of the
tradition of condemnation prevalent in representations and discourses concerning ravenous spirit
beliefs. Thai academia and mass media, exclusively talking about the abusive aspects of the
tradition, render alternative conceptions of the tradition impossible. Ravenous spirit beliefs can
be nothing else except a barbaric custom carried out by the superstitious folk as long as the
benign, non-sensational practices of the tradition are dismissed by a false conviction that they are
not worth talking about. The factors that generate and sustain this false conviction will be
discussed in the next chapter.

The comment made by Scheper-Hughes's informant raises crucial questions about writing
ethnography.'? To what extent are ethnographers allowed to write about others' “troubles”? Do
they have to counterbalance negative accounts by writing about the informants' strengths? And
what if the subject of one's interest requires a probe into the unpleasant sides of a human
community such as mental illness or witchcraft accusations? From the stance of a folklorist who
studies a northeastern Thai supernatural belief tradition that, in some cases, engenders indecent
ritualistic and social practices, I own that ethnographic works scrutinizing humans' defects are as
crucial to humanistic knowledge as those reflecting the bright sides of human nature. However,

extra caution is required in writing a “dark” ethnography. What makes others' troubles more

12 Henry Glassie, doing fieldwork in Ballymenone — a community in rural Ireland — when Scheper-
Hughes conducted her research on mental illness in the same area, comments on "#$%&'(1)*+,"-&'("$(
N*#/+0*-1$#)& “The emphasis in her book on the one in a hundred who was mentally ill is as valid as my
emphasis on the one in fifteen who was healthy by virtue of an interest in creative performance, but the
genre in which she arranged her findings (the ethnography) implied that her account was representative of
the community, and even, in rhetorical stretches, of Ireland in general” (2006:434). Glassie further
contends that Ballybran (the pseudonym of the community where Scheper-Hughes did her fieldwork) and
Ballymenone “cannot be reduced with one another, nor can either expand to stand for Ireland”
(2006:434).
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the ritual, was sprinkled over the couple. The austere atmosphere faded away. The ritual master
and the participants were more relaxed. The topic of conversation shifted to general matters of
everyday life. The worried parents left light-heartedly. Their jolly mood was plain as they
jokingly asked the Reverend about lotto numbers before saying farewell.

The problem was later described to me in detail by the Reverend. The one-and-a-half-
year-old son of the couple was possessed by a tenacious ravenous spirit. The boy was seized by
crying fits. He shrieked and threw tantrums day and night without apparent reasons.' The anxious
and baffled parents immediately resorted to conventional medicine. After a thorough check up,
the physician was as baffled as those who witnessed the boy's symptoms. Physically the boy was
as healthy as a child his age should be. Reverend Sophon was called upon when the boy
displayed a grotesque symptom that assured his parents of a supernatural agent behind the
illness. The boy started to babble angrily even though, before the possession, he had not yet
learned to talk. The monk was invited to perform an exorcising rite after which the boy was back
to normal. However, as soon as his grandma from a neighboring village visited the family, the
boy suffered from another crying fit. Reverend Sophon surmised that another ravenous spirit
followed the old woman from her original community. The boy, still weak from the previous

possession that rendered him highly sensitive to evil forces, was affected by its presence. The

1 There is not a historical connection between the two sets of cultural traditions, but the boy's symptom
described here share features in common with changelings in Irish fairy lore. Barbara Reiti quotes a
personal narrative collected in Newfoundland, Canada, which aptly summarizes belief about changeling:
“The fairies would steal babies but sometimes instead of stealing babies they would switch them, that is,
take the baby and put a fairy baby in its place. A sure sign that this had been done was a very cross baby”
(quoted in Reiti 1993:43). The fairy baby that replaces its human counterpart is a changeling. Belief in
changelings, like ravenous spirit beliefs, is infamous for an inhumane custom associated with it: in order
to drive the fairy child away, one has to threaten to put the cranky baby on a heated coal shovel. There
were cases, however, that the threat was carried out (Reiti 1993: 224).While this is not my focus here, a
comparative study between ravenous spirit beliefs and similar belief systems around the world might
reveal a great deal not only about issues of belief but also socio-economic, ethnic, and colonialist
contexts.
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grants that the antidote kills the host and his ravenous spirit, while normal people are
insusceptible to its effect. With this ritual, the maltreatment of the alleged host is not possible — if
nobody dies, then the host is not within the community; if somebody dies, then he is no longer a
threat and his banishment is not necessary.

Reverend Sophon's native community, like other ravenous spirit belief communities that
practice the tradition in non-violent ways, is “banal” from the perspective of Thai mass media
and academia. Devoid of brutal ritualistic procedures and aberrant social practices that constitute
sensational stories like those mentioned in chapter three, these benign practices are filtered out,
totally neglected by media professionals and scholars. The reasons for this negligence are
variable. In the domain of mass media, the most apparent reason is the “banality” of the practices
themselves. There is nothing spectacular in a dull, non-sensational ravenous spirit ritual. And it
will, no doubt, fail to capture audiences' interest. The rite performed by Reverend Sophon is not
very different from the typical Buddhist rites one can observe in typical Buddhist temples. Then,
why broadcast these ordinary folk rituals on TV? Most importantly, how can audiences recognize
these benign practices as part of the ravenous spirit belief tradition when the defining
characteristics of this tradition in general perception are atrocious ritualistic and social practices?
Having to observe the rules of its field, mass media has no room for the “bland” practices of
ravenous spirit beliefs.

Academia also has to comply with its own traditions. Patrick B. Mullen's observation of
two trends of bias predominant in American belief scholarship is appropriate to describe folklore
study in Thailand. Romantic and rationalist views of the groups that hold supernatural beliefs are

two antithetical outlooks American belief scholars adopt when explicating folk beliefs (2000).
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“qualified” to talk about them. Foucault posits that sexuality is one of the subjects regulated by
these three types of prohibition. Sexuality is about “covering” bodily parts and activities allowed
to be discussed only in some special contexts with professionals — such as physicians and
psychiatrists — who have exclusive right to discuss this taboo subject. Prohibition, as a procedure
in discourse production, reveals that not every practice or phenomenon can enter the field of
discourse. The subjects circulating in a discursive domain imply the exclusion of certain topics
banished by cultural authority.

Division and rejection denote the process by which the classification is made between the
valid, rational statement and the nonsense babbling. To illustrate this process, Foucault evokes
the image of mad men and their utterances. As a result of the established boundary between
reason and folly, the speech uttered by the insane is “considered null and void, without truth or
significance, worthless as evidence, inadmissible in the authentification of acts or contracts [...]”
(1971:217). It is through words that one's insanity is recognized. Once branded as insane, the
person's words are readily dismissed, unheard and unremembered by the sane and rational
members of society.

Division and rejection imply the presence of a dominant paradigm that makes the
distinction between valid and fallacious statements. This dominant paradigm — what Foucault
calls “the will to truth” — is arbitrary and ever-shifting. It varies from culture to culture and from
one historical period to another. For Greek poets in the sixth century, “true” discourse was a
statement uttered by a man who, by his ritual right, was entitled to speak. The discourse uttered
according to ritualistic rules was heard and respected. The truth value of a statement in this

particular context is defined not by its content but by the manner in which it was delivered. In

151



Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, science emerged as the new form of
the will to truth. “True” discourse was a statement supported by empirical evidences derived
from observable and measurable phenomena. Its subject matter was a replicable and
generalizable fact. The will to truth implies a particular conception of what counts as “true”
statements. It informs our view of the known object, defines the orthodox ways of knowing,
demarcates the boundary between significant subject matters worth knowing and trivial issues
that deserve to be excluded from the realm of knowledge. In a way, the will to truth is a system
of exclusion that suppresses those subjects that do not meet its conception of significant and
valid “truth.”

Prohibition, division and rejection, and the will to truth fundamentally constitute
discursive domain that marks the scope of the world in our view. Subjects that have no place in
the field of discourse — either because they are taboos, because they are labelled as false and
irrational, or because they are considered unworthy of talking about — are absent from our view
of reality and, therefore, are regarded as not existing at all. In light of this argument, postulates
and assertions circulating in discursive domains not only inform our view of reality, but also pre-
empt alternative conceptions incongruous to this view. To adopt Foucault's idiom, an assertion
has to be “within the true” (1971:224) — or be congruous with the existing discourses in order to
be approved and accepted as valid. Foucault illustrates this postulate with the case concerning
Gregor Mendel's statements about genetics which, though proved to be viable by a later
generation of biologists, were dismissed by his contemporaries. Mendel's discovery, in spite of
its validity, was rejected since it was not “within the true”. His rules did not conform to

theoretical perspectives, nor were they conceived along the usual lines by which biological
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concepts were formed in those days. A discursive domain is not merely the circle of statements
that have currency within a society in a specific time period. It is the sphere where chaotic,
disconnected phenomena are converted into intelligible codes believed to adequately represent
reality. Unsurprisingly, what is excluded from a discursive domain is considered alien from the
realm of truth.

To apply Foucault's concept to ravenous spirit beliefs, it can be said that the benign
practices of the tradition are not “within the true”; therefore they are not admitted into the circle
of discourses concerning these beliefs. The circle has been dominated by rationalist discourses
that ground their claims on sensational cases and abusive practices of the tradition. These
discursive artifacts become the reality of ravenous spirit beliefs and render alternative
conceptions of the tradition impossible. In this respect, the benign practices of ravenous spirit
beliefs are similar to Mendel's statements. They are present and as real as radical practices of the
tradition, but are rejected because they do not comply with the lines of inquiry that produce
“knowledge” about ravenous spirit beliefs in modern Thai society. Incompatible with the
dominant discourse oriented toward the brutal practices of the tradition, the benign practices —
dismissed as trivial and insignificant — are excluded from the field of ravenous spirit discourse.

Pierre Bourdieu, in a similar fashion to Foucault, contends that utterances deviating from
formalities and rules governing a linguistic “market” are not viable despite their adequate

descriptions of the subject.* Expressions are always situated within particular contexts or, as

4 Dell Hymes's notions of speech community and communicability is in line with Bourdieu's view of the
qualities that render a discourse intelligible. However, unlike Bourdieu who construes expressions and
utterances as capital in a linguistic market, Hymes uses the metaphors of a field and a network to
elucidate his concept of communicability. He posits that mutual intelligibility is not solely about the
compatibility of linguistic forms (phonological, lexical, syntactic) between two languages. It also lies in
the shared knowledge of “norms of interaction and conduct in conversation” (1996: 31). Given this
sociological aspect of speech and communicability, a person “may be at a loss to understand fellow
speakers of his own language if his assumptions as to appropriate topics, what follows what, and the
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Foucault's. They concur that “viable” discourses are what survive censorship, which occurs in
different levels. Nonetheless, Bourdieu is more interested in the self-censorship that all
competent speakers have been through. The production of viable utterances always implies the
speaker's assessment of the rules governing the concerned linguistic market and his purview of
how his utterance would be received (Bourdieu 1991:19). This assessment results in a self-
imposed restriction that prevents the speaker from saying anything he likes; it also demands that
he adjust his utterance according to the circumstance and the person he addresses. In this light,
censorship for Bourdieu does not mean outright suppression of utterances that challenge the
existing power structure. It denotes a specific type of consciousness competent speakers develop
as they internalize the ground rules of different linguistic fields. They realize that in order to
produce valid and effective utterances in a particular field they have to observe the rules and
formalities of that field.

Censorship for Bourdieu is also about form. Aside from content that needs to be coherent
with the rules governing the production and the reception of discourses within the field (or it
must be “within the true” in Foucault's terms), the successful speaker needs to be competent in
what Bourdieu calls “strategies of euphemization” (1991:137). The term is based on the postulate
that each linguistic field has its own rules concerning the formal features of a valid discourse. A
competent speaker internalizes the legitimate forms of expression in a particular linguistic field
and learns to encode his message in conventional forms that render his utterance recognizable as
a valid discourse in that field. A philosophical discourse, for example, is recognized as such
when its formal features, such as the use of syntax and vocabulary, are shared by and unique to

philosophical discourses in general. (Bourdieu 1991:139). The necessity to encode the message
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in the “right” form results in the euphemization of utterance in which a simple message is
conveyed through elaborate forms in order to meet the formal requirements of the concerned
linguistic field. Formal restriction is another type of censorship since all expressions need to take
legitimate forms; and those utterances that do not comply with conventional formal features tend
to be dismissed. Intelligibility lies not only in content but also in form; as Bourdieu states: “It is
good form which makes good sense” (1991:151).

Bourdieu's outlook on form provides another possible answer to the question of why the
benign practices of ravenous spirit beliefs are excluded from academic discourses. Dismissive

29 ¢¢

vocabulary, such as “superstition,” “collective violence,” and “false logic” are prevalent in Thai
academic discourses concerning ravenous spirit beliefs. They are conventional idioms believed
to encapsulate the gist of this belief tradition, and they are typical signs a competent speaker
needs to employ to ensure that his statement about ravenous spirit beliefs will be recognized as a
“scholarly,” and thus legitimate, explication of the tradition. The usage of these idioms is so
pervasive that they influence non-believers' perceptions of ravenous spirit beliefs. It becomes
unthinkable that the tradition can be practiced in non-violent ways and that believers' decisions
to resort to ravenous spirit beliefs are grounded on reasoning not vastly different from that of
non-superstitious people. Just as a competent speaker in the field of ravenous spirit discourses
has an impression that it is not feasible to describe the tradition as “logical” and “benign,” non-
believers whose understandings of the tradition are regulated by rationalist discourses, in a
similar fashion, feel that such descriptions are inapplicable. Since good form makes good sense,

an expression that does not assume the approved form is void of sense. This is apparent in the

domain of academic discourses concerning ravenous spirit beliefs, in which the conventional
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is unimaginable for Thai public in general to take these “trivial” aspects into account and weigh
them against the abusive sides of the tradition underscored by the dominant discourses. The
omission of the benign practices pertaining to ravenous spirit beliefs is a part of discursive
tradition regarded by Thai public as a disinterested and adequate description of the beliefs in
their real contexts. When the world of discourses becomes the “real” world itself, what is absent
from discursive realm does not exist in reality.

The following section reports on the aspects that have been excluded from the field of
discourses about ravenous spirit beliefs. This disclosure, hopefully, reveals the inadequacy of the
condescending discourses and forms the ground for alternative conceptions of the tradition and
its adherents.

3. Pluralistic Practices in Pluralistic Contexts
3.1 Variable Approaches to the Alleged Hosts

Monolithic representations generate the false impression that the treatments of ravenous
spirit hosts in different belief communities adhere to a static pattern. As illustrated in the case of
Panjai's father, mentioned in the introduction of chapter three, the fate of the alleged hosts
covered by the media transpires in a typical sequence. First, the community's suspicion of a
person hosting ravenous spirits is confirmed by exorcists by means of the divination rite. Then he
is subjected to collective animosity that manifests through social sanction and verbal as well as
physical abuses. Finally, he is forced into exile by the atrocity the community inflicts upon him.
The cases reported in the sub-section that follows significantly deviate from this formulaic
pattern. They demonstrate that accusation does not necessarily entail collective violence and

banishment against the accused. In some belief communities, tolerance becomes the governing

158



principle adopted by the villagers in their treatment of the alleged hosts. Banishment and
violence are replaced by a purification ritual performed for the alleged hosts in order to get rid of
the ravenous spirits inside them. These variable approaches to the alleged hosts testify that
ravenous spirits beliefs, in many cases, do not function as a social controlling device or a sinister
plot one employs to eliminate a rival. This is because ravenous spirit beliefs do not always
conclude with the coerced expulsion of the alleged hosts.

3.1.1 Case 1: Ban Nonemuang Village

Mrs. Boonta unfailingly called herself a close friend of the deceased Mrs. Nudang — an
old woman infamous for her “voracious” ravenous spirit. Mrs. Boonta's story reveals three
significant points. 1) Benevolent social relations and cooperation between the alleged host and
believers are possible because their relationship are not constituted solely of fear and hatred. 2)
Violence and banishment are not so easily contrived. Ethical issues and the fear of legal
repercussions restrain believers from adopting brutal approaches to the host. 3) Taking into
account variable strategies of warding off the ravenous spirit crisis — each is believed to be
proper and effective in its own way — it is not necessary for believers to always resort to the
radical and inhumane ones.

Mrs. Boonta is in her late forties and has lived in Ban Nonemuang village for more than
thirty years. When Mrs. Boonta was eighteen years old, the middle-aged Mrs. Nudang got
married to a bachelor who lived not far away from her house and became her new neighbor. At
the time, there was a notorious rumor about Mrs. Nudang. It was said that she practiced love
magic but failed to observe the taboos, so a ravenous spirit was born within her. Her ravenous

spirit was so voracious that it caused the crisis in her previous community, which ultimately led
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to her expulsion from the village. This rumor was proved to be more than groundless gossip for
Ban Nonemuang villagers when several mysterious deaths occurred around Mrs. Nudang —
people and animals fell ill and died in the areas where Mrs. Nudang had recently visited or was
to visit. Mrs. Boonta and her family paid no heed to this rumor until Mrs. Nudang visited Mrs.
Boonta's four-year-old sister at the hospital.

Mrs. Boonta's sister suffered from a dengue fever. She was sent to the hospital and
steadily recovered after the treatment. When Mrs. Nudang paid her a visit, the little girl was
considered fully recovered. Her physician permitted her discharge, and the family was about to
take her home. However, the morning after Mrs. Nudang's visit, the girl vomited blood and
passed away. This unlikely death baffled the physician, who concurred with the family that the
girl was perfectly well the night before. Aside from this major incident, there were minor
occurrences affirming Mrs. Boonta's belief that Mrs. Nudang hosted a tenacious ravenous spirit.
There was a time when Mrs. Boonta witnessed a casual conversation between Mrs. Nudang and
her father. The former commented on fat pigs the latter was feeding, remarking that they would
make tasty pork. The morning after the conversation, one of the pigs was found dead. The cause
of its death was a mystery. Later on, when their friendship developed, Mrs. Nudang also
admitted to Mrs. Boonta that she was practicing love magic.

For Ban Nonemuang villagers in general, it was beyond doubt that Mrs. Nudang hosted a
ravenous spirit.” This conclusion was not made in light of the rumor about Mrs. Nudang's

background alone. It was reaffirmed by several incidents. Despite this assured belief and Mrs.

5 This claim is based on the testimonies given by three informants: Mrs. Boonta, Mrs. Tongyod (Mrs.
Boonta's mother) and Miss. Tongnoi (Mrs. Boonta's daughter). Mrs. Tongnoi, though still too young
when the ravenous spirit crisis befell the village in 1984, learned about villagers' attitudes through their
reminiscences of the incident.
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Nudang's voluntary confession to Mrs. Boonta that she was indeed practicing love magic, Mrs.
Nudang did not become the victim of collective violence. Though villagers kept distance from
her out of fear, they did not resort to brutal means to drive her away from the community, nor did
they totally shun her from everyday social interaction. In an interview, Mrs. Boonta described
her relationship and her ambivalent feeling toward Mrs. Nudang:

We were neighbors, so we naturally became close with one another. Frankly, I

felt close to her as much as I was afraid of her. She was extremely poor and

she had no offspring to take care of her. There were many times she had

nothing to eat. She would walk to my house and asked for food. And I would

find something for her and send her away quickly, because I was afraid of her

ravenous spirit. But then somehow our relationship developed and I felt pity

for her. Sometimes I gave her a portion of my wage, so she could go to the

market and buy some fresh food. Then she started to reciprocate my favor.

Whenever her husband came back from a hunting trip, she would call me to

her house and told me to take some fish or other things back home. Or when

she had a surplus of food that her husband brought home from the temple, she

would keep a portion for my family. And I would return the favor by giving

her a dish of whatever we cooked for the day (personal interview, June 10,

2014).
Mrs. Boonta's description of her relationship with Mrs. Nudang has nothing in common with the
popular image of the traumatized ravenous spirit hosts and the cruel folk who abuse them. Mrs.
Boonta's account reflects the multivalent and subtle nature of human relationships that can be
composed of oppositional feelings such as pity and fear. Despite the image of Mrs. Nudang as a
demonic and dangerous ravenous spirit host, Mrs. Boonta did not fail to observe her human and
vulnerable sides. She was a poverty-stricken, helpless woman who failed to make ends meet. She
was also a tender-hearted human who appreciated her neighbor's generosity and returned her
favors whenever her limited circumstance allowed. In comparison to the cruel folk in the

monolithic representations who feel only hatred and fear toward the alleged hosts, Mrs. Boonta

adopted a relatively more benign approach to the poor woman as she treated Mrs. Nudang with
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tolerance. This tolerance engendered understanding and empathy when the two ladies became
close enough for Mrs. Boonta to realize that the demonized Mrs. Nudang was as human as
herself. Mrs. Boonta's narrative reveals that the alleged hosts are not always the victims of
collective violence and animosity because they are still humans. Their communities, to some
extent, still recognizes them as such. Hatred and fear, which have the basis in supernatural
beliefs, do not overrule believers' empathy for the alleged hosts who, aside from the evil spirits
inside them, are as human as they are. This awareness pre-empts the abusive treatment of the
alleged hosts.

Not only Mrs. Boonta and her family treated Mrs. Nudang with tolerance, the entire
community adopted the same principle. When the death epidemic in Ban Nonemuang village and
the nearby areas reached its peak, a meeting was held to find a solution to the crisis. This
meeting was described by Mrs. Boonta:

Some furious villagers said they would burn her house down. But my

grandfather said there was no tangible evidences of her hosting a ravenous

spirit. If they burned her house, the authorities would intervene and they would

be punished by law. Then the assembly agreed that nothing would be done to

Mrs. Nudang. They also said she was pitiful as she was banished from the

previous village. If she were driven away again, she would have nowhere to

go (personal interview, June 10, 2014).

In contrast to the TV documentaries analysed in chapter three, Ban Nonemuang village is far
from an anarchic backcountry where supernatural beliefs overrule state law. Brutality was readily
dismissed by the assembly since they foresaw the potential legal consequences of the act.
Conscience also plays an important role here. The assembly were restrained by their sympathy

for Mrs. Nudang, who would be devastated by this second banishment. Mrs. Boonta's

recollection of the meeting and its result has two significant functions. First, it challenges the
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villagers primarily relied on rituals to protect themselves from ravenous spirits. Ravenous spirit
afflictions were resolved case by case. 2) Villagers did not demand the expulsion of the alleged
host. They expected him to attend a purification ritual believed to eliminate his ravenous spirit
and his corrupted magical power. 3) It was not easy to convince the whole community to agree
with the radical and brutal approach to the alleged host. In the case of Ban Na-nagm village, the
factor that impedes this consensus is the social connection of the alleged host who has nothing in
common with the impoverished and socially-secluded scapegoats usually seen in the monolithic
representations of the tradition.

Mrs. Saitong recounted a series of incidents leading to the conviction held by Ban Na-
ngam villagers in general that Mr. Boonpeng was a ravenous spirit host. In 1989, there was an
outbreak of ravenous spirit possession. The spirit, coerced by exorcists to reveal the name of its
host, spoke through its victims that the last name of its host started with the letter S. The
suspicion, initially, fell on an old man who had the same last name as Mr. Boonpeng. He died
from a chronic disease shortly after the outbreak. However, the crisis continued and became
more disastrous. A man in his late middle age died without prior signs of sickness. At his funeral,
another man fell when he was playing a dice game with other guests. He vomited blood and
passed away upon reaching the hospital. A physician attributed his death to a hemorrhagic stroke.
Not long after that, a woman who had suffered from diabetes died from a complication of the
disease. By the time of this third death, the villagers were certain that the host was alive and well
in the community, and that the old man who died earlier had been falsely accused.

Community members concluded that Mr. Boonpeng was the host when a strange pattern

of de-possession occurred among the victims. The spirit was tamed and left easily whenever any
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community, villagers primarily resorted to preventive and exorcising rituals. They relied on
sacred items, such as consecrated Buddha images and talismans, to protect themselves and their
households from Mr. Boonpeng's ravenous spirit. The afflictions were resolved on an ad hoc
basis. Though villagers avoided Mr. Boonpeng out of fear, no harm was done to him. In response
to my question about the communal rite held by the villagers to ward off Mr. Boonpeng's
ravenous spirit, Mrs Saitong explained:

No. We did not hold such a ritual. Everyone was in charge of their own

safety. Each household took care of the matter in its own way. There was no
discussion about the expulsion of Mr. Boonpeng. Nor was there an attempt to
seek help from a famous and powerful exorcist from outside the community.
Nothing of that kind. Afflictions were dealt with case by case. When

somebody was possessed, an exorcist in the village was called for. And an
exorcising rite was performed, and that was all. Once the spirit left,

the possessed would be “tied” in a preventive rite. Or he/she

would find an amulet and wear it around his/her neck to prevent

further possession. These were what we did (personal interview, 26 May, 2014).

Mrs. Saitong, like other Ban Na-ngam villagers, did not consider Mr. Boonpeng's exile a feasible
solution. This view is apparent in her opinion about a sociological function of ravenous spirit
beliefs. When asked what she thought about the sociological postulate that the tradition is a
device used by belief communities to get rid of internal Others, Mrs. Saitong replied:

When the community realized the spirit belonged to Mr. Boonpeng, what the
villagers did was avoiding him. I think they just wanted him to attend a
purification rite, to denounce his corrupted magical power and to have the
spirit severed from him. I think that was all they wanted. Had he let go of his
magical power — that evil power that grew beyond his control — our village
would have been safe from the ravenous spirit. His banishment was not the
point, let alone killing him or abusing him by brutal acts. You see, he still lives
in the community today (personal interview, 26 May, 2014).

As Mrs. Saitong pointed out, if ravenous spirit beliefs do not lead to collective violence against

6 A ritualistic procedure in which a consecrated white thread is tied to the possessed's wrists, ankles, and
neck to prevent re-possession.
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or the expulsion of the alleged host, then this belief tradition cannot be a folk strategy to get rid
of “deviant Others” inside the community. This sociological conjecture is applicable neither to
Ban Na-ngam village, nor to other belief communities where believers can resort to approaches
other than banishment and collective violence against ravenous spirit hosts. In the case of Ban
Na-ngam village, villagers' belief that the host can be severed from his or her ravenous spirit by a
purification rite engenders an alternative approach to the host. Mr. Boonpeng's reintegration into
the community was possible through this rite, which, had he agreed to attend, would have
washed away the stigma and restored him to the community. Though Mr. Boonpeng did not
attend this ritual, the community did not resort to aggressive means. They were well aware that
Mr. Boonpeng was not a lone individual without social and familial affiliations, and that his
banishment would cause a rupture in the community.

The monolithic representations, focusing on collective violence against ravenous spirit
hosts, create a simplistic and false impression about the relationship between the cruel folk and
the innocent scapegoat. The former are portrayed as members of a barbaric horde who
mercilessly inflict atrocities on a lone, helpless individual. The latter, either because of his
deviation from established norms or other reasons, is depicted as an internal alien who has no
ties to anyone within the community. This lack of affiliation makes him an easy target of
ravenous spirit accusation. This simplistic assumption about the social life of ravenous spirt hosts
is challenged by the case of Mr. Boonpeng. His affiliations with many social groups restrained
Ban Na-ngam villagers from using radical means against him.

In the interview, Mr. Kong gave an account of a villager who harbored a plan to eliminate

Mr. Boonpeng and his ravenous spirit once and for all. Believing in the efficacy of Mr. Kong's
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by Suk. The old woman in the documentary mentioned in the previous chapter, in a similar
fashion, is utterly alone when the community reads the verdict of her exile. She is represented as
a socially secluded individual who has no ties with anybody. Though ravenous spirit hosts, in
some cases, are isolated individuals who lack social and familial affiliations,’ there are other
cases in which the hosts are far from secluded. Their social and familial connections render their
role as a passive victim of collective violence impossible. Mr. Boonpeng has two adult sons.
Also, his daughter married the headman of a nearby village. He remains close with his paternal
kinsmen in his native community. These affiliations were what Mr. Kong and Mr. Sak had in
mind when they explained why both direct and indirect offenses to Mr. Boonpeng were not
possible. While he is the host of a dangerous ravenous spirit for some, he is a father and a
kinsman to others.

Mr. Boonpeng's social network reveals that the image of the pathetic and alienated
ravenous spirit host is an artifact constructed by monolithic representations to overemphasize the
wickedness of ravenous spirit belief communities. By downplaying the host's social relations, it
is easier to portray him or her as a pitiful victim of collective hatred and violence. In reality, there
are several factors restraining ravenous spirit belief communities from abusing the alleged hosts.
One among them is concern about a social repercussions instigated by the conflict between the
community and the allies of the alleged host. It is biased as much as oversimplifying to say that
ravenous spirit belief communities whose practices of the tradition are reported in this chapter
refrain from adopting radical means against the alleged hosts solely because of their unblemished

morality. As evident in the case of Ban Na-ngam village, this abstinence can also be attributed to

TFor example, Mrs. Dee — a ravenous spirit host mentioned in an article entitled “Ravenous Spirits,
State, and Social Welfare” (Chuengsatiansup 2009) — is an old woman living alone in  a house isolated
from the community. The author describes her as “uninterested in socializing with others” (2009:54).
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thorn bushes, lashing them with a whip, or trampling on different parts of their bodies are
exorcising strategies typically found in representations of the tradition. A brutal inquisition rite is
another characteristic believed to be intrinsic to the tradition. It is conducted to coerce the
possessing spirit to reveal the name of its host. Though this rite is not obligatory and thus omitted
in several cases, either because the spirit voluntarily exposes its host or because the exorcist in
charge skips the procedure, it has been represented as a defining characteristic of the tradition.®
The last ritual — the Hunt — attracts media attention because of the social drama entailed in it.
Despite its variable manifestations, the variant prevalent in media coverage includes public
accusation of certain individuals identified by the divination rod as ravenous spirit hosts. These
three rituals are far from static in the sense that they are not carried out in an orderly sequence.
Nor do they adhere to a standardized pattern. The monolithic representations in the media,
nonetheless, breed a false impression that these rites always end up in an ordeal of the possessed
and the alleged hosts.

The cases reported in the following sub-sections prove otherwise. In numerous cases,
these rites are carried out in lenient ways, and the benign approaches are adopted out of concern
for the possessed and the hosts, as well as for the community as a whole. Many ravenous spirit
believers denounce atrocities inflicted on the possessed and the alleged hosts, maintaining that
such conduct merely breeds evil and conflicts in human communities while the wicked spirits
remain as tenacious as ever.

3.2.1 Case 1: Ban Donklang Village

8 For instance, a book entitled Folk Traditions in Northeastern Thailand (Chareonsittichai 2011), defines
the inquisition rite as a core component of the ravenous spirit belief tradition. In order to give the readers
a general idea of ritualistic procedures done to the possessed, the author describes an inquisition rite in
which the exorcist, mistaking a natural illness for a ravenous spirit possession, forced the spirit inside the
possessed to name its host. The patient, who tried in vain to tell him the real cause of her sickness, finally
gave in and randomly uttered a name she came up with just to end the abusive rite.
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Mr. Tongpoon is a herbalist and a ravenous spirit exorcist in Ban Donklang village. His
methods of expelling ravenous spirits from the possessed and from their hosts are devoid of
violence. His benign exorcising and purification rites are designed according to his personal
belief that ravenous spirits can be subdued by the exorcist's spiritual power, not by mutilation of
the victims' bodies. His narrative illustrates three significant points: 1) Violence is not required in
the ravenous spirit exorcising rite. Physical abuse done to the possessed indicates the spiritual
impotency of the exorcist who resorts to violent means when he fails to expel the spirit by his
spiritual power. 2) The inquisition rite is harmful both to the person identified by the spirit and to
the community, which would be plagued by suspicion and anxiety once a certain individual was
accused. Mr. Tongpoon decided not to perform this rite because he wanted to safeguard the
community and the individual named in the rite. 3) As a respectable exorcist in his community,
Mr. Tongpoon is well aware of his ability to help the alleged hosts reintegrate into society. He
has performed purification rites for alleged hosts with the intent to clear their reputations. These
three points show that Mr. Tongpoon's practice of ravenous spirit beliefs has nothing in common
with those of the cruel exorcists prevalent in the representations of the tradition.

In 2011, an outbreak of ravenous spirit possession took place in Ban Donklang village.
Three elderly women were possessed by a ravenous spirit. All of them were attacked by a
convulsion followed by nonsensical babbling. Then a toddler suffered from a fit of melancholia.
He fell into a listless silence, staring blankly in the air and avoiding its parents' gazes. Mr.
Tongpoon was constantly occupied during the outbreak. A possession took place every two or
three days. The simple ritual he performed for all the possessed contains neither physical

violences nor aggressive acts:
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I learned the art of exorcising from my mentor. I do not use a whip,

nothing of that kind. I just blow” on the clients' heads or perform a

ritual to sanctify holy water. Then I let the clients drink it. In no time

the spirit leaves, and that's that (personal interview, July 7, 2014)
Unsurprisingly, this simple and non-sensational ritualistic practice is unappealing to mass media
and academia. It is devoid of elements that justify the conventional explanations of ravenous
spirit beliefs. Nothing in Mr. Tongpoon's exorcising ritual warrants the label “barbaric” imposed
on the ravenous spirit belief tradition. On the contrary, the use of holy water for purification
purposes or for conveying a blessing is a fundamental procedure in all Buddhist rituals that are
too common to be called bizarre or exotic. It is normal for a person who has just recovered from
a grave illness to drink or bathe in the holy water he receives from a revered monk. Equally
common is a sprinkle of holy water to mark the completion of religious activities, such as a
Buddhist service' or a donation officially made to and in front of Buddhist monks. Mr.
Tongpoon's simple and non-exotic exorcising rite challenges the imagined divide between the

29 ¢

superstitious, cruel ravenous spirit believers and the inhabitants of “modern,” “non-superstitious”
Thailand. It is not very different from the Buddhist rituals every Thai Buddhist has experienced
in their everyday lives. Ritualistic practices pertaining to ravenous spirit beliefs, in this case,
closely relate to conventional religious activities void of atrocity and other “primitive” elements

attributed to local spirit cults.

Mr. Tongpoon's benign exorcising rite is the outcome of his belief that the powerful

9 “Blowing,” when used in the context of the northeastern Thai ritualistic practices, denotes a procedure
in which exorcists or spiritual healers chant a spell used for the affliction that befalls the client and then
“blow” the spell on him/her.

10!Buddhist services are held every Buddhist holy day, which always falls on the new moon, the full

moon, and the quarter moon days of every month. On these days, Thai Buddhists attend the service —i.e.,
the preaching of Buddha's teachings — at temples.
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exorcist can expel ravenous spirits without mutilating the possessed's body. To him, ravenous
spirits are overcome by the exorcist's spiritual potency, not by the violence done to its victim:

Usually, powerful exorcists do not use violent means. Their exalted

magical power is more than enough. They would perform rituals to

consecrate holy water, and their powerful expulsion spells are enough

to agitate the spirit inside the possessed. Then the water is given to the

possessed, who may drink it or bathe in it. These are all one needs to

expel ravenous spirits. The real adept does not even touch the

possessed's body. His magical power alone is sufficient to overcome

the spirit (personal interview, July 7, 2014).
As apparent in Mr. Tongpoon's account, a violent exorcising rite is not intrinsic to ravenous spirit
beliefs. Instead, it stems from the variable ways in which different practitioners interpret and
convert these beliefs into practice. While some practitioners justify brutal exorcising strategies, "
other practitioners — like Mr. Tongpoon — regard them as degrading since they announce their
deployer's spiritual impotency. Physical violence is required only when the exorcist in charge
fails to ward off the possessing spirit with his magical power. Diverse ways of interpreting the
tradition result in variable practices that have been left out of media representations because they
are incompatible with the conventional views of the tradition upheld by the monolithic
representations and the condemning academic discourses. Mr. Tongpoon's benign exorcising
methods and the rationale behind them are among those that have been omitted.

Mr. Tongpoon's choice to omit the inquisition rite exposes the inadequacy of the label

“cruel and superstitious” imposed on ravenous spirit believers. Being aware of social

repercussions that would befall the person named by the spirit as its host, Mr. Tongpoon

11 For instance, in the television documentary about ravenous spirits and widow ghosts analysed in
chapter three (Rueng Jing Pan Jor, October 2008), a Buddhist monk who whips his clients and tramples
on their bodies in order to expel ravenous spirits is interviewed. The monk maintains that the spirits, not
the possessed, are affected by the blow. The absurdity of his reasoning is underscored as the program
reports that some of his clients were injured severely in his brutal exorcising rite and were admitted to
hospital.
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deliberately avoids this ritual:

There is a way to coerce the spirit to identify its host, if you really want to

know it, I mean. First, you hold a ritual to consecrate a ball of white thread.

Then you tie this white thread on the possessed's wrists, ankles, and neck.

When all are securely tied, you can start the inquisition. The white thread will

prevent the spirit from leaving before revealing its host's identity. Then it will

tell its host's name and whereabouts. I do not perform this rite, though,

because the whole community will be ill at ease once the news spreads. Also,

no one wants to become ravenous spirit host. His/her reputation and social life

will suffer from this exposure. After the spirit leaves, I tie the white thread on

my clients to prevent re-possession. And I think it is better to leave the matter at

that (personal interview, July 7, 2014).
Mr. Tongpoon's decision to leave out the inquisition rite is in conflict with the assumption that
the ravenous spirit belief tradition is a blame-shifting strategy the superstitious folk resort to
when confronting an inscrutable crisis. Panic-stricken, they single out a scapegoat upon whom
they release anxiety and fear. Mr. Tongpoon's practice of ravenous spirit beliefs is a tactic that
counters this strategy. He deliberately omits the inquisition rite to prevent scapegoating that
could ensue from the identification of the host. Mr. Tongpoon's ritualistic practice is governed by
his concern for the individuals named in the inquisition rite and the entire community. He is far
different from the cruel ravenous spirit exorcists typically found in the monolithic
representations.

In cases when the spirits voluntarily expose their hosts, however, Mr. Tongpoon performs
a purification ritual for the named persons to facilitate their reintegration into the community.
Like several ravenous spirit believers who disapprove of the inhumane treatment of the alleged
hosts, Mr. Tongpoon rejects these radical approaches and resorts to more integrative methods.

His aim is to restore the severed ties between the alleged hosts and the community. In the case of

Ban Donklang village, the ravenous spirit crisis in 2011 concluded with the rehabilitation of the

176



alleged host, not with her expulsion:

A woman was named by the spirit in several cases of possession. And the

villagers started gossiping about this. Then the lady came to me. She admitted

that she was the host of the spirit, but she could not help it. So I offered my

help. I said I could get rid of the spirit inside her, if she followed my advice.

Then I brought her to the village temple. She accepted the five precepts of

Buddhism and avowed to take refuge in the Three Gems — the Buddha, the

Dharma, and the Sangha. There were also some rules she was required to

observe. Every Buddhist holy day she had to bathe in holy water. I was always

there to pour the water over her. And she also had to perform a Buddhist

service'? every evening. All worked out well since she was determined to

renounce her corrupted magical power, and she strictly followed the

rules. Then ravenous spirit possession diminished and vanished completely, so I told the

community that she was cleansed. Now everybody can be at ease (personal interview,

July 7, 2014).
Since banishment is not the only solution available, there is no reason for al/l ravenous spirit
belief communities to exclusively take up this solution. Ravenous spirit believers, like human
beings in general, embody both defects and virtues. To assume that they always practice
ravenous spirit beliefs in inhumane ways undermines their intricate human nature, reducing them
to a group of faceless and flat characters in a simplistic myth about the virtuous and rational
modern individuals versus the superstitious and sinister folk. Mr. Tongpoon employs ravenous
spirit beliefs for an integrative purpose rather than for exclusion and discrimination. As he
further elaborated, some people are stigmatized because their family members are accused of
hosting ravenous spirits. The purification rite can clear the names of these people and enable
them to start anew in the community. Atrocity and oppression of the alleged hosts are replaced
by sympathy and support in the ravenous spirit rituals performed by Mr. Tongpoon.

3.2.2 Case 2: Ban Nongbualong Village

Ban Nongbualong village was ravaged by ravenous spirits in 1993. Instead of the Hunt, a

12 That is, chanting Buddhist prayer and meditating on the Three Gems.
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massive-scale purification ritual was performed for the entire community. No accusation was
made against a specific person. However, the self-imposed exile of an old lady after the ritual
convinced the villagers that she was the host. Mrs. Somporn and Mrs. Jandee — both of whom
live in the village — explained the rationale behind the community's choice to hold a communal
purification rite instead of the Hunt. This rationale reveals the degree of caution ravenous spirit
believers take in the practice of their beliefs. Well aware of the non-empirical basis of ravenous
spirit accusation, Ban Nongbualong villagers were skeptical of its accuracy, and thus they
disapproved of any harm done to the alleged host on the grounds of this unreliable accusation.
Out of this skepticism, the villagers resorted to the communal purification rite that, they
believed, would force the host to reveal him/herself. The precautions taken by the community to
prevent the abuse of ravenous spirit beliefs challenge the rhetoric of surveillance prevalent in
mass media and academia. Underpinning this rhetoric is the assumption that ravenous spirit
believers harbor no doubt about the accuracy of their beliefs, and this results in the radical
practice of the tradition. They, therefore, need to be closely monitored by those who know better.
The Ban Nongbualong villagers' decision to avoid the Hunt tells a different story. Another
significant point in their narratives is about the blessing rite performed individually by all
community members. This rite is another integrative strategy employed by the community to
promote the reintegration of the alleged host.

When asked to describe the ravenous spirit crisis that befell the village in 1993, Mrs.
Somporn and Mrs. Jandee noted the non-empirical, unverifiable basis of their beliefs. They
adopted an unassuming standpoint, acknowledging different possible explanations of the

misfortunes. For them, what happened in 1993 remains inconclusive, and the ravenous spirit's
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wicked influence is, rather than an indisputable fact, a I"#$!%&'())"*"!"tka&they accept as long
as no better explanation comes into view. They claimed that this sentiment was shared by the
villagers in general. It informed the community's view that people should not be ill-treated
merely because they are accused of hosting ravenous spirits in inquisition rite.

,-).&/(0'(-1  : There was no concrete evidences to prove that a ravenous
spirit was behind the incident. Several people died in a mysterious manner.
Their deaths were too sudden, I mean. Like, they were perfectly well the night
before, then they fell ill and passed away the following morning. Some
villagers said a ravenous spirit was behind this. But there was no concrete
proof. Physicians said it was the malfunction of their internal organs, like a
heart failure. Still, to us villagers it did not sound right. They looked perfectly
healthy, how could their organs just stop working all of a sudden? There was
only one way to make sense of this strange incident — the evil influence of
ravenous spirits. But, again, these spirits are amorphous. Their existence is
unverifiable.

21+$-3"$4%-Are you saying that perhaps ravenous spirit beliefs are false?
Because there is no concrete evidence to prove their existences?

-)5&/(0'(-1 : Yes, I agree that '$-67")&the beliefs are false. But my point is

that since there is no concrete evidence, you cannot accuse people of hosting

these spirits. The community may know who practices what magic. And the

possessed may name that person as the spirit's host. But these are vague and

insufficient. They are not enough to form a final conclusion. The accusation in

this manner is just unverifiable. I mean, there is no concrete and definite proof of a person
hosting a ravenous spirit.

,-)5&8719%$$1& some cases, the exorcists may ask the possessing spirit the

name of its host. But we cannot use that information to accuse or punish

anybody. It is just too obscure. And we never know what the truth is (personal

interview, June 13, 2013).
The interview reveals that there is a discrepancy in the etic and emic understandings of the verb
“believe.” While non-believers in general assume a neat dichotomy between belief and disbelief,
Mrs. Somporn and Mrs. Jandee challenge this dichotomy, showing that reflexivity and
skepticism about one's own belief is possible for some ravenous spirit believers. An assumption

underlying monolithic representations and rationalist discourses concerning ravenous sprit
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She immediately moved out of the village and lived alone near her paddy

field. This was how the community found out about the host. The accusation

made in the inquisition rite was not accepted.

Interviewer: And no harm was done to the host?

Mprs. Jandee: No. This purification rite is the end of everything. She could not

stand the power of the ritual; so she voluntarily moved out. And that was it

(personal interview, June 13, 2013).

Ban Nongbualong community, skeptical about the ravenous spirit accusation made by a third
party, devised a method that prevents false accusation. In this case, nobody would have been
defined as a host if an old lady, for some inscrutable reasons, had not voluntarily isolated herself
from the community right after the ritual. However, no abuse was done to the lady even when
she resettled in the village twenty years after the incident. Mrs. Somporn explained that some
villagers had compromised the protective power of the sanctuary by violating the taboos, so that
the host could re-enter the village. The community reacted to her return with neither violence nor
banishment, but by performing another ritual that rendered her reintegration into the community
possible.

There is a protocol the majority of Thai Buddhist strictly follow. After the completion of a
religious activity believed to produce a good karma, such as almsgiving or “ransoming” — the
purchase of animals before they are sent to slaughter houses — the performer of the noble deed
pours a cup of water upon the root of a tree, dedicating a share of his merit to his deceased
relatives, his enemy, or wandering ghosts and suffering spirits. This dedication is believed to
enhance the giver's spiritual progress as well as ameliorate the receiver’s ordeal. This brief and

simple rite was adopted by Ban Nongbualong villagers to subdue the ravenous spirit inside the

old lady, believing that shares of merit will sate the spirit's hunger and keep it from harming
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people.

Mrs. Somporn: Her ravenous spirit has been quiet because the shares of merit

villagers dedicate to her. We can quench the spirit's hunger by performing

good deeds. The abbot said when making merit, we may direct our minds to

her and her ravenous spirit and wish them well. It will work better if her name

is said out loud as one pours the blessing water. And one may also say, “By the

power of the meritorious act I have performed today, may this lady have a

share of its noble fruit. If she is in anguish, may she be relieved from it. If she

is in bliss, may she be more blissful.” As one says so, the merit is transferred

to the lady. And can you imagine? Every villager has done that for her. How

much she has been blessed by their merits and how full her ravenous spirit

must have been all these times.

Mprs. Jandee: This method has worked out well. There has been neither deaths

nor possessions like twenty years ago. Peace has returned to the village

(personal interview, June 13, 2013).
The practice of ravenous spirit beliefs in Ban Nongbualong village is oriented toward integration
and collaboration rather than stigmatization and expulsion. In this case, the entire community
cooperated for the rehabilitation of the alleged host. The villagers perform good deeds and wish
the host well in order to calm the spirit and keep its host in the community. The discrepancy is
remarkable here. While ravenous spirit belief communities in mass media and academic research
unanimously and invariably wreak atrocity on the alleged hosts, Ban Nongbualong villagers
cooperate to safeguard the community's as well as the old lady's well-being. This discrepancy
sheds light on the pluralistic practices of the ravenous spirit belief tradition. It supports one of the
arguments made in this research — neither abusive nor benign practices are intrinsic to the
tradition. In order to formulate a valid and well-rounded understanding of ravenous spirit beliefs,
one needs to take into account both aspects. While some alleged hosts — like Panjai's father, who

was mentioned in the beginning of chapter three — are banished, the old lady resettled in Ban

Nongbualong village after her self-imposed exile. By the time the interview was conducted, she
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had started to renew her ties to the community. Mrs. Somporn and Mrs. Jandee remarked that she
was seen more often at the Buddhist service held at the village temple every Buddhist holy day.
The villagers took this as a sign of the spirits' declining power and the return of her wholesome
self.

33 Void Accusation

A ravenous spirit crisis, in several cases, leads to an accusation. However, the accusation
pre-empts the abusive practices of the tradition since the identified host is absent and thus not
subject to collective violence and banishment. In these cases, the crisis simply ends either with
exorcising rituals performed for the possessed, or with other undramatic activities done to
safeguard the community from ravenous spirits. Social drama is absent from these cases.

3.3.1 Case 1: The Possession of Mrs. Buasri

Mrs. Buasri was possessed by a ravenous spirit when she was eighteen years old. After
the first possession, she experienced several more. The second took place after she gave birth to
her first child. Then the affliction befell her once in a while. By the time I interviewed her (June
2013), Mrs. Buasri was in her late fifties and the latest possession occurred to her ten years
earlier.

Mrs. Buasri is a native of Ban Ratsamran village in Ubon Ratchathani province. Her case
is exemplary of a void accusation — an accusation made against a person who is not there to
receive the abuse provoked by collective anxiety and fear. This manner of accusation pre-empts
any inhumane practices of ravenous spirit beliefs. Since the host is absent, neither harm nor
banishment can be done to him or her. Void accusations invalidate several speculations about the

social functions of the ravenous spirit belief tradition. The panic-stricken folk will not be able to
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In or his family; the latter continued their lives in the community as normally as other villagers
(this claim, though, is based on Mrs. Buasri's and Mrs. Kampa's testimonies). Second, it aborted
any complications that may have developed if the accused were a living person. The accusation
was completely void in this case because it had no repercussions on living individuals or the
community as a whole. The problem ended simply with an undramatic ritualistic action — the
placement of sacralized items inside the pit where Mr. In's ashes were buried.

Void accusations are not unique to Ban Ratsamran village. The identification of an absent
person as a ravenous spirit host is common even though it has been neglected by academia and
mass media. Mrs. Boonma, for example, related how the ravenous spirit that possessed her
identified a peddler goldsmith as its host. By the time the possession occurred, the goldsmith had
left the community and had not been seen in the village since then (personal interview, May 24,
2014). Mr. Namchai gave an account of a ravenous spirit that possessed his fiancée. The spirit
revealed in the exorcising rite that a customer who bought goods from the possessed's shop on
the day the affliction occurred to her was its host. No attempt was made to track down the man,
and the exorcising rite finalized the matter (personal interview, May 26, 2013). Void accusation —
a benign practice of ravenous spirit beliefs — questions both the monolithic representations and
the condescending discourses since it engenders neither a social drama nor the “barbaric”
treatment of an unfortunate scapegoat.

4. Conclusion: The Variability of Social Dramas

In his study of conflicts and redressing strategies employed by a Ndembu community in

Africa to resolve fissures in social life, Victor Turner coins the term “social drama” to denote a

social situation in which actors, actions, and circumstances, all set in motion by conflicts and
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excellent and deservedly famous Mathematics Professors, Dr. Wallis, Dr. Ward, and Mr. Wren”
(Boyle cited in Shapin and Schaffer 1985:58). Just like Boyle who mentioned authoritative
figures to corroborate his truth claims, Reverend Somboon of Ban Ratsamran temple referred to
Gautama Buddha to justify his belief in ghosts and spirits. He cited a sutra in the Pali Canon
about five hundred Buddhist monks who were haunted by arboreal spirits and the spell given to
them by the Buddha to ward off these spirits (personal interview, July 4, 2013). As the Buddha
himself granted the existence of otherworldly beings, and his attitude is clearly reflected in the
most authoritative text in Buddhism, Reverend Somboon harbors no doubt about their
ontological status. In this respect, Robert Boyle the scientist is not far different from Reverend
Somboon the ascetic. Both of them appeal to authority to reaffirm their truth claims.

The brief analysis presented in this overview is exemplary of what will ensue in
subsequent sections. It also delineates the methodology and the goal of this chapter, which are,
comparing the reasoning processes that underpin ravenous spirit beliefs and scientific knowledge
to show that the former is not the product of false reasoning. Besides, the two are not
incompatible. Boyle and Mrs Saitong seem to concur that an experience that extends to a
multitude of witnesses is relatively more real than one occurring to a few individuals. In a similar
fashion, Boyle and Reverend Somboon are well aware that an authoritative third party should be
mentioned to bolster the truth value of their claims. Ravenous spirit beliefs and scientific logic,
therefore, are not as estranged from one another as one may assume. They may be different in
terms of content but not in terms of strategies of validating postulates.

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first part — “Is Magical Logic Antithetical
to Scientific Reasoning?”’— describes the divide in different domains that results in the rise of

science as the dominant paradigm of reasoning. This divide also generates science's opposition —
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the magical mode of thought — which is attributed to women, children, and “primitive” people.
The boundary between empirical science and magic has been questioned by many scholars, such
as Bruno Latour, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Stanley J. Tambiah, who contend that the two share
several common characteristics; they mutually influence rather than negate one another. The
subsequent section — “Is the Ravenous Spirit Belief Tradition a False Logic?” — analyzes
informants' accounts of how they came to believe in the existence of ravenous spirits. The
schemes of reasoning that uphold ravenous beliefs in each narrative are discerned and compared
to those employed in the production of scientific knowledge. The third part — “The Inscrutable
Experience”— argues that, rather than false logic, ravenous spirit beliefs are the outcome of
believers' logical attempts to make sense of enigmatic phenomena that cannot be assimilated into
the mechanistic view of the world espoused by science. The conclusion — “Beliefs, Science, and
the Scope of Rationality” — discusses the implications and the takeaway points of the analysis.

2. Is Magical Logic Antithetical to Scientific Reasoning?

In M#S%& " #™M&"(#)"*#+,-"(*  (1993) Bruno Latour remarks on the holistic approach
European anthropologists adopt when writing an ethnography of an indigenous culture. He
contends that they would never treat their own cultures in the same way. In a monograph about
the Cherokee, for instance, it is common that the topics of kinship systems, healing traditions,
mythology, and astrology are combined in a single volume. This holistic approach to indigenous
cultures is reflective of the view that, in these cultures, nature and culture are intricately
intertwined. European anthropologists believe that indigenous conceptions of how nature works
are entrenched in their worldviews, which are, in turn, embedded in culture. It is, therefore,
proper to situate ethnoscience within the cultural domain and study them in relation to other

cultural artifacts such as mythology and superstitions. For Latour, this holistic treatment of
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cultures are described as “civilized” by the virtue of scientific progress, which ushers them away
from savagery and barbaric stages — the lower rungs on the ladder of cultural evolution occupied
by non-European cultures. Latour posits that science demarcates the boundary between the West
and the Rest. The former, by the power of science, is able to harness nature whereas the latter
fumbles and stumbles along the road toward civilization since it possesses the mere symbolic
representation of nature:

We Westerners cannot be one culture among others, since we also mobilize

Nature. We do not mobilize an image or a symbolic representation of Nature,

the way other societies do, but Nature as it is, or at least as it is known to

sciences — which remain in the background, unstudied, unstudiable,

miraculously with Nature itself. Thus at the heart of the question of relativism

we find the question of science (Latour 1993:97).

At the core of this divide is a contingent identification. The West is identified with science which
is in turn equated with nature. The Rest is associated with ethnoscience which implies a flawed
and culturally informed view of nature. Latour reveals that science is a silent but powerful agent
behind a classifying scheme like the theory of cultural evolution.' The place of a culture in this
scheme is determined by its affinity with European science.

The third divide sustains a dichotomy that segregates humankind into two camps
according to their manners of reasoning — modern people who adopt “scientific” logic when
assessing and interpreting phenomena, and primitives who do so by means of “magical” logic.
These two manners of reasoning are, supposedly, distinct from one another in terms of the

mental operations involved and the accuracy of their outcomes. Postulates derived from the

scientific process of thinking are deemed superior and more reliable as they result from a

1 O'Conner notes that cultural evolutionism left “a pervasive and often damaging legacy,” that lies in the
idea that folk belief and traditional knowledge are false premises that will ultimately be superseded by
modern science. This problematic conception of folk belief has “until very recently focused the attention
of scholars of folk belief almost exclusively on nondominant groups defined by virtue of their social
position and difference from the dominant culture as 'the folk™” (1995:37-38).
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systematic use of instrumental reason that features the neat ordering of intellectual procedures. A
scientific inquiry strictly follows a series of protocols starting with observation, forming a
hypothesis, conducting experiments to prove or disprove the hypothesis, then devising a
conclusion or a revision of the erred hypothesis. In the magical scheme of reasoning, on the
contrary, intuition outweighs instrumental reason. A conclusion is divined rather than inferred
from well thought-out empirical experiments. Primary inputs derived from physical senses are
taken at their face value which is usually misleading. Due to this disorderly and ill-founded
manner of reasoning, primitives are naive enough to believe that like affects like even though
there is no empirical connection between them. The concept of sympathetic magic extrapolated
from primitive thought by Frazer seems to be an ideal example of how “modern” people
conceptualize magical logic. In their view, it is governed by intuition and misunderstanding
derived from superficial observation.

There are, however, scholars who take the opposite stance. They argue that scientific and
magical logics are not so disparate, and that the latter, in some cases, moves ahead of the former.
Claude Lévi-Strauss, in The Savage Mind (1966), contends that scientific and magical logics are
fundamentally similar since the mental operations and intellectual needs that underpin them are
the same. For him, science and ethnoscience stem from the same root. Both of them respond to
the human need to classify things in the chaotic universe in order to make sense of them. This
sense-making is the first and foremost step that necessarily precedes practical knowledge. In this
respect, the value of a superstition, held among Siberians, that a woodpecker's beak cures
toothaches lies not in its practical value, but in the classifying scheme that asserts the connection
between human teeth and a woodpecker's beak. This scheme, though inaccurate, introduces an

initial order into the intelligible chaos: “Classifying, as opposed to not classifying, has a value of
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firmly established. No one today would any longer think of attributing these

enormous advances to the fortuitous accumulation of a series of chance

discoveries or believe them to have been revealed by the passive perception of

certain natural phenomena. Each of these techniques assumes centuries of

active and methodical observation, of bold hypotheses tested by means of

endlessly repeated experiments (1966:14).

The methods of experimental science are by no means foreign to primitive mentality. This
outlook de-racializes scientific logic by contending that it is the product of human intellect in
general. It does not attest to the ingenuity of a specific race in a specific time period. Though the
dichotomy between “Us the modern” and “Them the primitives” is not totally dissolved due to
the hierarchical distinction between European science and ethnoscience as pointed out by Latour,
the view that the primitives can adopt a scientific mode of thought invalidates the imagined
incompatibility between the West and the Rest. Primitive mentality is not totally estranged from
intellectual procedures espoused by science. In this respect, the West/science versus the
Rest/superstition dichotomy is far from accurate.

Another popular but inaccurate assumption about the relationship between magic and
science is that the former, not holding onto a mechanistic outlook, is false and irrational. The
latter, espousing this dominant worldview, is always right and adequate. This assumption
engenders a problem when the adjective “scientific” comes to denote a mechanistic idiom rather
than a meticulous procedure of testing a hypothesis. Tambiah, in Magic, Science, Religion, and
the Scope of Rationality (1990) lays out historical cases to show that mechanistic speculations
can be as superstitious as magical ones. A medical text dated back to the late fifth or the early
fourth century B.C. — On the Sacred Disease — rejects the mystical cause of epilepsy. It argues

for a natural cause of the disease (1990: 9-10). The significance of this text, according to

Tambiah, lies in its dismissal of the etiology branded as “magical” nowadays and its adoption of
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human activities. Its advent was possible because of the changes occurring in several domains of
society. One among them is the reformation in the religious domain. 2) Magic and science are
complementary rather than antagonistic to one another. As we shall see later, interests in occult
science during the Renaissance accumulated into scientific discoveries. 3) The divide between
science and magic did not exist before the late seventeenth century. This divide was later
demarcated to support the illusion of linear progress. It does not reflect an intrinsic
incompatibility between the two.

To elucidate the first point, Tambiah mentions a revision of Christian cosmology
introduced by a prominent figure in the Protestant Reformation — John Calvin — who rejected the
hierarchical conception of the universe that had currency in medieval times (Tambiah 1990:16).
Arthur Lovejoy's concept of the Great Chain of Being pronounces this cosmology, which holds
that universe is comprised of different orders of existence. The pinnacle of this hierarchy is God
the Creator who embodies the maximal perfection. Lower down are the places for angels,
humans, and animals, respectively. This variety of beings and their places in the hierarchy
constitute the doctrine of plenitude which asserts that the diversity and the hierarchical
classification of beings are principles decreed by God. Calvin substituted this view with the
concept of Providence, which can be roughly described as the belief in the absolute power of
God's will. God does not act whimsically. His divine power is channelled through regular courses
and manifested in regular forms accessible to human intellect. Despite Calvin's insistence that
God can perform miracles if he wishes, many theologians in the seventeenth century came to
hold that God usually complies with the law he creates and sets in motion — the laws of nature
(Tambiah 1990:20).

Tambiah construes this change as fertile soil for the growth of empirical science. The
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occult sciences. The former, described as “a genuine mathematician of considerable importance,
intensely interested in all mathematical studies, and in the application of mathematics to produce
results in applied sciences” (Yates quoted in Tambiah 1990:26), was also astrologer to Elizabeth I
and used talismans to channel heavenly power. The latter, renowned for his proposition that the
universe is infinite and the stars are distant suns with their own systems of exoplanets, was
attracted to the religious practices of the ancient Egyptians and their techniques of channelling
cosmic power through the use of talismans (Tambiah 1990:27). Before the seventeenth century,
the value-laden usage of the terms “science” and “magic” seemed not to exist. Several prominent
scholars espoused occult sciences and scientific endeavours without drawing a hierarchical
distinction between them.

For Tambiah, the divide between magic and science is introduced when historians look
back at the past from their stance in the present. It is inherent to their hindsight rather than
reflective of the incompatibility between the two. The interplay and the overlap between them
have been reduced, while their distinction has been overdrawn in order to assimilate the story of
their mutual antagonism into the scheme of “the linear march to modernity”” (Tambiah,
1990:28). Mainstream historical and sociological accounts construct the paradigmatic postulate
that “the decline of magic was caused by the rise of science,” by erasing the details that hint at
the obscure boundary and continuum between the two. As “one generation's conscious omissions
become the next generation's genuine amnesia” (1990:28), magic and science become two
incompatible modes of thought that automatically negate one another.

The literature review in this section serves as theoretical framework for the analysis in the
subsequent sections. Ravenous spirt beliefs are not the products of “false” or “magical” logic

since they involve mental operations and reasoning processes similar to scientific logic. As laid
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nonetheless, are far from total. There are always cases that deviate from these findings and thus
elude experimental science. Latour and Hobbes's question about the leap from laboratory
findings to universal fact articulates the idea that empirical science is a cogent line of reasoning
and heuristic tool. But what it offers is inductive knowledge about the world of phenomena, not a
transparent reflection of reality.

The ravenous spirit believers participating in this research make a similar leap. The only
difference is that, while empirical science generalizes experimental findings, the informants
generalize their personal experiences. They induce that ravenous spirits objectively exist after
having troublesome, enigmatic experiences that resist other explanatory schemes but become
solvable and sensible when viewed in light of ravenous spirit beliefs. The adherents of
experimental science and the ravenous spirit believers interviewed in this research rely on
inductive reasoning in the making of truth claims. They make assumptions about the universal by
knowing the particular. The former asserts that the experiments conducted in laboratories
replicate what universally transpires in reality; the latter holds that their personal experiences
unfailingly attest to the ontological status of ravenous spirits.

To assume that individuals who hold supernatural beliefs do so due to their ignorance of
the scientific-rationalist paradigm is to disregard the complex and multifaceted nature of their
mindset. The ravenous spirit believers whose voices are presented in this chapter are familiar
with this dominant conception of reality. As will be seen later, they think and behave rationally
according to the standards of modern society that upholds science and its logic. Their
acquaintance with the scientific-rationalist outlook can be attributed to the fact that they are
constantly exposed to modernity and absorb the sentiments and values it inculcates. Unlike

ravenous spirit believers in monolithic representations who, due to their embeddedness in rural
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localities, have meagre contact with the modern world and remain unenlightened by scientific
thinking’, the informants interviewed in this chapter do not fit into such a reductive category.
Also, their stories ratify the notion that modernity does not negate supernatural beliefs. Some,
like Mrs. Somjai, though born and residing in a rural village where supernatural beliefs are
practiced, is not cut off from modern influences. Mrs. Somjai frequents the city of Udornthani —
an urban center located twenty-eight miles away from her village — for both errands and
recreation. She is a loyal fan of television dramas. She also, once in a while, makes recreational
trips to neighboring countries with her husband on holidays. Others, like Mrs. Jampa and Mr.
Namchai, live in the midst of modernity, still they believe in supernatural agents.® Mrs. Jampa — a
native of a rural village in Nakhon phanom province — moved to the city of Ubon Ratchathani
and set up her food stall in a business complex. Mr. Namchai, on the contrary, has been a city
dweller since birth. He was born in the city of Sakon Nakhon and runs his clothes shop at the city
market. While Mrs. Somjai and Mrs. Jampa attended primary school but dropped out, the former
at grade six and the latter at grade four, Mr. Namchai did not receive formal education at all.

A brief account of the backgrounds of my informants is given here to contextualize their
narratives. Modern sentiments and values are not foreign ideas to them. Like “non-superstitious,”

modern people in general, they adopt these values and turn first to a conventional approach when

5 A characteristic attributed to ravenous spirit believers by the media is an embeddedness in their local
context and their estrangement from the virtues of modern world. Suk and his gang in Wanlee the
Grateful mentioned in chapter three fail to grasp Wanlee's mechanistic explanation of her mother's illness
which the film suggests to be the real cause of her affliction. The implication is that they are not familiar
with modern conception of illness, living largely in a rural community fraught with superstitions. Another
documentary analyzed in chapter three depicts the public accusation of a lone old woman who passively
accepted the verdict of exile decreed by the community while a district officer idly stood by, doing
nothing to help her. This representation reiterates the disconnection of the belief community from the
modern Thailand. State rules and the concept of human rights are not viable in this primitive backcountry.

6!!Surveys conducted in United Kingdom, United States, and Canada show that the formula “supernatural
belief # rational, therefore modern/educated = no supernatural belief” (Goldstein 2007:66) is inaccurate.
For more on these surveys, see Goldstein, Grider, and Thomas (2007:65-66).
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I had this symptom when I was returning home after a grocery shopping. I

felt the sudden attack of pain on my neck and shoulder. I sometimes have this

kind of pain before and after my period. But this time the pain got worse at

night. It was so severe that my head throbbed. I felt like my head was going to

shatter into pieces and my eyes were about to leap from their sockets. I could

not open my eyes. The pain started from my neck and shoulder and it went up

to my head. I took some painkillers, but the pain did not subside so my

husband brought me to the hospital. The doctor gave me an injection but the

pain was still severe. The medication was just totally useless. Then my

husband called for a healer. She visited me at the hospital and performed a

brief healing rite. She tied sacred white thread round my wrists then let me

drink a small bottle of water. A short while later I felt sick to my stomach. It

was strange because there was not much water in the bottle, and it tasted just

like normal water. Then I went to the restroom and vomited. And you

would not believe, the pain just totally disappeared (personal interview, June

23, 2013).
IAfter her discharge, Mrs. Somjai visited a female healer who attributed her illness to a ravenous
spirit. It attempted to possess her but failed, so it perched on her shoulder. Mrs. Somjai's
experience is quite similar to Mrs. Jampa's. The latter, though dismissing the existence of
ravenous spirits, proclaimed belief in the power of witchcraft. The connection between direct
experience and supernatural belief is more apparent in Mrs. Jampa's case. She claimed that, since
the class of experiences ascribed to ravenous spirits never occurred to her, she did not believe in
ravenous spirits. On the contrary, because she had experienced phenomena that signify
witchcraft, she came to believe in its power.

Mrs. Jampa witnessed a ravenous spirit possession occurring to a middle-aged woman in
2004. In Mrs. Jampa's opinion, the possessed suffered from a high fever that subsequently caused
a delirium — the real reason for her strange behaviors and nonsensical babbling taken by other
observers as the signs of ravenous spirit possession. When she experienced an inscrutable

incident in April 2013, however, she changed her view toward supernatural beliefs. She had

previously dismissed them once and for all. But by the time I interviewed her, Mrs. Jampa
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and Mrs. Jampa initially attributed their symptoms to natural causes. They referred to their past
experiences as they speculated about the possible causes of their headaches. The former took it
as menstrual-related symptoms, while the latter attributed it to her chronic migraine. They then
addressed the problems according to the formulated hypotheses. As the adopted solutions proved
ineffective, the two ladies revised their initial, self-help approaches to the problems. They sought
help from experts who failed to provide effective solutions. Upon this failure, the informants
tried out different approaches until the problems were solved. This method of forming an
effective solution to a problem is not far different from what rational people in general do when
facing a health problem. They pondered the problem, formulated hypotheses on the basis of their
background knowledge and experiences, tested the hypotheses, and revised them until the
problem was fixed. In this respect, the incidents that form the basis for Mrs. Somjai's and Mrs.
Jampa's beliefs in supernatural agents were not falsely perceived or misconstrued due to the
informants' credulity or rash judgment. Their initial responses to the incidents are conventional;
that is, they are rational according to the standard of the dominant worldview and representative
of what people with a sound mind would do. Mystical beliefs came into play only after the
informants discovered that conventional solutions to the problems were ineffective.

Mrs. Somjai's and Mrs. Jampa's mystical beliefs, like scientific theories formulated in
laboratories, are the results of what Hobbes calls the analytical method in philosophical enquiries
(Shapin and Schaffer 1985:148). It is one of the two mental schemes — another one is called the
synthetical method — for discerning the causes of things. The synthetical method denotes the
inference made from cause to effect. A theorem or a fundamental principle is first defined, then
comes a demonstration of how the anticipated effect necessarily follows. The analytical method,

on the contrary, is the inference from effect to cause. One notes the conceivable effect and
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speculates about its possible cause. While the synthetical method is prevalent in Mathematics
and Geometry, the analytical method has been adopted primarily by the natural sciences.
According to Shapin and Scaffer, Hobbes seems to favor the former over the latter. The
synthetical method assures a certain link between cause and effect. As long as the theorem or the
fundamental principle remains the same, the ensuing effect will not change. The analytical
method, on the contrary, cannot guarantee this certainty. From a perceptible effect we can only
conjecture about its cause, which is not necessarily the real agent of the effect in question.

This leads us back to Mrs. Somjai and Mrs. Jampa's mystical beliefs. Another noteworthy
point in their narratives is the relation between the analytical method and supernatural beliefs.
Both informants inferred mystical causes of their headache from the efficacy of mystical
treatments. To them, the failure of biomedicine and the efficacy of mystical methods evince
supranormal causes of the symptoms. As pills and injections failed to produce the desirable
effect, the causal theory they espouse was ruled out. On the other hand, the efficacy of rituals
performed by thelhealer and the Buddhist monk testified to the mystical conjectures they
asserted. In this respect, Mrs. Somjai and Mrs. Jampa are not far different from the great scientist
like Robert Boyle who inferred vacuum from the dead mouse and from the extinguished candle
in the glass receiver of his air pump. All of them made an inference about an invisible cause from
certain empirical effects. Their conjectures are susceptible to doubts harbored by those who
espouse different views. Just as Boyle's induction was challenged by Hobbes who attributed a
different cause to the same effect, Mrs. Somjai's and Mrs. Jampa's mystical conclusions are also
assessed and weighed against other possible causes by non-believers.

This analysis supports my argument that the informants' mystical beliefs and scientific

theories are equivalent in many respects. First, the mental operation behind them is the same.
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they cannot find a better explanatory scheme to account for their mysterious illnesses. In this
respect, we can say that ravenous spirit afflictions have characteristics that define matters of fact.
They can be experienced and re-experienced by the same individual or by different people. They
are as concrete and inscrutable to believers as they are to non-believers.

Mrs. Boonma gave an account of ravenous spirit afflictions that befell the family of a
non-believer. Mr. Pong was a member of Ban Pa Ao village and a sub-district representative by
the time the incident took place. His wife and daughter were possessed by ravenous spirits:

This Mr. Pong was a sub-district representative. He openly expressed his

disbelief whenever the community held ravenous spirit rituals. Once he said

loudly in front of me and several others, “You guys should not be so

superstitious. Those people were just sick. There are no spirits.” But then his

wife and his daughter were possessed by ravenous spirits. He took them to

hospitals and tried everything he could, but nothing worked. Finally he had to

call for an exorcist, and they recovered. From then on he kept silent when it

came to this matter. I think he is now less certain about his disbelief (personal

interview, May 24, 2014).

The experience of a lay non-believer like Mr. Pong may not have the same impact as that of a
physician — the embodiment of reason. Mr. Sang, the exorcist and healer who was mentioned in
chapter four, gave an account of a physician who visited him due to her chronic headache. In
response to my question about whether one's belief in the existence of ravenous spirits renders
him or her more susceptible to the afflictions caused by them, he reiterated a conversation
between him and this physician regarding her attitude toward the supernatural:

I performed a healing rite and sprinkled holy water over her. Then I asked

why she decided to come to me. She said, “I am at my wit's end about my

headache. I have come up with different causes and tried several methods, but it did not

get better.” So I asked her, “Do you believe in spirits? Do you think maybe your headache

was caused by them?.” She said she did not know, and she fell into silence (personal

interview, July 11, 2013).

Through their narratives, Mrs. Boonma and Mr. Sang proclaimed that the attitude of the afflicted
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does not render him/her more or less susceptible to ravenous spirit afflictions. As “objective”
phenomena, everybody is equally susceptible to the afflictions. This conviction is derived from
informants' direct experiences. As they see how non-believers suffer from ravenous spirits' evil
influence, they realize that one's belief or disbelief does not change the nature of the experience
nor does it reduce the possibility of having the experience.

The argument delineated above is not intended to prove that ravenous spirits really exist,
and that since they exist, ravenous spirit beliefs are valid and logical. This issue is suspended for
the same reason given by the physician in Mr. Sang's narrative: we cannot know, neither can we
prove or disprove their ontological status with the resources we now have. Nonetheless, we can
say for certain that the phenomena that believers attribute to ravenous spirits empirically and
objectively exist. They have been experienced by a multitude of witnesses regardless of their
belief or skepticism. The epidemic of death and possession, with physical symptoms inscrutable
to biomedicine, are empirical phenomena whose causal link with ravenous spirits is established
by believers when they discover that the scientific-rationalist explanatory scheme fails to make
sense of these phenomena. In this respect, ravenous spirit beliefs are not false logic, but the
products of the intellectual need to make sense of intelligible chaos. This point will be elaborated
in the following section.

4. The Inscrutable Experience

Needless to say, empirical science considers direct experience the first and foremost
source of knowledge. Natural phenomena are scrutable to human intellect mainly because they
are observable. An individual's direct experience supersedes religious scriptures or traditional
accounts in the validation of a truth claim. Empirical science decrees a new rule of knowledge

production: one cannot accept a postulate until its validity is empirically proved by systematic
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and reliable procedures. These verifying procedures should be, ideally, directly experienced
before a person grants the validity of the truth claim in question. This rule dictates that
witnessing is a prerequisite for knowing.

A Thai proverb encapsulates this view of the relationship between knowledge and direct
experience espoused by empirical science: “Ten oral accounts are worth less than witnessing by
one's own eyes. Ten times of seeing is not as trustworthy as one touch.” This proverb reiterates
the importance of direct, sensory experience in the validation of a truth claim. A person can be
certain about the reality of a thing only after he or she has sensory contact with it. The ravenous
spirit believers interviewed in this research hold this view. They ground their belief in the
existence of the spirits on first-hand experiences. Some suffered from the afflictions, others
witnessed ravenous spirit possessions and crises. In this respect, empirical science and ravenous
spirit believers share a common view about the validation of a truth claim — only direct
experience can warrant the label of truth.

However, a crucial difference lies between them. In empirical science, the inefficacy of
sensory perception is remedied by experimental protocols and elaborated devices. The former
consists of experimental methods employed to minimize possible errors, the latter renders the
imperceptible perceivable.' With these two elements, scientific experiments are believed to
overcome the inadequacy intrinsic to human perception and are able to cast light on the
mysteries of the natural world. Ravenous spirit beliefs, on the other hand, are the outcome of the

view that there is a class of phenomena that elude scientific protocol and modern inventions.

11!IShapin and Schaffer comment on the role of scientific instruments in the establishment of empirical
science: “The power of new scientific instruments, the microscope and telescope as well as the air-pump,
resided in their capacity to enhance perception and to constitute new perceptual objects.” Natural
philosophers in late-seventeenth century England like Boyle trusted not the information directly derived
from physical senses but observation enhanced and assisted by elaborate devices (1985:36).
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down first. So he gave him three shots of sedative. Normally a person will

pass out just from one shot; but after the third shot Liam was still

kicking and screaming. Don't you agree that this is very strange? Then he said

he was hungry, and he asked for whisky and a whole chicken. Liam was not a

drinker, he did not drink alcohol. But when he was possessed he poured one

after another bottle of whiskey down his throat. Even the most relentless

drinker cannot do things like that. And the way he ate chicken, he chewed its

bone like it was just a gum. [ was bewildered by the whole incident, but there

were more baffling things. Liam did not get better, so we took him out of the

hospital and called for a famous exorcist. By the time the whole neighborhood

was astir because of Liam's mysterious symptoms. A lot of people, around

twenty or thirty I think, came to his house to observe the exorcising rite. When

Liam was brought into the room, he leaped to the exorcist who stood among

the crowd, and started to shout insulting words at him. How could he know

that man was the exorcist? Nothing marked him out. He dressed like other

people and he was just quietly observing Liam when he entered the room. This
exorcist failed to expel the spirit, so he recommended us another one who

lived in Ban Koh village. We brought him there. An exorcising rite was

performed for him for two full days, then he was back to himself again. This

struck me as most peculiar. Modern medicine failed to explain his symptoms, let alone
cure him, but he recovered after an exorcising rite! How will you explain this incident?
Can you describe it in terms of science? I have tried to explain it in a more rational way,
but many details remain perplexing. I know this incident is too bizarre to be true, but it
did happen (personal interview, May 26, 2013).

Mr. Namchai's narrative"® points to the discrepancy between multifaceted reality and the heuristic

comprehensive medical research is required to warrant the conclusion that this epidemic really eludes
biomedicine. Medical records of those died in the epidemic need to be checked. Their living conditions
need to be examined. Also, the locations and the sanitary habits of the communities plagued by this
epidemic must be considered. As thorough research on the matter has never been taken up, we cannot be
certain that the cause of the epidemic is not biological. Not all physicians, however, agree with Dr.
Sompong. Dr. Boonchai, also a physician, holds a different view. Throughout his career, he has witnessed
numerous cases of illness and death unresolved by medical science. If modern medicine is sufficient, he
argued, there will not be alternative medicines whose efficacy is testified by their persistence despite the
orthodoxy of biomedicine (personal interview, 31 July, 2015).

13!™Mr. Namchai's narrative clearly displays characteristics of a memorate or a personal experience
narrative, which is, as cogently described by Goldstein: “detailed and careful, incorporating numerous
strategies that outline the nature of the observations, the testing of the alternative explanations, and often
including an indication of reluctance to interpret what occurred as 'supernatural” (2007:70). Mr.
Namchai's effort to seek for more feasible explanations and his reluctance to adopt a supernatural
conclusion are apparent in the questions with which he ended his narrative. Mr. Namchai seems to be
“conscious of the potential for being judged irrational and therefore assume a stance that anticipates
contestation of observations and conclusions (Goldstein 2007:71). Configured by this awareness, his
narrative is “in opposition to the traditional academic assumption that supernatural beliefs traditions arise
from various kinds of error, impaired reasoning, or poor observation on the part of believers and
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devices we have to make sense of it. Mr. Liam's bizarre symptoms represent the grotesque,
inscrutable side of reality inexplicable by an arbiter of truth like science. Though it is inscrutable
to science, what happened to Mr. Liam is too tangible to be dismissed as Mr. Namchai's illusion.
Nobody, regardless of their opinions about the reality of supernatural agents, would fail to mark
the incident as peculiar. The patient's resistance to three shots of sedative, his supernormal
strength, and the efficacy of mystical treatment vis-a-vis the failure of biomedicine, are all
concrete facts that cannot be denied even though they resist scientific explanation. An inscrutable
phenomenon like Mr. Liam's possession, which challenges the conventional view of reality, can
be explained by Tzvetan Todorov's concept of the fantastic. The term denotes the sense of
uncertainty and ambiguity felt by readers when a bizarre phenomenon takes place in a story. The
fantastic reaches its full effect when the story does not offer an explanation of the phenomenon;
making readers unable to decide whether the incident in question is caused by natural agents that
cooperatively create a false mystery, or by supernatural agents that really exist and baffle people
with their mystique.'* Mr. Liam's possession is fantastic in this sense. Its reality cannot be
denied, its inscrutability is apparent, and it significantly challenges the illusion that the scientific-
rationalist paradigm can account for all phenomena; therefore, the application of other schemes

to make sense of phenomena is irrational.

narrators” (Goldstein 2007:71).

14!Todorov defines the fantastic as the suspension between belief and disbelief — the moment of
hesitation readers experience when an apparently supernatural phenomenon occurs in the text with no
clues about its cause. If, in the end, the phenomenon is rationally explained and the law of nature remains
intact, what we have is the uncanny. On the contrary, if the phenomenon is actually supernatural, the
story falls into the genre of the marvelous. The narrative ceases to be an example of the fantastic once a
final conclusion is provided, as Todorov states:

The fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty. Once we choose one answer or
the other, we leave the fantastic for a neighboring genre, the uncanny or the
marvelous. The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a person who knows only
the laws of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event” (Todorov 1975:25).
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view of reality among its adherents. Second, the dichotomy between “false” logic and “valid”
logic upholds an illusion that there exists a reasoning scheme that can clearly and thoroughly
account for all occurrences. Due to this illusion, supernatural beliefs become products of false
logic adopted by credulous and superstitious people who, for some reasons, fail to accept the
“valid” logic that can provide rational and self-evident explanations for all phenomena. The
analysis in this chapter has shown that since the perplexing aspects of the phenomena cannot be
reduced and assimilated into the scientific-rationalist paradigm, ravenous spirit beliefs are
employed to fill in the void caused by the discrepancy between the available heuristic devices
and the intricate, multifarious world of phenomena.

As Mr. Kom stated, the scope of reality is not the same as the scope of human rationality.
The former is far vaster than the latter. Scientism, denoting an unwavering belief in the adequacy
of science in this context, may satisfy one's illusion that humankind knows reality in its full
extent. This illusion, however, will be constantly challenged by fantastic occurrences that wreak
havoc on people's faith in their intellectual capability. Supernatural beliefs and other “non-
scientific” assertions are sustained by these inscrutable occurrences, not by an “irrational” mode
of thought. What we have is not a“false” logic vis-a-vis the “right” one. We only have a
collection of heuristic devices, none of which can singlehandedly and sufficiently decipher all

phenomena.
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nature of this monograph, but they are by no means intended to negate or undervalue the
arguments that I have made. These reflections are my strategy to guard against bigoted and one-
sided speculations mistaken for impartial truths.

1. Cautions

1.1~ This monograph necessarily downplays cases and perspectives incongruent to the

view of the ravenous spirit tradition it espouses.

Focusing on inoffensive aspects of the tradition while criticizing mass media and
academia for their preoccupation with its abusive sides, my own study understates the ordeal of
those victimized by the radical practices of the tradition. By claiming that this predilection is a
result of sensationalism and bigotry, the study appears to trivialize the inhumane practices of
ravenous spirit beliefs and their consequences for the victims. Arguably, it creates an impression
that the victims' miseries are exaggerated by media sensationalism and bigoted scholarship.

Though this is by no means my intention, such an implication may be inferable from the
treatment of ethnographic data and the analytical stance this study assumes. One caution readers
have to keep in mind while reading this monograph, therefore, is that the non-violent and
moderate variants of the tradition do not negate the reality of their radical counterparts. All of
them are real to the people who are affected by their consequences. The traumatic experiences of
those oppressed by inhumane practices of ravenous spirit beliefs are laid out here to give voice to
their ordeals that have remained in silence in this study.

There are several communities in Northeast Thailand disparagingly called “the village of
ravenous spirits.” This appellation derives from the pattern of settlement among alleged hosts
who, banished from their original communities, either establish new villages or settle down in

communities that do not practice ravenous spirit beliefs. Ban Nongtime Noi village in Sisaket is
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one such community. Practicing Catholicism, the community has been a refuge for those in exile
due to ravenous spirit accusation. I interviewed several displaced individuals and their families in
Nongtime Noi village in July 2013. Their accounts unveil the somber dimensions of the tradition.

Mr. Sawang and Mrs. Sunee experienced collective violence when Mrs. Wilai — Mr.
Sawang's wife and Mrs. Sunee's mother — was accused of hosting ravenous spirits. To Mrs.
Sunee's knowledge, her mother was not on bad terms with anybody. Mrs. Wilai was a pious
Buddhist well-known in the village for her exceptional voice and the rare talent she displayed
when singing Buddhist gospels. Rumors spread when ravenous spirit aftlictions befell a female
neighbor. It was said that Mrs. Wilai had her tongue tattooed, and that the magic inscribed on her
tongue was the source of her beautiful voice as well as the origin of her ravenous spirit. Mrs.
Sunee experienced collective violence and social repercussions instigated by her mother's
accusation. Their house was stoned at night. Her friends avoided her. She was subject to ridicule
and harshly banished from social life. Mr. Sawang fell victim to the same oppressive treatment.
But he was less fortunate than his daughter since the accusation, first targeting his wife, was later
extended to him. The community pressured the couple to attend a divination ritual in order to
prove their innocence. Though they were pronounced not guilty in the rite, the assaults in the
dark and the social sanctions persisted. The family, traumatized by these ferocious treatments,
finally left the community (personal interview, July 16, 2013).

Mr. Kamdee moved to Nongtime Noi village for the same reason. He was accused of
hosting ravenous spirits because, from his viewpoint, his paddy field unfailingly yielded ample
produce while those of his neighbors became barren. His barn was ransacked and more than half
of his produce was stolen. Mr. Kamdee reported the incident to the district police bureau.

Officers came to the scene to investigate but nothing more was done. Then a negotiation was
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Undeniably, the miseries the accused persons and their families went through elucidate
another side of the tradition. Their views of ravenous spirit beliefs are as valid as mine and as
those of the other informants whose voices this study privileges. The radical practices of
ravenous spirit beliefs these cases illustrate, however, should be interpreted and considered in
light of the benign cases reported in chapter four. My call for a counterbalance in this issue
responds to the problem of writing “dark™ ethnography mentioned in the conclusion of chapter
three. I advocate that when exploring cultural practices that reflect the dark side of human nature,
aspirations toward objectivity must entail reporting perspectives that do not register only the
brutal aspects of those practices, but also their benign variants.” As this monograph does not
totally rule out voices that contradict the view of the ravenous spirit tradition it espouses, I call
for the same act of counterbalancing from ethnographers who are interested in the unpleasant
sides of human societies.’

1.2 Arguing for the empirical basis and proper reasoning that underlie informants'
belief in the ontological status of ravenous spirits, this study inadvertently implies
that these spirits objectively exist.

Relating cases in which a mysterious illness unresponsive to biomedicine and other
therapeutic methods were successfully cured by ravenous spirit rituals, this study seems to attest

to the objective reality of ravenous spirit afflictions. Attempting to denounce traditions of

2 Nancy Scheper-Hughes's “Ire in Ireland” (2000) is a gesture toward this counterbalance. In response to
her informants' criticism of I"#$%&'(1)*+,"-&'("$.(1)*#/+0*-1$#)&(979), in which she explores the socio-
cultural conditions in a rural Irish community that contribute to mental illness, Scheper-Hughes devotes a
section in “Ire in Ireland” to describing the virtues of this community to counterbalance her own negative
depiction in "#$%&'(1)*+,"-&'("$.(1)*#/+0*-1$#) &2

3 Henry Glassie also advocates balance, which he thinks can save the studied community from
repercussions caused by an honest but unpleasant ethnography. In the first chapter of 3*1(1%"-&(€4
5",,671%$+%1, he wrote: “in writing, injurious facts can be suppressed, compassionate explanation can
muffle shock, and balance is not impossible” (2006:4).
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disbelief that have dominated belief scholarship since the Enlightenment (Hufford 1982b:48),
this study emphasizes the reasoning processes and rational behaviors that justify informants'
belief in the existence of ravenous spirits. This emphasis, however, creates an impression that |
am arguing for the reality of the supernatural world. The effort to diverge from traditions of
disbelief, and to advocate for methodological populism in the discussion about the underrated
supernatural beliefs, automatically indicates my allegiance to traditions of belief.

Hufford's traditions of disbelief refer to explanatory schemes that indiscriminately falsify
supernatural beliefs. Problematically, this biased stance has been received as an objective and
authoritative approach to the issue. Underlying these traditions is the view that the scholarly and
scientific way to study supernatural beliefs is to examine the sources of error that engender and
perpetuate them (1982b:47). Inevitably, traditions of disbelief, to a certain degree, have an
impact on the reception of this study. The phenomenological basis and rationality underpinning
the ravenous spirit beliefs this study argues for may be received by the audiences of this
monograph as positive bias when viewed from the dismissive stance that mistakes negative bias
for neutrality. This warrants another caution: despite my effort to avoid implications about the
ontological status of ravenous spirits, this goal seems to be unattainable. I attribute this
unattainability to the fact that this study is conducted and received within two oppositional
traditions that take specific stances on the validity of supernatural beliefs. The traditions of belief
and disbelief make it hardly possible to conduct research about supernatural beliefs that is totally
void of implications about the truth value of the studied beliefs. If one explains these beliefs in
scientific-rationalist terms, he is suggesting that they are false. If he does the opposite, he is
convincing readers of the objective reality of these beliefs.

Even though the implication about ontological problems is unavoidable and the attempt
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and economic institutions is one trajectory that needs to be explored in order to discern the
pattern of power relations. How common people respond to these apparatuses and put them to
use in everyday practices is, however, another line of inquiry that promises an insight into the
dynamic within this power structure (de Certeau 1984:xiii). For de Certeau, the neglect of
typical, banal practices among common people breeds a simplistic view of power relations in
which the elites of the dominant order always exploit and the nameless, faceless crowd is
invariably passive and compliant within the system.

De Certeau's view articulates the appreciation of anonymous people and the common,
banal practices they carry out. He contends that everyday practices are crucial for an
understanding of comprehensive phenomena such as the operation of institutional power and the
dynamics within its structure. A cognate field of folklore studies and cultural anthropology
known as European ethnology harbors a similar sentiment. Its interest lies in ordinary
phenomena and activities whose banality renders them invisible; in this way it counters a
tendency of human perception to be “preoccupied with the explicit, eventful, and dramatic” (Ehn
and Lofgren 2010:4) and argues that the overfamilar, unnoticed activities “play such a powerful
role, especially in the reproduction of society” (Ehn, Lofgren, and Wilk 2016:1). This awareness
of the impact of everyday practices informs this study, which demonstrates that the omission of
non-sensational practices of ravenous spirit beliefs results in a misunderstandings of the
tradition. A ramification of this study lies in its de-trivialization of cultural practices that have
been taken for granted. Their typicality covers their significance, which can initiate a paradigm
shift once it is duly acknowledged. As shown in de Certeau's monograph, in the sentiment that

informs European ethnology, and in this dissertation, analysis of the undramatic, unoriginal,

swim, walk, or sit at a dining table in diverse fashions.
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inherent to ill-wrought grand schemes. The debate about adequate and legitimate ways of
theorizing has been a persistent but unresolved issue in many disciplines. Grand theories are
criticized for their detachment from concrete, diverse, and context-bound phenomena at ground
level. Their broad and inclusive explanatory scheme, immanently, renders them insensitive to the
particularity and variability of the objects or phenomena they explicate. The problem arises when
the neglect of these distinct characteristics breeds a misleading and simplistic view of the matter
in question. However, how can a grand theory be a grand theory if the broad applicability it
promises is outweighed by acute awareness of diversity and particularity? And can scholarship
do away with grand theories, relying solely on unconnected postulates extrapolated from
numerous distinct cases?

This study shows that attention to everyday practices can guard against fallacious
generalization pertaining to ill-conceived grand schemes. Sweeping and condemning surmises
about ravenous spirits beliefs and their holders are put in check by a return to non-sensational
and unspectacular sides of the tradition. In a similar fashion, grand theories can be monitored and
nuanced by a close look into everyday practices. This examination also counters imperious and
inadequate masternarratives received by their proponents as incontestable and universally
applicable. Theorizing, as Dorothy Noyes suggests, should be firmly based on particular cases
and keeps their complexity and subtlety in purview (2008). This study offers a lesson that adds to
this point: When bad theorizing breeds a generalizing and simplistic scheme that, for some
reason, is readily and unquestionably received, we can turn to the domain of concrete, everyday
reality to see what has gone amiss with this crude generalization and revise the problematic
scheme from there.

2.2 Revisiting the definition of belief
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Scholars have noted how religiosity, cutting across diverse domains of human activities,
was identified specifically with cognitive artifacts such as tenets and doctrines after the
Enlightenment. Post-Enlightenment scholarship turned the complex of cognitive, somatic, and
sociocultural behaviors that pronounce the conceived relationship between the mundane and the
sacred into an object of academic speculation by reducing them to a system of postulates and
truth claims. The preoccupation with cognitive components of religion is, as Tambiah points out,
manifest through the naming of world religions as -isms (Tambiah 1990:5). Designations such as
Buddhism and Hinduism reveal academia's predilection for the doctrinal, cognitive aspects of
religion. This tendency is also observed by Sabina Magliocco, who remarks that by the
eighteenth century, the Protestant Reformation construed religiosity as an internal state of faith
unknowable by other individuals outside the believing subject. She further notes that the
definition of religion as an intricate body of tenets and doctrines “became so predominant among
the European intellectual classes that it served as a lens through which the religions of other
cultures, as well as those of the lower classes, were understood” (Magliocco 2012:138).

Needless to say, the emphasis on cognitive components of religion undermines other
dimensions of religiosity. Don Yoder, for example, long ago noted a trend in the teaching of
religious studies in American academia, which “has concentrated largely on the theological and
institutional level” (1974:7) and thus neglects the interpretation and the practice of religion at the
ground level. Talal Asad, in his critique of Clifford Geertz's definition of religion, expresses his
view that religion should not be defined merely by its philosophical components and scholastic
tradition. Construing religion as a system of symbols that constitute people's conceptions of
existential problems and their spiritual aspirations, Geertz inadvertently “places belief before

practice, thought before action, and privileges ideas above customs and traditions” (Asad quoted
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condescending assumption that people who hold “false” beliefs do so because of their credulity
and thoughtlessness. Sociocultural and intellectual activities that constitute the act of believing
are downplayed since the term “belief” has been reduced to a cognitive postulate. Second, the
conception of belief as a cognitive object undermines variable degrees of believing and its
changeability. Construed as cognitive content, belief and disbelief are taken to be the total
acceptance or the resolute dismissal of a truth claim. This dichotomy does not accommodate the
more moderate stance in which the truth claim in concern is accepted as likely but contestable
possibility. Several informants participating in this study adopt this moderate stance. Their
testimonies problematize the preconceived image of the superstitious folk who steadfastly cling
to false beliefs, resolutely rejecting the views incompatible to the beliefs they held. Besides, the
accounts about how and why informants come to adopt or abandon ravenous spirit beliefs reveal
the mutability inherent to the act of believing. Mr. Namchai's and Mrs. Jampa's stories presented
in chapter five show how indifference or even skepticism about the reality of ravenous spirit
afflictions transforms into belief (in the moderate sense) after the mysterious incidents of which
informants cannot make sense in other terms. Indifference can also change to disbelief as evinced
in the case of Mrs. Somjit, whose declining health in the post-natal period was taken by her
community as ravenous spirit affliction. Trying in vain to explain the natural cause of her illness,
Mrs. Somjit was forced to attend a healing rite that, as she clearly stated in the interview, only
prolonged her suffering (personal interview, June 5, 2014). The definition of belief as a cognitive
postulate is inadequate to convey the complexity of the act of believing that has been displayed
through ethnographic cases presented in this dissertation.

The call for a broader definition of belief that appreciates non-cognitive aspects of

believing is, in fact, not new in belief scholarship. As Leonard Primiano rightly observes,
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3. Afterword

In “The Scholarly Voice and Personal Voice: Reflexivity in Belief Studies,”® Hufford
observes that objectivity has become a rhetorical style instead of a goal pursued by conscientious
scholars.

Unfortunately, this is what objective has come to mean, descriptions and

analyses in which reference to the subject, the describer or the analyst, is omitted.

This makes objectivity merely the name of a rhetorical style. If we obtain the

appearance of objectivity by leaving ourselves out of our accounts, we simply leave

the subjective realities of our work uncontrolled. If we manage to make our facts

speak for themselves, those “facts” cease to be evidence in an argument, and we

become ventriloquists instead of scholars (1995b:58).
To control, as Hufford calls them, the “subjective realities” of this work, a brief reflection on
subjectivity of this study is delineated in the foregoing section. A knowledge claim always
implies the presence of the subject who makes that claim. To say nothing about the knowing
subject is to turn the claim into “the view from nowhere” (Nagel quoted in Hufford 1995b: 60)
which reiterates a problematic assumption that knowledge is a self-evident truth existing out
there and discovered by the knowing subject. This study is, just like any other pursuit of
knowledge, a view from somewhere and, therefore, approaches the known object from a specific
angle. Nonetheless, it is a view that privileges the under-represented side of the story, the side
that has been considered not worthy of talking about by Thai mass media and academia. This
side, once revealed, defies negative, sweepingly applied assumptions about the “superstitious”
folk and their barbaric belief tradition.

Though this monograph cannot offer an all-inclusive and impartial account about

ravenous spirit beliefs. It casts light on those facets of the tradition that are indispensable for a

well-rounded view of ravenous spirit beliefs and the people who practice them. As Hufford's

6 For more on reflexivity in belief scholarship see Hufford (1995¢).
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(28.21%) adopt a neutral stance. Prominent keywords are “groundless belief,” “superstition,” and
“fanatic”.

One incomplete response was disqualified. The result of the survey is summarized in the

following table:
Direct Experience | Oral Tradition Mass Media
Disbelief/ Disapproval 2 (11.76%) 20 (31.75%) 20 (51.28%)
Belief/ Affirmative 11 (64.71%) 25(39.68%) 8(20.51%)
Indifference/ Indecisive | 4 (23.53%) 18 (28.57%) 11 (28.21%)
Total 17 (14.17%) 63 (52.50%) 39 (32.50%)
N =120 (1 incomplete response)

More than half of the people exposed to the tradition through mass media hold dismissive
view of ravenous spirit beliefs. This percentage is relatively high compared to those who
received the tradition via different channels. Only one third of the respondents receiving the
tradition through oral narratives express dismissive attitude. The figure drops to one tenth in the
group of the respondents who witnessed the practice of the tradition in real situ. It is feasible to
conclude from this survey that monolithically negative representation of the tradition prevalent in
mass media inculcates on Thai audiences negative attitude toward ravenous spirit beliefs and

their holders.
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Appendix B

Locations of Fieldwork Sites

Northeast of Thailand Provinces Covered in Fieldwork

Northeast
(Isan)

MNakhon s I
Ralchasima —~ ~ 7. T ) * |
(Buri Ram/ SUrin (s 55 ket

/ ]

Note: Provinces covered in fieldwork are marked
by *

Source: Source:
Holland, Michael, “Thailand's Regions.” Thailand “Thailand North-Eastern Provinces.” Trek
for Visitors, accessed October 27, 2015, Thailand, accessed October 27, 2015,

http://www.thailandforvisitors.com/general/regions. http://www.trekthailand.net/p2/
html
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