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their funerary rites. Women dying in childbirth and men dying violently
and accidentally are much more likely to be younger householders or
unmarried adults. Secondly women dying in childbirth negate the values
of female fertility and the mother-child relationship. The corpse is
buried immediately without ceremony except for a post-mortem caesarean
if necessary, and naked in order to shame the spirit. Despite these
precautions physical matter from the corpse is believed to provide magic
that can be used to cause the separation or death of living persons.
In turn this double negative may be said positively to balance the relative
jural and ritual inferiority of women and of the young, and to contribute
to a system of magical vengeance for which other jural institutions are
lacking. Thirdly those dying violent deaths, who may receive no burial
at all if they are outsiders, are often men who in their lifetime were
nakleey (lit. ‘force expert’) a type of half-admired, half-feared violent
ruffian, who may be used (an apparently increasing tendency) by other,
usually older men to carry out secret acts of physical vengeance including
homicide, a task for which there may be a need, but no legitimate jural
institution. Such men, both during their lives and after, negate the
Buddhist moral value of non-violence and the principle of the subordina-
tion of younger to senior generations.

(iii) Thirdly there are spirits of parents and grandparents, who are
among a person’s most immediate jural superiors during their lifetime.
Fortes cites a Sanskrit maxim that “a son is he who rescues a man from
hell” and assures his attainment of nirvana. Our conventional logic
(though not that of the Chinese it seems2®) would assume that a concept
of reincarnation precluded the concept of ancestorhood, in the strict
sense; and this is more or less what we find in this case. Those remem-
bered persons who continue to be worshipped as individuals long after
their death (e.g. the Golden King and the former abbot) are those whose
lives might be said to have earned a long stay in heaven before rebirth.
Hence one could posit a logical necessity as one reason among others
for the phiipuujaa being a category of dead kinsmen rather than remem-
bered individuals. Ordinary people far from being concerned with

26) See M. Fortes : ““Pietas in Ancestor Worship’’. op. cit.
M. Freedman : ‘“Ancestor Worship: two facets of the Chinese Case”,

op. cit.
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freedom from rebirth are concerned to be reborn (remember that those
dying badly may never be reborn into a human or higher existence) &
despite prayers tobereborn in a heaven as an angel, are usually concernee
for rebirth as soon as possible, for only in human life can one’s karme
be improved. The final transition to nirvana is made after all, as by the
Buddha, from a human life, not by moving up through the heavens
Rebirth among one’s own kinsmen is desired, though not necessarily im
the descent group. It is even considered possible for a man to be reborn
as his own grandson. ‘

Thus it would be extremely problematic to have recently dead
kinsmen as enduring ancestral spirits. But I have alrady referred to
continuing ritual obligations for the surviving generations of kinsmen.
A person’s chances of rebirth are said to be determined largely by
merit accumulated during that person’s lifetime and over previous lives
by moral actions and sacrificing; other people can help however. Part
of the merit made at any communal sacrifice is dedicated, in a libation,
to the collective spirits of the dead to improve their chances. Also I have
already referred to the reciprocity involved in the ordination rite.2?
Interestingly a novice is said to make greater merit for his mother, a
monk for his father, and as we saw only about one novice in three
remains in the order to be ordained monk. Once again it is not the
father-son relationship that predominates. Sons make merit for mother
and father, daughters can too; more accurately a person expects all
junior members of his close cognatic kindred to fulfil these ritual obliga-
tions, though the ordained male alone has the special power slowly to
drain the waters of hell by dipping in his yellow robe to rescue his
parents.

At death the soul stuff (khwan) disperses and the person (khon)
becomes a spirit (phii)2® which journeys to a vaguely defined land of
spirits (myan phii) which the esoteric will structure after the Buddhist
levels of heavens and hells, where unknowable punishments and rewards

27) This theme and many others relevant to my inquiry are discussed at length in
S.J. Tambiab s important new study. ‘‘Buddhism and the Spirit Cults in North-
east Thailand”, 1970,
28) The concept “‘winjaan’ is not commonly found in traditional. village-level
Northern Thai culture.
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are meted out before eventual rebirth. Surviving junior kinsmen have
three principal obligations to the dead: to ensure the journey to the
spirit world is made, to mitigate their sufferings in it, and to improve
their chances of rebirth from it into the human world. These three
obligations coincide approximately with three types of sacrifice. First
the funeral itself, which can be fairly lavish, but the costs of which are
borne to a large extent cooperatively by the whole community. Secondly,
within about two years a follow-up sacrifice is made (thaan haa phii taaj)
the scale of which is even more optional, which is rather less public,
and the costs of which (often as much as an ordination) are met by the
close kindred only. It is the only large domestic sacrifice in which the
householder retains none of the centributions made by other households;
all are donated to the temple for the merit of the dead person. Thirdly
a male householder and his wife, perhaps accompanied by their children,
may make ad hoc voluntaristic offerings of food via a monk, to named,
remembered parents and grandparents. These resemble those rites of
obeisance (dam hua) they received during their lifetime except that they
are made via a monk. Note that deceased parents and grandparents can
impose no sanctions on surviving luuglaan, which reinforces the distinction
between them and phiipuujaa. Moreover being made indirectly, to a
monk, the offerings also confer merit on the sacrificers, in addition of
course to ensuring that their children will do as much for them. The
offering is voluntaristic, private, inconspicuous and sentimental; the
food is selected and prepared according to their individual tastes, whereas
offerings to lineage spirits are standardized. This sacrifice is therefore
fundamentally different from those cults of immediate jural superiors
described by Goody in which “one fears those ancestors most from whose
death one benefited most>.29

THE LINEAGE CULT IN NORTHERN THAI
SOCIETY-SYNTHESIS AND HYPOTHESIS

It is clear that those cults of the dead which most nearly approach
types of ancestor cults far from merely “immortalize the father”. I have

discusssed the continuing symbolic submission of children, male and
female, to both parents, living and dead, and more particularly of

29) J. Goody, op. cit.
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luuglaan to their seniors, most evident in mortuary ritual and the lineage
cult, in which implicitly matrilateral puu and jaa are terms which connote
an ideal type of authority at village level rather than denote particulas
persons. The Oedipal conflict appears to have been highly generalizeds
we have seen a multiplicity of father figures and categories of father
figures. But we might still ask whether the conflict exists in a more
singular form within the society as a whole; if so, how it is expressed and
symbolically resolved; and how these phenomena relate to the lineage
cult.  To obtain a view of the whole range of the dominance hierarchy
in the social system we need to move again to a wider political and
religious perspective.

Together with his titles of lord of life and land the male head of
state, the king, was also “father”, to his people: titles and rights which
were inherited with a patrilineal ideology. The king ruled over a set of
principalities of various orders, which tended to coincide with formerly
relatively self-contained ecological units, an enclosed irrigable valley or
basin; the combined political and ecological unit is best denoted by the
term myay. Where there was a resident prince there would be a walled
town (wiay) distinct from other types of village settlement. It appears
that the rather small valley I worked in had never had a resident prince,
but there as elsewhere, the political presence of the ruler was symbolically
represented by a wooden post (lakmyap) said to represent the princes’
patrilineal ancestors. This symbol shares many characteristics with a
set of similar, historically related phenomena from the wooden posts of .
the dominant patrilineages among the non-Buddhist, non-centralized Thai
of traditional northern Vietnam to the gold leaf covered stone post at
which the King of Thailand still performs an annual rite in Bangkck.
Once a year, possibly less frequently, the prince or an aristocatic delegate
would perform a sacrifice at this wooden post. These sacrifices stopped
about 60 years ago when the Siamese administrative system was intro-
duced. 1 obtained a description of the sacrifice from an older man and
former headman (kamnan). The elements of the sacrifice are in sharp
contrast and opposition to those for either the Golden King or lineage
spirit.  The congregation, who do not initiate the sacrifice, receive their
identity from the superordinate authority; they are neither a local com-
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munity nor a kin-group. The implication is that they have been unwilling
participants, or at best have held an ambivalent attitude to the sacrifice.
The sacrificer, a villager charged with that role, wore a red costume
worn for no other ceremony.3® The sacrifice itself involved the killing
of an adult buffalo at a time when villagers in this region killed neither
buffalo not cows whether for food or sacrifice. The description I
obtained of the attendant behaviour of the ‘prince’, for all that it may
be generalized or represent an extreme case, indicates how alien the
princely presence was by normal village standards. The prince is
accompanied by armed bodyguards; villagers have to sink to their knees
to venerate him or risk being beaten by the guards; he rides his elephants
over irrigation dykes; he demands to be carried over fields on the backs
of their owners; his men shoot at the cattle, only the boldest owners
receiving any recompense; he abducts girls for his harem; and forcibly
seduces married women, using his bodyguard to surround the house and
exclude the husband and householder.

The princely ‘father’ then is remote, alien, possesses extreme secular
power based on an ambiguous authority, and is represented by a single
shrine at which he initiates an annual or less frequent sacrifice. In
strong contrast is the Buddha himself, in many ways a perfect father
figure : the most powerful man, no longer a man, though represented more
than life size in every temple, sometimes it is true in princely clothes; a
man who achieved his power by renouncing economic power, political
title and fatherhood (though by giving away not destroying his children),
virility, life and even the possibility of rebirth. And yet this Buddha is
resident within each village community and receives continual, voluntary
offerings. The perfect immortal fatherhood of the Buddha is found
refracted and diminished in the social role structure in the respected elder
abbot, such as I referred to earlier, who belongs to no descent group,
sacrifices to no lineage spirit; to whom as the villagers say with pride
“even the (Siamese) District Officer came to make annual obeisance”
(dam hua). And who after death may be the subject of a continuing
cult.

30) Householders wear ordinary ‘black’ clothes for sacrifices to the lineage spirit
and the Golden King. The Golden King’s medium wears white. Monks and
novices of course wear yellow.
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The Buddha, in the form of a particular image owned by the
congregation, may also be said to symbolize a local political unit. There
had been only three occasions during the last 60 or 70 years when the
villagers had banded together, armed, in defence of a common interest.
All three times this was in defence of their principal Buddha image from
theft or attempted theft by a government official. In addition to the
temple congregation there is the Golden King cult, at the head of a
small hierarchy of locality spirits, which defines a local community wider
than the temple congregation, and in opposition to both like units and the
political units of the princes; and this partly in spite of, partly by virtue
of certain historical and ideal structural relations between the authority
of the Golden King and the state. I have already referred to the role of
this cult in providing magical protection from the princes. Again, stru-
ctural analysis of the ritual shows marked contrasts, logical distinctions
and oppositions, with the princely cult: no meat is offered; the congre-
gation takes the initiative, regards the Golden King as a benefactor; he
may also be taken as the spirit of a matrilineal group: offerings may be
passed on to the temple for consumption. Formerly all newcomers to
the locality had to sacrifice to this spirit, and members of phii ka’ or
‘witch’ lineages and pregnant women were refused admission on his
authority.

The historical origins, content and development of these oppositions
tend to support the structural analysis. For instance, consideration of
the origins and development of the lakmyay cult, and of Thai Buddhism
itself reveals some of these oppositions. Each of these religious com-
plexes contains what could be called an internal, locally and popularly
derived element and an external element derived from outside and
imposed from the political centre and summit. The lakmyan would
appear to have very old meanings within Thai culture which antedate
both Buddhism and the State (also perhaps in the megalithic culture of
the autochthonous or prior Mon-Khmer Lawa (Lua’) with whom the Thai
possibly shared their first kingdom in northern Thailand); it has also
received an admixture of quite consciously borrowed and established
beliefs about divine kingship. Buddhism appears to have been dissemi-
nated and developed both at a popular level with local cults and
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variations, maintained by a voluntarily produced and shared local
surplus; and also as part of more standardized state cults, receiving
consciously decreed influences from the capital, where the surplus pro-
duction of all the people was accumulated to build temples on a lavish
scale, in part to glorify the semi-divine ruler. Perhaps for these reasons
too, in addition to its moral content, ‘Buddhism’ could be used both to
criticize as well as legitimate royal power; could serve as a focus of local
identity and autonomy as well as of national unity.

This paper began with a description of a set of fairly discrete
phenomena: some descent groups and their ritual, observed and recorded
first-hand. To some extent this could be understood in terms of its own
internal relations. I tried to demonstrate that a more comprehensive
interpretation could be obtained by taking a broader and longer view.
This involved trespassing on research areas in which 1 cannot claim
competence and in which adequate information may be lacking. Inevi-
tably the interpretation becomes increasingly hypothetical. We arrive
at a conceptual model of a social system seen from the viewpoint of
some of its principal component cults, of which the matrilineal descent
group cult is one.  Since this paper is concerned with explicating the
meaning of this cult I shall not extend the analysis of the whole set of
cults, some of which have been only briefly referred to. Of particular
interest are the relations between the cults of the lakmyay, the Golden
King, and the matrilineal descent group spirit.  Of these three the cen-
tral one, that of the cult of the Golden King, occupies an intermediary
position, both in terms of actual, existential, jural and political functions,
and in terms of symbolic functions.  The structure of its ritual symbo-
lism31! reveals a set of symbolic mediations between the elements of the
two neighbouring cults, on the one hand that of a large, relatively
unbounded political unit structured by social rank, and on the other
hand that of a small, bounded local descent group structured by kinship
relations; mediations which link all three in a single hierarchy; distingui-

31) Critical elements, most of which [ have already drawn attention to. include :
cult membership; range and sphere of jurisdiction; sexual and descent connota-
tions; rank (including such cues as residence and language of address); type of
food offered (meat or no meat, kind of meat, cooked or raw); frequency of
sacrifice; association with Buddhism.
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shing between them; expressing oppositions between them; and providiz
symbolic means of comprehending these oppositions. These distinction
are not merely neutral logical devices in a static ideal system. As w
have seen, descent group and local community may be quite defiantk
exclusive; but the cultural distinctions become more substantially inimical
oppositions, even antagonisms, where the social power divide is most
marked: in relations between local community and the state. Clearh
the data presented in this article do not permit a satisfactory proof e
these broad hypotheses. Fundamental problems of relating historical,
diachronic and structural analysis, and of causal explanation are raised.
At least I hope to have produced enough new data to authorize the
hypothesis, and to have shown how the structures revealed in this
analysis may be logically, functionally and historically related.
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