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ABSTRACT

The aims of this study are (1) to understand the ways in which the Northern
Thai idea of the body has been represented and reproduced in a context of medical
pluralism and commercialism; (2) to explore the ways in which female bone healers
and their patients have constructed, practiced and shared their ideas of the body in
everyday life and during the healing treatment; and (3) to understand the symbolic and
cultural meanings of Northern Thai medical knowledge amidst a “crisis of Northern

Thai culture’.

This ethnographic study was carried out in two villages, one in Chiang Mai and
one in Chiang Rai, from June 2003 to August 2004, and in the summers of 2005 and
2006. Since this study concerns the concept of the body in a state of health, both villages,
with their different types of traditional healers and variations in patterns and degrees of
transformation to modernity, were purposefully selected. The two female bone healers
from these villages are the central cases of this study and differ in popularity, charisma,
type of healing practice and the kind of patients that they treat.

Informal conversations, a combination of participatory observation and in-depth
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interviews, were conducted to gain insight into the perspectives of the bone healers and
their patients. The study reveals the existence of a continuous reproduction and
embodiment of eclectic Northern Thai beliefs through day-to-day activities. For Northern
Thai people, this forms a crucial basis upon which to cope with the complicated life
problems of modernity. The reproduction of these beliefs also supports the persistence of
magical and religious Northern Thai medicine, including bone healing treatment, amidst

the constant promotion of biomedicine and rational Central Thai medicine.

The physical, social and spiritual displacement of Northern Thais from their
localities due to a rapid transformation to modernity, in combination with the ambiguity
of the effectiveness and morality of modern medicine and a lack of trust in Central Thai
medicine, form the crucial context that facilitates the legitimacy of Northern Thai
medicine. The legitimacy of Northern Thai medicine is a result of a comprehensive
mixture of its effectiveness in healing physical, social and spiritual illnesses and its
symbolic representation of authenticity and morality, which patients can perceive through
their own bodily sensations. The practice of the two bone healers clearly shows the
interrelation between morality, knowledge and power from a Northern Thai perspective.
This knowledge has been dynamically reproduced to fulfill the demands of different

groups and classes of patients.

The study also illustrates the ritual performance that is implicitly conducted
within the context of the ritualized house. Shared cultural symbols are here condensed
and incorporated, as in the healing practice of the female bone healers, where powerful
symbols from Buddhist beliefs and the belief in spirits are activated. Female bone healers
legitimate themselves within a male-dominated area of knowledge by constructing and
incorporating various sources of eclectic power to confirm their healing power, which is
perhaps higher than that of males. They claim, for example, that they are special persons
chosen by a supernatural power; they present themselves as healers with a higher level of
morality in terms of Buddhist beliefs and the belief in spirits, and provide a caring form

of treatment like mothers who nurture their children. Presenting themselves as ‘mo
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mueang,” or authentic Northern Thai healers, amidst a feeling of having lost khon
mueang identity is also an important strategy used to enhance their legitimacy. The
interaction between patient and bone healer in the sacred healing context of the house is a
process by which healer and patient inter-subjectively communicate and interpret the
Northern Thai concept of the body. At the same time, it assists the Northern Thai, who
are socially and spiritually displaced, to articulate their cultural identity within the

context of modernity.
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