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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an anthropological study with the aims (1) to study Buddhist
religious space which has been developed upon encountering interpretations and
changes from other social spaces outside religion; (2) to study how the excluded
people who are wage earners apply and improvise religious space for contestation
through their practices in the formation of new and existing local religious identities;
(3) to study different components of religions, namely Buddhist and non-Buddhist
elements which are being articulated in their practices.

In the context of urbanizing small town, there are several groups of local
actors which are contesting different meanings in religious space. The local excluded
group has been strongly active in maintaining, transmitting and reconstructing the
collective religious identity through multiple collective religious practices, i.e. their
claiming as the guardians of Buddha’s relics (kha that), the worship rituals of the
guardian spirits of the ‘mueang,’ the contestation with state’s tourism policy by the
assertion of local insiders’ interest through hae mai kham pho tradition, and the
emphasis of family’s certainties in puja khao ritual. While most of the excluded
people engage more in collective religious practices, there are only a few groups
which involve in individual practices of urban religious practices from outside, i.e.
women market vendors who adapt more to urbanization than other groups.

The kha that religious identity, which was firstly used to incorporate the local

indigenous into the new rulers’ system in the ‘Buddhicization’ process in the
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premodern period, has been used by the excluded people for the assertion of their
continuation of local religious identity. This has been confirmed by the ritual practice
of worship ritual of the guardian spirits of the ‘mueang’ which becomes a contested
space in the assertion of local identities, and at the same time, distantiate ‘the others’
in legitimizing of their political position. In dealing with the environment discourse,
the guardians of Buddha’s relics are then shifted into the guardians of the nature. The
negotiated space and identities in the mai kham pho tradition also indicates how
people make use of rituals in negotiating their religious space and religious identities
with state’s tourism policy and official Buddhism. The meanings of space have been
created as a set of discourse and have been shifting in changing circumstances.

In religious space, there is a liminal space which is temporarily outside of the
normal social structure and the dominant power could not absolutely control. There
emerges the creation of special spaces or space of heterotopias which are counter-sites
or in-between spaces that enacted imagined space with real spaces, which are
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. The kha that local religious
identities, the worship ritual and spirit-medium of the guardian spirits of the
‘mueang,” would be considered as space of heterotopias that enact the imagined space
(‘imagined’ phra that and the Myth of the Coming of Buddha) and real spaces which
opened space for the contestation of meanings and reconstruction of collective
religious identity. As its consequence, the uneven power relations have been
rearranged and the meaning of ‘modernity’ has been redefined.

Despite the demise of rural spirit cults and the upsurge of urban spirit-medium
cults which respond to individual needs of urban life-style which is much emphasized
in previous studies during the past few decades, there is the resurgence of spirit-
medium cults which do not serve individual need but express in various collective
religious practices. The commercialization of Buddhism which is imported from

outside has less meaning for the local insiders in this peri-urban context.



