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Abstract

The Khmer Thai living in southern Isan had believed in and worshipped ghosts before
they turned to Brahmanism and Buddhism. They call ghosts “khamaoc” and sort them into 3
groups: 1) good ghosts, which, if well-treated, will bring fortune but if ill-treated, will bring
misfortune, such as neak ta and araksa, 2) evil ghosts, which only bring misfortune to
humans, such as aab, thamop, chotawang and 3) not-good-and-not-bad ghosts, such as
incompetent ghost / krachog-ngog-ngoi. The lifestyle of the Khmer Thai is related to ghosts
from cradle to grave. The belief in ghosts tightens family ties because during the 10" lunar
month of every year, the Khmer Thai will perform the “San Don Ta” ritual in gratitude to
departed ancestors. The descendants everywhere will return to their homes to attend this
ritual. The belief in ghosts also strengthens communities because in each community the
“Saen Neak Ta” ritual is held during the 6[h month before the arrival of the rice-growing
season. It is believed that neak tas keep the people in the community in peace and
contentment, make the rain fall in due season and the crops abundant. The people in the
community join forces in holding the ritual with the attitude that they have the same neak ta
as the unifier of hearts. Besides, the belief in ghosts plays a role in the building of cities as
seen in the elevation of local heroes to the status of local ghost, such as Chiang Poom or
Luang Surin Pakdee Sri Narong Changwang, Surin’s ex-governor.

The belief in ghosts of the Suay Thai inhabiting southern Isan is no different from that
of the Khmer Thai. The Suay Thai call ghosts “kamooc”, “maan”, or “kol” and sort them into
3 groups: 1) good ghosts, such as mau and Pakam-acheeng, 2) evil ghosts, such as manah,
charap and 3) not-good-and-not-bad ghosts, such as Atub-atab. Furthermore, the Suay
Thai have the “Saen Ya Chuh” ritual the way the Khmer Thai have the San Neak Ta ritual
and they have the mau or klaemau practice for healing the way the Khmer Thai have the
maemod practice. However, there is a belief in one kind of ghost that is held only by the
Suay Thai, the belief in “Pakam-acheeng” and this kind of ghost is revered only among
elephant-keepers, not among rice-farmers or blacksmiths. (The word “pakam” means
“leather rope made from buffalo hide” and the word “Acheeng” is a Suay word meaning
“elephant”. Thus, “Pakam-acheeng” means “elephant-roping-rope”). Most Suay Thai

make offerings to Pakam-acheeng before and after roping elephants or when they have to
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take elephants outside their villages, taking them to beg in Bangkok, for instance. At present,
the Suay Thai also make offerings to Pakam-acheeng in wedding ceremonies. Hence, the
belief in these ghosts still remains, even though many Suay Thai families have given up
elephant-keeping.

The word *“ghost” or “spirit” used among the Thai-Lao ethnic group has 2
meanings. The first one is the ghost of the departed who has not been reborn because he or
she has to guard his or her children and the members of the lineage and the second one is
the commonly present ghost, which does both good and bad to humans. Broadly speaking,
ghosts can be categorized by the belief of the Thai-Lao into 3 types: 1) high-level ghosts, or
good ghosts, namely, “deva” or “angel”; 2) medium-level ghosts, or ghosts that are both
good and bad, which can be categorized into many types, namely, village ghost, city ghost,
ancestral ghost and hero ghost; 3) low-level ghosts, or evil ghosts, which can be sorted into
evil ghosts commonly existing in the natural world, such as prai, commonly seen evil ghosts,
such as krasue, pob, and evil ghosts in hell, such as hungry ghost. The belief in ghosts of the
Thai-Lao ethnic group induced all sorts of rituals with the purposes of making sacrifices to
the venerated ghosts and soliciting them to save the worshippers from mishaps and ordain
their lives to meet only with happiness, prosperity and fulfiliment of their desires. Broadly
speaking, the ghost-worshipping rituals of the Thai-Lao can be categorized into 2 groups: 1)
rituals pertaining to occupation, such as ritual pertaining to rice cultivation and 2) rituals
pertaining to living, such as healing ritual.

For the ghost-related beliefs and rituals of the Vietnamese ethnic group living in the
area of southern Isan of Thailand, it is found that the type of ghost most revered and
worshipped by the Vietnamese ethnic group or the Vietnamese Thai, to whom the author
refers as “Viet Kieu” (overseas Vietnamese) is “ancestral ghost”. This is because it is
believed that the purposes of having an altar for ancestor worship in one’s house are to
show gratitude to the departed ancestors and to pay homage to them so that they may
guard the descendants and make them continue to prosper. As for the worship of other kinds
of ghosts, such as house-guardian ghost or the earth deity (called “Phra Mae Thorani” by
the Thai), only some groups practice it, unlike in Vietnam, where ancestral ghosts and the
earth deity are worshipped side by side. As for the belief in village ghosts, it no longer exists

as it does in Vietnam. If the Viet Kiew worship them, they will do so according to the Thai
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tradition. As for rituals related to the belief in ghosts that are still preserved, there is the
cremation ceremony, and some rituals, such as the necromantic ritual, are practiced only by
a group of people. Thus, regarding the Viet Kiew’s beliefs and rituals pertaining to ghosts in
Ubon Ratchathani, some can still be preserved according to Vietnamese traditions, yet many
things have changed with time. This is because the Viet Kiew have come to live in Thailand
for a long time and thus have received the influence of beliefs and rituals pertaining to
ghosts from the Thai, especially the Isan Thai, and the influence has been integrated into

their own beliefs and rituals.
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