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The Spirit Cult of the Ship Guardian Deity in Southern Thailand

In this paper, the author describes the spirit (ship guardian deity) cult of both Buddhists and
Muslims in southern Thailand and southeastern Myanmar, and discusses this by comparing the
social implications of change and the persistence of animism in southern Thailand, together with
Myanmar. In addition to this, by introducing the case of southeast Myanmar, I hope to raise
attention concerning the need for research from the perspective of a "cultural zone" rather than
the conventional research that has been limited to the one region or one country. As for the study
on the spirit cult in Thailand, in many cases, it tends to be described in relation to the penetration
process of Buddhism during the modernizing era. In particular, there has been a strong tendency
to choose as case studies Laotian communities in the northeast region of Thailand, since they
have their own unique animistic culture and often went against the central power. However, this
“unique” animism has also been deep-rooted in the Mon people, well-known as dedicated
Buddhists, as well as other Thai groups around central Thailand. Though their practices of the
spirit cult were in different formats from that in the Northeast, the influence of animism still
exists if the dimensions of their daily life are examined.

The reasons why the author selected the cult of the ship guardian deity in southern Thailand
are as follows: to describe (1) how the fishermen are in awe of “the sea,” which has seldom been
picked as a case of the study of “another world,” and how they strive to soothe the spirits, and also
to describe (2) how Buddhists and Muslims belonging to different “great traditions” share the
naive spirit cult in a society where they live together. Following current trends, Muslim or
Buddhist societies in southern Thailand tend to be researched and analyzed separately. However,
in the pre-modern era, and even the modern era, they have been living together as a community,
adjacent to each other, with even inter-marriage often occurring among them, so their co-living
has been a natural situation. In this paper, therefore, the author choose Nakhon Si Tammarat
province and Ranong province as cases where Buddhists and Muslims are co-living, as the

research site for the study of the cult of the ship guardian deity among fishermen.

(SEKI, Hiroko, Professor, Faculty of Social Sciences, Shikoku-Gakuin University)
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