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Introduction

Increasing political and economic interaction between rural and urban areas in 
northern Thai society has begun to create opportunities for local village communi-
ties to become involved in state forest conservation policy-making.  However, it has 
also led to northern Thai people being involved in a considerable number of 
conflicts regarding the claiming of land rights, the distribution of natural resources 
and citizenship issues of residents in forests all over northern Thailand.1)  To solve 
these problems, participatory forest management, which is the topic of this paper, 
has been discussed as a promising alternative method for achieving appropriate 
management in harmony with all stakeholders.  Participatory forest management is 
a forestry framework that allows village communities to participate in sharing 
benefits from the forest, making decisions about the forest, and joining in forest 
management activities.2)  In Thailand, the term for forest management is generally 
translated as community forestry.  The Thai state has stepped forward in involving 
local communities in state forest management by stipulating community rights in 
conserving natural resources under state law in the 1997 Thai Constitution.3)  Fur-
thermore, the government established the Ministry of Natural Resource and Envi-
ronment in 2002 as a public institution to transform the state’s business-oriented for-
est management to an environmental-conservation-oriented management with local 
communities.  Along with these paradigm changes in Thai forestry, political power 
relationships on forest management are also gradually shifting from confrontation to 
negotiation among stakeholders.

With the increasing enthusiasm of the environmental movement for local commu-
nities’ involvement in forest management, Thai local communities and NGOs are 
seeking legitimacy for their natural management using their own local knowledge or 
phumpanya to negotiate their interests in the forest with the centralised forest man-
agement by the state.  Local knowledge originally meant just a set of practical infor-
mation accumulated over generations in a specific area.  This knowledge includes lo-
cal agricultural techniques, the knowledge of edible or medicinal plants, the 
religious skills of rituals and knowledge of local social systems.  However, NGOs 
and local communities have used local knowledge of forest management as an argu-
ment to support their claims for the superiority of local people’s natural resource 
management over that of the state.4)  The superior nature of local knowledge was 
claimed as a solution to the failure of large state projects, which caused ecological 
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destruction and damage to local community.  Local knowledge supporters com-
pared the shortcomings of the state’s use of simplified scientific knowledge with the 
complex and detailed knowledge of local people.  They sought for a holistic ap-
proach with detailed knowledge from the local community for keeping a fragile sys-
tem of local resource management.5)  The argument has been used by local knowl-
edge promoters and local villagers since the 1980s, and has gradually resulted in the 
state’s recognition of the legitimacy of local participation as an alternative form of 
management.

This thesis examines how to utilise religion in the nature conservation movement 
surrounding the village and how to transform local rituals for the social negotiation 
of using nature conservation.  Responding to Thai society’s acceptance of nature 
conservation rituals, villager leaders flexibly reorganised their local knowledge of 
the sacred spirit forest to symbolise the whole village’s nature conservation con-
sciousness in social negotiations between villagers and state agencies.  By using these 
symbols of localised environmentalism, community villagers demonstrated the 
uniqueness of their nature conservation consciousness, their ability to conserve the 
forest and their loyalty to state policy, thereby strengthening the alliance between 
the outside powers and villagers.

Background

In the village of Ban Mae Luang, an 0.88 hectare sacred spirit forest was trans-
formed into a showcase for a well-managed forest in 2002.6)  The forest was reorgan-
ised by village leaders from a customary taboo forest to an experimental community 
forest to demonstrate their unique forest management using local knowledge.  With 
the state agency’s approval, the spirit forest became a communal symbol of nature 
conservation and loyalty to the state forestry policy.  This study took advantage of 
participant observation and interviewing in Thai lowland villages in Northern Thai-
land.  Participant observation was carried out for a year and two months from May 
2007 to June 2008.  The research site, Ban Mae Luang village, is located in Saeng 
Thong District in Chiang Mai Province (Figure 1).  The Ban Mae Luang villagers 
mainly cultivate glutinous rice and cash crops such as maize and peanuts, at the foot 
of the mountains, and work at farms or construction sites in neighbouring villages as 
wage labourers.  Ban Mae Luang is an administrative village, which had 1,103 in-
habitants and 302 households in 2007.7)  The village is roughly composed of two 
hamlets.  At the centre of the Mae Luang River Basin, there is a large hamlet called 
Ban Mae Luang.  The main part of the population is located here.  On the south-
eastern side of the village, there is a smaller hamlet called Ban Mahoi, which has 
133 inhabitants.  A few decades ago, these hamlets were administratively separate.  
The hamlets have some independence from each other, for example, they have close 
networks of agricultural practice, kinship groups or festival coordinating groups.  
They are nowadays integrated into a single village.

Forest management in Ban Mae Luang has been undertaken by the Watershed 
Management Unit (WMU) and the village council in an integrated framework of 
forest management.  The increasing scarcity of forest land in northern Thailand, in-
cluding Ban Mae Luang, has resulted in numerous conflicts between this way of im-
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proving villagers’ livelihood and the state’s resource management in the past few de-
cades.  In Ban Mae Luang during 2007–2008, however, forest management did not 
face an urgent problem of deforestation.  Rather, village leaders and the WMU, a 
state agency in charge of the Ban Mae Luang forest, shared recognition of the recent 
recovery of watershed forest as a result of their efforts in participatory forestry.

This new phase of forest management in Ban Mae Luang is now leading to the re-
laxation of the conflict between the state agency and villagers, because it stresses the 
importance of mutual cooperation between the village and the state agency for natu-
ral conservation.  Problems such as commercial logging or bushfires are regarded as 
manageable as long as mutual agreement to respect forest policy is kept between 
them.  In this situation, forest management has become more negotiable among 
state agencies, village leaders, ordinary villagers and other stakeholders with vari-
ous backgrounds.  All have joined in forest conservation through participatory for-
estry to achieve different purposes at various levels.

Domestication and Forest Wilderness

The Ban Mae Luang sacred spirit forest is located in the west of the village and 
sustains lowland evergreen vegetation with rich biodiversity containing various gi-
gantic trees, shrubs, birds, snakes and insects in just an 0.88 hectare area.  It also in-
cludes religious facilities at a clearing at the east edge of the forest.  There are eight 
shrines to village guardian spirits.  Villagers call the forest dong kam.  The term dong 
means “place” or “forest.”  The word kam does not have any fixed definitions among 
villagers, but some believe that kam was taken from kammaphan (reincarnation) or 
kam (karma).  From this term, it could be thought that the forest is located between 
the living world and the dead world of spirits, mueang phi.8)  The forest has been cus-

Figure 1: Map of Ban Mae Luang
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tomarily not touched by exploitation.
Kham (64), a grandmother of my host family, sometimes worried about my fre-

quent research on the spirit forest, the largest forest land conserved because of spirit 
beliefs.  She would ask me about spirits in the forest: “Aren’t you scared of the spirit 
forest?  How about spirits?  I am scared of them.”  Ban Mae Luang villagers usually 
avoid going into the spirit forest.  Except for festival days or certain events, the spirit 
forest is not a part of their daily activities.  Bunmi, a middle-aged female villager, 
explained that “no children play in the spirit forest.  Adult villagers also keep away 
from the forest because they are afraid of passing through the dark forest.”  Most vil-
lagers believe that this forest has village spirits that reside in it and they will curse 
anyone who cuts large trees in the forest, with incurable sickness and misfortune.  
Most villagers both young and old half believe in the spirits and that it would be ter-
rible if hasty behaviour did insult the spirits and cause terrible misfortune, so it is 
safer to keep away from them.

A few villagers expressed their doubts about spirit beliefs, such as one man who 
claimed, “I do not believe in spirits because I am Buddhist.”  Nevertheless, he did 
not dare vandalise the spirit forest.  His opinion, however, is rare in the village.  Tan 
(67) said, “I cannot cut down a tree in the forest.  Maybe we can cut it, and no prob-
lem, maybe nothing happens.  But I just keep it because our ancestor kept it safe 
from cutting and it is waterhead forest we should keep.”  Tan’s reasons for keeping 
the forest can be attributed to both ancestral behaviour and environmental conser-
vation.  Thus, the avoidance of cutting down trees in the spirit forest seem to come 
from not only nature conservation thought from outside the village, but also the reli-
gious beliefs and social demands of the local villagers.

There are several discussions about the relationship between forest and village in 
the Thai cognitive map in existing literature.  In the spatial order in village rituals, 
local villagers conceptualise the relationship between the village and the forest as 
being in a competing balance between the centralised civilisation power in the vil-
lage and the fierce power of nature in the peripheral forest.  Michael R. Rhum, an 
anthropologist who studied religious concepts of space in a northern Thai village in 
the late 1980s, illustrated the centrally oriented structure of the village polity in this 
spatial order.  From the aspect of the binary social concepts of culture/nature and 
centre/periphery, he argued that northern Thai lowlanders basically regarded the 
village as a centre of civilisation with order and values superior to the peripheral for-
est with its disorder and wildness.9)  Rhum interpreted the northern Thai spatial 
concept of internality and externality: the centrality of the Thai village is holistically 
conceptualised by the sacred powers mixing various religious elements like the Bud-
dha, thewada (celestial beings) and guardian spirits; on the other hand, externality is 
conceptualised as malevolent spirits with the embedded characteristics of disorder 
and wildness.

Ban Mae Luang village as well as being a centre of civilisation and social order is 
also the geographical centre of the basin of the Mae Luang River.  Both Buddhism 
and the worship of guardian spirits indicate the spatial concept of village centrality.  
Northern Thai Buddhist villages usually have one prime temple, called the head 
temple or hua wat, which is the highest point of centrality within the village commu-
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nity.10)  Most of the collective activities, such as annual Buddhist rituals or village 
meetings, are held in the village temple.  Similarly, village or house guardian spirits 
are also believed to protect the villagers at various levels including the whole village, 
hamlets, kinship groups or individuals.  At village level, there is a village guardian 
spirit called phi suea ban or chao pho, which is a benevolent spirit who protects the vil-
lage and villagers from misfortune, epidemic or enemy attack from outside the vil-
lage.  Villagers gather annually to worship at the village spirit shrine on certain days 
around the Thai New Year, at a day in the northern Thai fourth and ninth month 
and at the beginning and end of the Buddhist Lent.  Villagers ask guardian spirits to 
protect the peace and prosperity of the village from evil spirits, bad luck or diseases 
from outside the village.11)  The Buddha and the village guardian spirits and ances-
tral spirits help to maintain the moral centre of the communal order.  Bad illness, 
misfortune and hurt are sometimes interpreted as the result of being impious to the 
Buddha or the spirits, so those who have inauspicious events tend to go to the temple 
for merit making to seek forgiveness or perform a spirit belief to expel misfortune.

The local beliefs in the village illustrate that the forest was generally conceptual-
ised as a place of danger and wildness, so they had to protect their lives in the vil-
lage by utilising rituals.  The order and civilisation in the village had been constant-
ly threatened by the strong disorder and wildness of the forest.  To repel any 
disturbance from forest wildness, the boundary between the forest and the village is 
symbolically demarcated by village rituals.  For example, Ban Mae Luang villagers 
annually practise a ritual to expel bad luck from the village, called song kho ban on 
one day of the Thai new year (Figure 2).12)  Song kho means “expelling adversity.”13)

The ritual in 2008 was performed as usual by a male officiant who was an ex-
monk called nan.  At first, the officiant propitiated the celestial guardian spirits 
called the four direction guardians.14)  Then, he invited villagers to symbolically 

Figure 2: The Song Kho Ritual
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transfer evil, impurity, illness or misfortune to bamboo baskets by washing their 
hair on the baskets with lustral sompoi water.15)  In the basket, there are sweets, dolls 
or some offerings to the spirits so that they are appeased and evil spirits are ex-
pelled.  After this, the village monks recited Buddhist sutras (Figure 3).  While the 
monks were reciting, all the villagers held a long white cotton string connected with 
a Buddha statue and the monks to purify the area inside the village by channelling 
the Buddha’s sacred power.  After the ritual, some villagers took the baskets to the 
boundary of Ban Mae Luang village by pickup trucks and motorcycles.  The four 
baskets were dropped on the roads at the edge of the village in the four directions of 
the village, which are beside the crematorium, the garbage dumping site or the gates 
of the village.  Thus, villagers delineate the boundary between the village and the 
forest (Figure 4).  Evil and bad luck are chased away to the periphery of the village.16)

The sacred spirit forest and rituals have become a controversial topic in this bina-
ry relationship of the village and forest because the spirit forest is both a religious 
centre and a local forest for the villagers.  This forest may not be categorised as a pe-
ripheral forest in the villagers’ cognitive map because the protection of the sacred 
forest is strongly connected with peace and prosperity in the central village.17)  Some 
scholars argue that the spirit forest should be thought of as a domesticated space that 
has been divided from the undomesticated forest by the villagers.18)  Rhum catego-
rised these kinds of sacred spirit forests as the “inner periphery” in northern Thai 
village cosmology.19)  The spirit forest implies symbolic competition and negotiation 
between the forest and the village community at the time of the establishment of a 
village.

Yukio Hayashi notes a process of domestication of forest spirits from interviews 
with villagers in northeast Thailand.20)  Their spirit forest is called dong puta, which 
literally means an ancestral forest.  When the first settlers of the village came to the 

Figure 3: A Monk’s Purification after the Song Kho Ritual
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forest, they had to struggle with the evil spirits who were living there.  After discus-
sion, the settlers and the forest spirits agreed on a compromise to divide their resi-
dences with each other.  The settlers promised that they would build a spirit shrine 
with a small forest around it before clearing the forest to establish their village.  
Thus, through worshipping the spirits in the forest, their evil, wild power were do-
mesticated by the village to become benevolent guardian spirits for the village com-
munity.

This connection between the village and the spirit forest can also be seen in the 
system of rituals in the Ban Mae Luang spirit forest.  The forest has an institution-
alised shrine system whose spirit shrines are thought to be associated with several 
hamlets.  Map 3 illustrates the design of this shrine complex.  The forest has a pan-
theon of village guardian spirits, which imitates the old feudal system of the Lan Na 
Kingdom.  Most villages in Saeng Thong district have only one or two village 
guardian spirits, but some villages have this kind of institutionalised village guard-
ian spirit system.21)  The largest, Shrine 3, is that of chao pho khwaen, who is regarded 
as having paramount power over all the other village spirits.22)  Khwaen refers to the 
title of the sub-district head in the Lan Na administration system.23)  All other vil-
lage spirits are regarded as vassals of chao pho khwaen and are related to each hamlet 
in the village.

Shrine 1 is the shrine of the village spirit of Ban Mahoi.  The Ban Mahoi also has 
an annex shrine outside the spirit forest.24)  Shrines 2, 3, 4 and 6 do not clearly rep-
resent their hamlets any more because the expansion of the Ban Mae Luang main 
hamlet has integrated these old hamlets.  Shrines 7 and 8 still represent the northern 

Figure 4: Locations of Sacred Relics and Religious Centres
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hamlet and the southern hamlet, which have also nearly been integrated with Ban 
Mae Luang now.  Shrine 5 is for chao pho kho mue lek, who was a legendary warrior 
worshipped by people around Chiang Mai.25)  He is an attendant of the chao pho kh-
waen.

The village guardian spirits receive offerings by male priests of their hamlets as 
taxes in exchange for their protection of the hamlets and the village.26)  Thus, the 
symbolic association between spirits and hamlets makes the sacred forest a symbol 
of the unity and prosperity of the village.  Twice a year, villagers gather in the spirit 
forest to make offerings to their village spirits (Figure 6), then they invite a medium 
for possession ritual in the forest (Figure 7).  Therefore, insults against spirits in the 
spirit forest or the forest itself are interpreted as a challenge to the village communi-
ty.  People who insult the forest are expected to suffer punishment, such as a pain or 
fever that does not heal or, at worst, death by the village spirits.  For example, in the 
spring of 2008, the dead body of a villager was found hanging from a tree in the 
spirit forest.  Ban Mae Luang villagers gossiped that the village spirits probably ate 
him because the person was a bad drinker who bothered both villagers and village 
spirits.  The sacred forest was domesticated to play the functional role of protecting 
order in the village.

This development of ritual and beliefs in the spirit forest seems to be special in 
other spirit beliefs.  Recent deterioration in natural resources and increasing interac-
tion with modern urban society are gradually transforming the relationship between 
the village and the forest.  This transition can be observed from the narratives of the 
Ban Mae Luang villagers.  Villagers often talked about the fact that beliefs in the un-
domesticated forest spirits have faded away in the village due to social change in the 
village.  As discussed before, Northern Thais believe that the forest is the residence 

Figure 5: Location of Village Spirit Shrines in the Spirit Forest (dong kam)



141

of dangerous spirits.  They were called phi pa or phi sat.27)  Phi pa or phi sat, which lit-
erally means forest spirits or animal spirits, but to most people it means miscella-
neous malevolent spirits in the forest.  According to the some villagers’ narratives, 
the deterioration of the spirit belief has been explained as follows: “the unfamiliar 
flashes and noises frightened the forest spirits, which favour darkness and silence, 
and chased them away to the inner forest” or “following the expansion of the village, 
the forest in which the forest spirits lived was cut down to build houses or to be 
sold.”

Following the changes of modernisation and deforestation, spirit beliefs have be-
come the symbol of backwardness.  The local techniques of propitiating, expelling 
and domesticating the spirits or making merit in the sacred forest are being sup-
pressed by the strong power of modernisation.  Several deserted temples and sur-
rounding forest have been protected by spirit beliefs in Ban Mae Luang.  Ban Mae 
Luang villagers believe that a harsh spirit called phi ka yak protected the ruin of the 
old temple and its forest similarly to the spirit forest.28)  However, farming now 
threatens the area around the deserted temples.  Two of the sites have been already 
transformed into upland fields or residential areas.  One spirit medium in the village 
stated that “deserted temples are protected by phi ka yak.  But people can cut trees 
with a chainsaw in a flash.  There is no time for the spirit to stop them cutting.”

Despite the existence of the spirit forest, local beliefs have shown that undomesti-
cated wild spirits are gradually being marginalised in their role of protecting the for-
est.  The deterioration of wild forest spirit stories may reflect the flexible will of the 
local community where the question of protection or not depends on the circum-
stances surrounding the forest.

Figure 7: Conversation between Female Medium (khon song) 
and Male Priest (khon tang khao)

Figure 6: Villagers Making Offerings 
to the Spirit Forest
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The Origin of the Forest Conservation Ritual

The role of religion in mediating between the forest and Ban Mae Luang villag-
ers’ livelihoods is gradually being replaced by scientific knowledge and modern 
thought.  This general conclusion leads to the following questions: if the spirit beliefs 
in the forest are weakened in the Ban Mae Luang village, why do the villagers still 
continue to mention the spirit forest in the relationship between forest conservation 
and spirit beliefs and practise spirit forest conservation?  What makes the spirit for-
est special to villagers?  To answer the questions, it is necessary to consider the trend 
of environmental politics and religion in Thailand.

Since modern environmentalism initially came into northern Thailand during the 
1980s, the marginalised local religion was revived as a symbol of localism and coex-
istence between the villager and the forest.  Nature conservation rituals, rituals for 
promoting environmental conservation or to demonstrate conservation conscious-
ness to the public, were newly invented and developed in an interaction between 
NGOs, villagers and the state agencies.  The rituals emerged from the Buddhist 
monk’s renovation movement using social work by involving local religions or modi-
fying the interpretation of their Buddhist doctrine to solve social problems.

Nonetheless, in this decade, local communities, NGOs and academics have pro-
posed and gradually implemented the utilization of local knowledge as an alterna-
tive to state forest management, allowing local communities to manage nature con-
servation themselves.29)  Tim Forsyth and Andrew Walker pointed out that local 
knowledge is embedded within the political values of traditionalism, community 
and local democracy in the Thai environmental movement.30)  Scholars explored lo-
cal livelihood customs and rituals, and (re)discovered the local knowledge used by 
villages to empower the role of local communities in natural conservation.

A group of Buddhist monks, called environmental monks, played an important 
role in giving birth to nature conservation rituals and promulgating the concept.  
An environmental monk is one who is interested in saving people and wildlife by 
combining the ecological order and the world order of Buddhism.  They emerged 
from the same doctrinal line of a Buddhist group called development monks, in-
volved in a social movement in the Thai monkhood or sangha around the 1970s.  At 
that time, some monks declared themselves as development monks to involve them-
selves in social activities to resolve social problems such as poverty and lack of de-
velopment in Thai rural areas.31)  In the 1980s, their interest shifted from develop-
ment to environmental conservation following the rise of environmental problems 
in rural villages.  The first involvement of a large group of monks in environmental 
issues in northern Thailand is thought to be the protest against a cable car construc-
tion in Mt Doi Suthep, Chiang Mai, in 1985.32)  Environmental activists and sangha 
following Lan Na traditions and Buddhism in Chiang Mai openly protested against 
the cable car plan because they thought the sacredness of the mountain should be 
kept from secular development.  Following the protest, some monks started to take 
an important role as environmental monks to protect the forest from encroachment 
by outside commercial interests or development projects in other areas.33)

Many scholars have recently focused on nature conservation rituals called “tree 
ordination,” which spread across northern Thailand.34)  The tree ordination ritual 
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was invented in Nan Province in 1989 by Phra Manas Nathiphithak, an environ-
mental monk, and NGOs with the enthusiastic support of the urban middle class.35)  
The ritual was intentionally associated with Thai Theravada Buddhism and envi-
ronmentalism.  The trees were symbolically ordained to prevent it from being cut 
down, wrapping it in orange robes according to a Buddhist ritual.  Manas and the 
NGOs noticed that villages in Nan had been suffering from water shortages or forest 
degradation caused by commercialised agriculture and state-led development proj-
ects.  Tree ordination was introduced as a part of an educational program to empha-
sise the importance of the forest using Buddhist teachings.  Manas and the environ-
mental NGOs promoted the connection between nature conservation and religious 
morality to local villagers by using the tree ordination as a counter development 
movement.

After the tree ordinations in Nan, another environmental monk, Phra Phithak 
Nanthakhun along with twenty monks, also carried out a larger scale tree ordina-
tion.  This ritual in 1990 attracted a broader range of people, including two hundred 
villagers, district officials and journalists.36)  The ideas for this environmental ritual 
came from Phithak’s experiences of travelling around Thailand in the 1980s, dis-
cussing environmental principles with several famous monks, including Manas in 
Nan Province and Phra Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (1906–1993) in Wat Suwan Mok, a 
meditation centre in Southern Thailand.37)  Phra Buddhadasa influenced many envi-
ronmental monks.  Though the ritual, he criticised the state and private developers 
and sought to cease the greed and selfishness that led to the destruction of nature.  
This influenced the theoretical base of Phithak’s environmental movement.  Since 
the first tree ordination in 1990, he carried out several tree ordinations and educa-
tional programs in northern Thailand.

Phithak also reorganised Lan Na religious rituals into a more modern environ-
mental context.  The pha pa ritual is a Northern Thai traditional ritual of offering 
robes to monks by leaving them on a branch of a tree.  Phithak recommended also 
including seedlings for afforestation as offerings to the monks in this ritual.  In addi-
tion, he also adapted the suep chada ritual for nature conservation.  The suep chada 
ritual is another northern Thai ritual, which was originally held to pray for long life 
for human beings, houses, villages or cities.  He used it to draw people’s attention to 
river pollution in 1993.38)  Phitak utilised the concepts of “good Buddha and fierce 
spirit” and through his rituals, the long village history of worshiping Buddha and 
spirits was symbolically connected to forest conservation.  The ritual also symboli-
cally reproduced the story of suffering villagers asking Buddha and spirits to recover 
order in this world.39)  Buddhist symbols were employed by environmental monks to 
stress the religious connection to conservation and were used to garner publicity and 
public sympathy.40)

While the legitimacy of tree ordination was considered controversial by the cen-
tral sangha in Bangkok, the rituals met a favourable reception and sympathy from 
various classes of the Thai public and soon spread over all of the Thai countryside.  
For NGOs, environmental Buddhism was reinterpreted in the context of deep eco-
logical thought in modern environmentalism.  Both Buddhism and deep ecology 
have this eco-centric and spiritual approach.41)  Following increasing numbers of 
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supporters, the Thai state, the king, international institutions and companies also 
started to give the rituals official recognition and support as preferable nature con-
servation rituals.  The state agencies sponsored large-scale tree ordination rituals in 
northern Thailand.  For example, the governor of Chiang Mai sponsored tree ordi-
nation along the road from Chiang Mai to Lamphun around the late 1990s.42)  Dur-
ing the 1996–1997 period, the Northern Farmer’s Network organised the ordination 
of fifty million trees in community forests in acknowledgement of the fiftieth year of 
the King’s reign.43)  Companies also supported tree ordination as one of their corpo-
rate social responsibility activities.  The Petroleum Association of Thailand (PTT), 
one of the largest Thai state-owned oil and gas companies, rewarded Phra Manas 
Nathiphithak with a “Green World” Award and Phra Phithak Nanthakhun with a 
model citizen award in 2000.44)  The media also broadly featured their environmen-
tal activities.  Through increasing mass media coverage on environmental issues in 
Thailand, the local community found an audience in the Thai public, international 
civil society and the state agencies from they asked for support for their utilisation of 
the forest resource using their local knowledge.

Success in gaining recognition of the idea of participatory forest management also 
generally led to the Thai public having a romanticised perception of local knowl-
edge in community-based forest management as a panacea for dealing with environ-
mental issues.45)  Local villagers’ demonstration of local knowledge was also gradu-
ally welcomed by external agencies promoting their participatory forestry projects.  
Both the state and the public sought an ideal community in participatory forest 
management policy in harmony with the local ecological system, in response to de-
mands from the mass media.

However, the boom in the tree ordination ritual started to have different purposes 
to what was originally intended.  As it became a popular activity of the Thai public, 
the state and companies, the tree ordination gradually lost its meaning as a protest 
against state forest policy or commercial agriculture, but rather gained a new mean-
ing of demonstrating loyalty to state nature conservation.  Darlington noted a com-
plaint by Manas that “the whole nation is going crazy for ordaining trees.”46)  De-
spite Manas founding tree ordination as a criticism against deforestation and 
environmental education, the ritual was performed without consideration for the 
long-term care of the tree, in order to make an immediate and superficial political 
statement.47)  Nature conservation rituals are being transformed from being an in-
strument of protest to an instrument of negotiation among stakeholders.

In response to the increasing demand for nature conservation from the state, the 
king and urban citizens, the state agencies had to commit to nature conservation ac-
tivities.  For the state agencies, nature conservation rituals became a handy tool to 
demonstrate their good governance in nature conservation through newspaper, tele-
vision, website, magazine or governmental reports.  The syncretism of Buddhism 
and environmentalism succeeded in improving the reputation of the state’s policy 
makers.  A government officer in the local WMU recognised the important relation-
ship between religion and nature conservation.  He said that “religion and nature 
conservation are related to each other.  Even though I have never seen any tree spir-
its in my life, the tree ordination is a good psychological tool to persuade the villag-
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es to prevent them from cutting the tree.”48)  Every year, several sub-district or dis-
trict councils in Saeng Thong hold a collective ritual of tree ordination as a part of a 
project to celebrate the king (Figure 8).49)  Images of their nature conservation ef-
forts are distributed around Chiang Mai Province by the state agencies and mass 
media.

To examine how the state agencies practically and ideologically mobilise local 
communities for nature conservation rituals, this section will focus on one ritual 
held by two of the state agencies: Saeng Thong District Office and the WMU.  On 2 
December 2007, Saeng Thong district held a large ceremony of tree planting to cele-
brate the Thai king’s birthday in Pa Som temple, located on the top of a hill in 
Saeng Thong district.  The district office and the WMU had created an official sa-
cred forest for the king, Buddhism and the state, and demonstrated their responsibil-
ity for nature conservation to the public.  The large collective ceremony included 
various events such as tree planting, the Buddha statue installation ceremony, check 
dam building and firebreak building.  Through these rituals, the forest was symboli-
cally made sacred.

Participants were brought from all the villages in the district to represent the dis-
trict.  Village leaders had a duty to mobilise about ten members and provide trans-
portation from the village.  On the morning of the ceremony, Ban Mae Luang vil-
lage council sent four pickup trucks with ten members including a village chief and 
vice chief.  At the site of the ceremony, a large banner was erected on a gate with the 
words celebrating the king’s birthday and the nature conservation activity of the 
day.  At least six hundred villagers and school students wearing yellow shirts to 
show respect for the king, military men, Buddhist monks, government officers and 
NGO workers assembled for the ceremony.  Some companies and research institu-
tions also had their tents in front of the temple gate to advertise new agro-technolo-

Figure 8: Tree Ordination by Sub-district (Source: District Yearly Magazine, 
Saeng Thong Samphat 2007)
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gies, such as bio-fuel or fertiliser making machines, to local villagers.
The nature conservation ceremony was symbolically constructed by Buddhism, 

the king and the state in the context of local community.  Officers of the WMU 
brought 1,100 seedlings from their nursery and distributed them to participants 
climbing up the hill to attend the ceremony (Figure 9).  When villagers and students 
arrived at the top, they planted seedlings at various spots one by one around the 
temple.  In front of the temple, a large picture of the King surrounded by abundant 
flowers was set up on the stage (Figure 10).  Inside the temple, rows of monks sat on 
the carpet.  After the planting, a group of military men formed a procession carry-
ing a large metal statue of Buddha from the foot of the mountain.  Accompanied to 
the lively sound of drums and the sprinkling of flower petals, the villagers invited 
the procession into the temple where the monks were waiting.  After that, the dis-
trict chief made a speech to the audience.  In the speech, the district chief stated that 
the day’s conservation activities, including the tree planting, check dam building, 
and firebreak building, were dedicated to the king.  He emphasised that nature con-
servation activity followed the will of the king and that it was good behaviour to 
show responsibility and to pass on fertile land and a headwater forest to the next 
generation.

The main purpose of the state-led ritual was to impress on people the state’s legit-
imacy to govern the forest through demonstrating a direct connection between the 
state, symbols of Buddhism and the king.  The Saeng Thong district chief worked as 
an agent of the king and state.  The district officers utilise tree planting to prove 
good environmental governance and encourage unity with nationalism.  At the 
same time, it also helps the district officers enforce the mobilisation of local villagers 
in collective environmental conservation activities.  Villagers were compulsorily in-

Figure 10: A Ceremony in Wat Pa Som TempleFigure 9:  Distribution of Seedlings for  
Planting
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volved in the activities because it shows their loyalty to the state and to the king.
In addition, the state agencies moderated their control of local villagers by using 

the local symbols of Lan Na traditional Buddhism.  In the speech, the district officer 
mentioned local religious symbols, Khruba Siwichai (1878–1939), who was a famous 
and influential charismatic monk in northern Thailand in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century.  By recalling aspects of past historical events, particularly in 
the public activities of Siwichai to construct the road to Mt Doi Suthep temple in 
Chiang Mai, the district office attempted to integrate honourable pious Lan Na tra-
ditions into the state forest policy in order to draw public cooperation.

The forest ordinations as a tool of local NGOs and environmental monks have 
been gradually integrated into the state forest governing system.  The nature conser-
vation rituals that environmental monks and NGOs had originally invented for en-
vironmental education using religious methods have nowadays been transformed 
into a tool to demonstrate the effort of the state agencies.  Through the state nature 
conservation ceremony, the district office mobilised people and installed a new sa-
cred forest for promoting nature conservation.  Local communities also started to 
accept the state-led tree ordinations to demonstrate their cooperation in environ-
mental activities and to improve their relationship with powerful authorities.  In the 
ceremony, pictures are taken, food is distributed, message boards or banners are 
posted, and publications advertising forest conservation are distributed to the pub-
lic.  The state agencies developed the nature conservation rituals as a handy method 
to encourage local villagers to take on the state conservation policy, and conse-
quently villagers are gradually losing the chance to express their local ideas and 
subordinating to the state agencies through the mobilisation to the state’s nature 
conservation in Buddhist events.

Transformation from Spirit Forest to Community Forest

The state agencies’ increasing reputation and villagers’ accumulating experience 
about the nature conservation rituals have led local village leaders to utilise their lo-
cal rituals as a tool to express their voices and draw the attention of the Thai public 
and state agencies.  In this balance of the relationship among the stakeholders in-
volved in the forest, local village leaders seek their unique symbol of local environ-
mentalism to emphasise the legitimacy of their forest management.  Yos Santasom-
bat mentioned that local knowledge is symbolically utilised for negotiation among 
stakeholders as a cultural resource.50)  The concept of cultural resources emphasises 
the manipulation of customs and identity as part of “an invention of tradition” to 
which Eric J. Hobsbawm and Terrence O. Ranger have drawn attention.51)  They fo-
cused on ‘the invention of tradition’ in various national ceremonies or costumes.  In 
this process of invention, the flexibility of custom easily “grafted” new thoughts with 
old customs to make them more attractive as a good old “tradition” for a public au-
dience.

Thus, in creating a symbol of village local nature conservation, a unique and at-
tractive management full of the essence of localism was chosen by the Ban Mae Lu-
ang village leaders.  As seen in the case of tree ordination, the Buddhist ritual of na-
ture conservation is at risk of being deprived of their autonomy by external 
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agencies.  Since Buddhism is shared by the most of the Thai population, the state 
agencies can use Buddhism to justify their intervention with local communities in 
forest management, such as setting locations or mobilising labourers.  On the other 
hand, spirit worship secures local communities’ freedom and initiative in terms of 
conservation and utilisation of natural resources by excluding outsiders’ power be-
cause spirit beliefs contain local knowledge, antiquity and local history, which is lit-
tle known to outsiders.  The different sets of knowledge from Buddhism provide lo-
cal leaders a chance to successfully retain their initiative and freedom to practise 
nature conservation and construct narratives on it.  

This focus on connections between village guardian spirit shrines in the spirit for-
est and environmental issues is gradually spreading across Northern Thailand.  For 
example, there is another village shrine in the Mae Hia sub-district in Chiang Mai, 
which is famous for its forest ritual for a couple of village guardian spirits called pu se 
and ya se.  This spirit forest and its facilities have been well developed as part of a 
tourist destination for an important festival in Chiang Mai.  Mae Hia sub-district 
also explains the ritual from an environmental aspect.  In an article in the Chiang 
Mai News on 26 May 2010, Mae Hia city officers explained that the ritual has con-
served the sacred forest and look after the waters of the Mae Hia River for the liveli-
hoods of downstream villagers for hundreds of years.  The article reported that ‘the 
traditional ritual of the spirit forest has created approval for and a need for the pro-
tection of the forest in the mind of the local community.  It has resulted in the con-
serving of this forest sustainably and protecting it from encroachment’.  Inside and 
outside the village, the village shrines have started to gain a symbolic position with 
an environmental connotation among Northern Thai people.

In Ban Mae Luang, the village spirits and the spirit forest have become an ideal 
symbol of the village’s uniqueness, conservation consciousness and eco-friendly life-
style, and this has helped the village in its efforts to gain management of the forest.  
At the very least, they have been used as significant evidence to show the public that 
the villagers are not the main culprits involved in deforestation.  However, for politi-
cally weak villages and ethnic communities, manipulation of the status of the spirit 
forest becomes necessary to show a clear connection with the state nature conserva-
tion project.  In 2002, Ban Mae Luang village decided to establish an experimental 
community forest project in their spirit forest following agreement about technologi-
cal and financial supports between local leaders and local officers in the WMU.  In 
the establishment of this, village leaders used the customs of the spirit forest in their 
experimental community forest project as a symbol of their communal forestry us-
ing local knowledge.  However, as seen in the previous section, the customs of the 
spirit forest were little related to nature conservation in the modern sense.  There-
fore, they reinterpreted their spirit forest into modern environmentalism mixing lo-
cal ideas and modern technology to suit both the needs of the state agencies and the 
villagers.  Village leaders positively adapted two strategies to do this: imitation of 
the stereotype of a community forest and arrangement of villagers’ behaviour to suit 
nature conservation.

At first, village leaders attempted to use the state-led community forest imple-
mented as an experimental government project at another site of the village as a 
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prototype.  The state-led community forest project was established as a pilot project 
by the WMU in 1993.  The project was run in cooperation with the neighbouring 
villages including Ban Mae Luang.  The workers were hired by the unit as wage la-
bourers.  The site was located in the forest, twenty minutes away from the village by 
motorcycle.  The project site was well set up with scientific facilities for forest man-
agement such as experimental forestry plots, a rest house, small ponds, a natural fer-
tiliser fermentation site, and workers’ houses.  General information and the mission 
of the community forest were posted on a message board.  The map on the board il-
lustrated the systematic forest management by plotting the location of trees.  The 
names of medicinal plants were researched (Figure 11).  Eighty nine species of me-
dicinal herbs and instructions for use were listed in the booklet which local officers 
distributed to visitors.52)  Everything was in order and tidy similar to other well-or-
ganised projects in Thailand.

Village leaders applied this system of state-led community forest to their own 
spirit forest, and in 2002, the spirit forest in Ban Mae Luang was designated as a vil-
lage-led experimental community forest project by the WMU.53)  The community 
forest imitated the appearance of the governmental project with the assistance of the 
WMU.  The spirit forest was reformulated along modern lines.  A new wooden gate 
to the forest was established.  On a wall of the rest house, pictures of the national 
flag, the king and Buddha were posted.  In addition, similar facilities to that of the 
state-led community forest were created inside the spirit forest: the gate, rest house, 
message boards, a list of herbs and natural fertiliser fermentation sites.  At the same 
time, the WMU and NGOs came to introduce the method of making natural fertilis-
er and traditional herbal medicines to the village, but these technical transfer pro-
grams held little interest for the villagers.  The fertiliser and herbal medicines did 
not fit the villagers’ lifestyle.  One villager said that “if we are really sick, we do not 
use such herbs.  We just go to buy medicine in Chiang Mai or see a doctor.”54)  The 

Figure 11:  One of the Message Boards in Front of the State-led Community Forest
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utilisation of forest products was also almost negligible.  Even though regular semi-
nars run by the sub-district administration on fermented fertiliser, distribution of 
documents and some facilities there continued, the designation of the community 
forest did not encourage villagers’ utilisation of the spirit forest.  In 2007, the rest 
house started to fall into disrepair and the messages on the message boards faded 
away (Figure 12).

The combination of spirit forest and community forest, however, provided a tool 
for Ban Mae Luang village leaders to influence local villagers’ behaviour in achiev-
ing a common consensus on nature conservation.  The village leaders just changed 
the title of the spirit forest to community forest and added scientific and environ-
mental meanings.  They succeeded in reorganising the political power structures 
surrounding the spirit forest to unify the whole village for nature conservation pur-
poses.  Conversely, village leaders convinced the villagers to protect the forest for 
various mixed reasons including local customs with obligations and respect to the 
spirits and village ancestors.  In the interviews with Ban Mae Luang villagers, al-
most all villagers agreed to support protecting the forest.  Reasons for protection of 
the forest fall into three categories.  Firstly, most of the villagers mentioned that 
those who insulted the spirit forest would receive punishment from village spirits.  
The forest had already an important religious identity.  Secondly, they also empha-
sised their duty as a community to keep this forest as a significant part of village cul-
ture.  The importance of the forest as a cultural heritage from their ancestors had its 
motivation from the point of view of protection.  Thirdly, there were also the nature 
conservation reasons.  The villagers were afraid that destruction of the forest would 
cause water shortages, unstable river waters, and arrest by forest police.  All these 
reasons show that various opinions like local spirit belief, community thinking, and 
modern forest conservation thoughts have come together in the villagers’ view of the 
forest.  Accepting both local spirit beliefs and scientific forest conservation methods 

Figure 12:  The Rest House in the Village Community Forest
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enabled the integration of both local villagers who believed in spirit beliefs and ones 
who did not, in their forest management and this resulted in a more unified village.

The spirit forest is further used to prove the good management of Ban Mae Luang 
village by its leaders to outside monitors.  For example, on 10 February 2008, a vil-
lage meeting in Ban Mae Luang was held with the officers of the WMU.  In the 
meeting, one of the village watershed conservation committee members reported 
that the results of mandatory monitoring showed that there were just two cases of 
logging in the community forest, but both of the cases had already been approved 
by the village council in advance.  Then, the village chief questioned all present ask-
ing if they had seen anyone who had cut down trees from the spirit forest.  Everyone 
stated that nobody had seen any other loggers in the forest.  Management of the for-
est by the villagers and a united consensus on natural conservation were proven in 
front of the officials.

Village leaders have a practical approach to the management of the experimental 
community forest as shown by the overlapping of their management efforts with the 
worship activities of the spirit forest.  On 22 March 2008, the village chief used a 
loud speaker to gather people in the sacred forest.  It was the third day of the reno-
vation of village shrines in the spirit forest.  The WMU also allowed villagers to cut 
timbers for shrine renovation from their tree plantations in keeping with the local 
culture to conserve the forest.  Old villagers dug the soil and levelled the ground by 
using a hoe.  Young men climbed on poles and assembled the timber using ham-
mers.  The whole village was organised by village leaders to join together in reno-
vating the village guardian shrines.  The renovation of the village shrines was ex-
plained as a project for strengthening the community by village leaders, but it also 
had a notion of forest conservation.  Some of the materials like the timbers were do-
nated to the village by the WMU.  The unit encourages community activities for na-
ture conservation in the forest because they can then benefit from reporting their 
special collaboration with the local community to promote nature conservation.55)  
Under the guise of environmental conservation, the rituals in the spirit forest are 
also supported by the local powerholder, the WMU.

In conclusion, village leaders succeeded in arranging the needs of all villagers 
and outside agencies by syncretising nature conservation with their faith.  The spirit 
forest became an ideal symbol for village leaders to use to fit in with the modern en-
vironmentalism pushed by the state agencies.  Even though customary rituals, annu-
al gatherings and the tree cutting taboo based on spirit beliefs were gradually disap-
pearing from the village in recent years, village leaders revived the old beliefs by 
associating them with modern environmentalism.  Local leaders reinterpreted the 
meanings of the sacred forest to fit with forest conservation policies without any 
conflict.  On the other hand, the village leaders also succeeded in establishing an al-
liance with state agencies by providing successful cases of participatory forest man-
agement using local cooperation and knowledge.

Conclusion

Between the trends of environmentalism and localism in Northeast Thailand, na-
ture conservation rituals became a negotiation tool to demonstrate the performers’ 
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responsibility and ability towards nature conservation and to seek participants’ 
agreement on the legitimacy of the performers’ consciousness on nature conserva-
tion.  Responding to the increasing reputation and acceptance of nature conserva-
tion rituals by the state and the public, Ban Mae Luang village leaders nowadays 
have reorganised their local religious rituals and added new facilities in the spirit 
forest as symbols for the demonstration of the villagers’ efforts and behaviour to-
wards nature conservation as a new “tool for resistance.”56)  Through the rituals, they 
have sought legitimacy for managing the forest and thus avoiding the bad labelling 
of deforestation.  The recognition of their natural conservation ritual by the WMU 
office has strengthened the relationship between the state agencies and villagers, 
and because of the confirmation of the local knowledge as being eco-friendly, the 
state agencies can delegate the forest management to the village leaders.

In addition, this study also suggested the new tool of local knowledge does not be-
long only to the local communities.  As the recognition and reputation of local 
knowledge increases, powerful stakeholders like the state agencies also attempt to 
justify their nature conservation management by demonstrating a good relationship 
with local communities and an understanding of local knowledge.  The state agen-
cies also utilise local knowledge in state forest policy.  By utilising local symbols and 
discourses, the state agencies like the district office and the WMU have also  
attempted to demonstrate the involvement of local participation and good under-
standing by villagers to justify the legitimacy of their governance.  The cases of tree 
ordination showed that local knowledge is beginning to be separated into state-sup-
ported local knowledge and unsupported local knowledge.  The state-supported lo-
cal rituals were encouraged by state funding and political support, but they put at 
risk the position of local knowledge as the voice of the local community independent 
from external powers.

Through the rituals, the state agencies, local village leaders, NGOs and local vil-
lagers socially negotiate their position in forest management.  Therefore, nature con-
servation rituals have become a new arena where stakeholders compete to initiate 
and legitimise participatory forest management in the political economy of natural 
resources.  Ban Mae Luang village leaders always explore their stock of local knowl-
edge and utilise the old knowledge in new contexts, claiming it as authorised local 
knowledge from village history.

Yukio Hayashi described a tale told by an old villager almost fifty years ago in 
Northeast Thailand about village spirits who were negotiators among villagers, out-
siders and forest spirits.  The story was about the first settlement of his village:

The first settlers inevitably encountered spirits […].  The settlers had to obtain 
permission from these [forest] spirits to clear the land and needed the assis-
tance of a spirit to communicate with the forest’s inhabitants.  This intermedi-
ary was the guardian spirit (phi puta) who provided divine protection to the 
world of men and governed the world of the forest and its inhabitants.57)

In the past, a village guardian spirit became a negotiator with outsiders such as 
forest spirits or other ethnic groups to protect the peaceful life in the village.  At 
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present, village leaders utilise the village spirits as a symbolic negotiator among var-
ious stakeholders by bridging different technical terms, ideas, images and interests 
in the social negotiation of natural conservation.  In this alliance of the state and vil-
lage leaders, the village spirits’ miraculous power is no longer a fantasy.  Offenders 
to their forest will actually be punished by the WMU or forest police following 
official laws.  Using belief in village spirits has actually confirmed the alliance with 
the state agencies through this hybrid religion of local knowledge and modern envi-
ronmentalism.
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