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AGIATY:

Abstract

Toward the end of the nineteenth century and toward
the beginning of the twentieth century, foreign residents and
visitors in what is now northern Thailand were reporting that
there was a high number of incidents in which people were

being accused of being “witches.” These “witches” did
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not actually perform any magical rituals, but rather were
people inhabited by malicious spirits that the local people
called phi ka. These phi ka were caused the people they
inhabited to become inherently dangerous to those around
them, often without the inhabited person being aware of the
danger. Over the past 100 years, the people of northern
Thailand have reportedly talked less and less of phi ka, but
toward the end of the nineteenth century the local people
were greatly afraid of phi ka. The people that the spirits
were thought to inhabit might be beaten by their neighbors
or driven out of their homes and villages.

Later on, in the 1970s and 1980s, Western-trained
anthropologists began studying the lives and local cultural
histories of the farmers and rural villagers of northern
Thailand. The researchers of this generation reported that
the northern villagers of that time thought that the condition
of being infested by a phi ka was something that was passed
down in the matrilineal line, the same as was the case with
responsibilities to care for the guardian ancestral spirits. But
the data from those who had been in the north at the end
of the nineteenth century showed that the people of that
time appeared to think that phi ka could be passed on by
multiple means, not just through the matriline. Therefore, the
author proposes that toward the beginning of the twentieth

century people began having less and less direct experience
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of phi ka activity, and as a result the villagers’ memories
of the manner of phi ka inheritance became gradually
assimilated with the group responsibilities toward matrilineal
guardian spirits (phi puu yaa taa yaai). While the author was
studying this matter, he came across a Thai-language article
by Dr. Anan Ganjanapan that suggests a set of three

historical stages by which this process might have happened.

Keywords: Phika, With, Matrilineal tradition
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