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Preface

In the 1960s and 1970s, modernisation theory
predicted that Asian societies such as Thailand would only
achieve economic development and become productive sites
for capitalism if they abandoned traditional spirit beliefs and
rituals, which were widely disparaged as superstitious residues
of premodernity that held Asia back from achieving the
ostensible benefits of rational scientific modernity. The
experience of Thailand in the following decades of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has clearly
demonstrated that the sociological theories that underpinned
modernisation theory, and which were based on the limited
experience of the modern histories of Europe and North
America, are severely deficient in several regards. Not only did
modernisation theory fail to account for Thailand’s dramatic
late—twentieth capitalist expansion, it also did not explain why
supernatural beliefs and rituals proliferated and continued to
evolve in the context of the country’s market-based social
and cultural transformations. The phenomenon of Thailand’s

rapid capitalist transformation in parallel with the expansion
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of magical ritual (Jackson, 2022, 2566) forces us to rethink the
foundations of sociological theories of modernity, capitalism,
rationalisation and disenchantment, not only in Southeast Asia
but also in the West.

It is now clear that supernatural symbolisms and
rituals continue to be prominent phenomena even in the
Western societies that modernisation theory took as the
birthplaces of an enlightened scientific outlook and rationalized
economic and social structures. To understand “modern
magic” and “capitalist ritual” in Thailand, we also need to
understand why twentieth—century modernisation theory
failed to appreciate the continuation, and indeed further
evolution, of forms of supernaturalism and ritual in the
supposed European and North American heartlands of
scientific capitalism. We need to bring a comparative lens to
the question of the relations between modernity, capitalism,
magic and ritual by studying Asian and Western societies
within @ common frame of analysis.

This edited volume, A s1vonsv uazwdnssu (Phi
rang-song lea phithikam), or “Ghosts, Spirit Mediums and
Ritual”, begins the important comparative task of analysing

modern supernatural symbolisms, cultural forms and ritual
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expressions in both the West and mainland Southeast Asia.
Alongside case studies of the aesthetics and symbolism of
satanism in Black Metal music, the symbolic representation of
Thai illegal workers in South Korea as “little ghosts” (phi noi)
and the psychology of the fear of ghosts, we find analyses of
the “class structure” of spirits in the beliefs of the Tai Dam and
the importance of revered Buddhist monks described as
khruba in modern Thai religious belief.

Another important feature of this collection of twelve
studies is the focus on ritual as a significant phenomenon across
all dimensions of the social order, not only in fields
traditionally labelled as “religion” or “spiritual”. Another failing
of twentieth century social theory was the misunderstanding
that ritual was a residue of premodernity and was only char-
acteristic of small-scale or traditional societies. As the renowned
anthropologist of Thai Buddhism and spirit practices Stanley
Tambiah observed in his 1990 book Magic, Science, Religion
and the Scope of Rationality, we will only understand the
modernity of magic if we develop, “a more ample theory of
human life in which the path of ritual action is seen as an
indispensable mode for man anywhere and everywhere of

relating to and participating in the life of the world.” (Tambiah,
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1990, p. 83) In the spirit of Tambiah’s call to appreciate ritual
“anywhere and everywhere”, in this collection we also find a
study of the state-imposed ritual of raising the national flag at
Thai school assemblies, the ritualized transitions involved in
teacher training in Central Thailand and the political dimensions
of spirits and spirit possession rituals in Southeast Asia.

In bringing a comparative lens to the study of spirits
and ghosts and in broadening the scope of analysis of ritual
beyond domains traditionally understood as religious, the
fascinating case studies included in # 79738 LagNENTIN
provide a basis for a much-needed rethinking of the full
parameters of the modern condition in both Western and Asian

societies.

Peter A. Jackson

Emeritus Professor of Thai Cultural Studies
College of Asia and the Pacific

Australian National University

July 2023
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CLASS AMONG GHOSTS:
THE BLACK TAL'S WORLDVIEW
ON CLASS AMONG GHOSTS
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KOREA'S LITTLE GROST
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