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The Making of the Power of Thamma: Mo Tham and Thai Buddhism
in the History of Thai-Lao Peasants

Yukio HAavAsH1

The aim of this article is to understand socio-religious aspects
of the mo tham (literally, ‘specialist of dharma’) practitioner and
the historical development of the notion of thamma (dharma, but
practically sacred words picked out from Buddhist Pali texts)
power among Thai-Lao peasants on the Khorat Plateau of
Northeast Thailand, which is the powerhouse of the country’s
Theravada Buddhist sangha today. Mo tham in the village life
world, many of whom are village elders or ex-monks, play
significant roles in the predominant rituals. They use knowledge
of thamma learned from a master to diagnose, identify and drive
away the evil or offended supernatural spirits, who are believed
to cause an individual’s illness or calamities.

From a structural-functionalist point of view, as S. Tambiah
has shown, the ritual role of mo tham appears to be as an ‘exorcist’
or ‘mock-monk’ in the local context. That is, while Theravada
Buddhism, as in most of rural Thailand, is represented by monks,
the village temple and its associated rituals and villagers’ religious
activities are closely related to their everyday lives, the practice
of mo tham for curing the patients is transient and a most peripheral
one in village religion. Additionally, because of expelling evil
spirits the way to use of thamma is violent and esoteric, whereas
the monks chant it to transfer bun (merit) and phon (blessing) to
the whole laity.

However, when we see the Thai-Lao villages located along
Chi River draining the central part of the Khorat Plateau, it
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