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ABSTRACT

This thesis presents the results of an ethnographic study of a multi-religious
Akha community in northern Thailand. This study explores 1) the ongoing efforts of
a Neo-Traditionalist group of villagers to modify and continue carrying Agkagzanr as
an integral part of their identity, 2) the importance or lack thereof of Agkagzanr for
villagers carrying different religious belief systems, and 3) the different kinds of
social problems that have developed within the village as a result of rising rates of
religious conversion to Christianity and Buddhism.

The material is drawn form my experiences living in the upland Akha village
of Arbawr in North Thailand. | first visited Arbawr village in mid-2010. |
subsequently returned to the village to conduct more extensive fieldwork between
October 2011 and January 2012. The study used the two primary research methods of
ethnographic fieldwork and archival research. Before carrying out village-based
fieldwork I conducted archival and library research in order to better understand the
historical context of traditional Akha cultural practices as well as more recent
conversions to other traditions. Second, | employed several qualitative research

methods while conducting fieldwork (interviews, participant observation).



Vi

This study finds that conversion to Christianity and Buddhism has brought
forth a great deal of changes in nearly every aspect of life in my study village ranging
from social structure and relations to ritual activities and notions of identity. Akha
converts to Christianity and Buddhism have formed a new way of life, community
and identity that contrast with that of Neo-Traditionalists.

At the same time, rising rates of religious conversion have brought about
many tensions and divisions within Akha society today. In general Akha Christians
tend to look down upon Agkagzanr, which they have been taught to reframe as a
‘primitive’ and ‘backwards’ form of ‘demon worship’. In contrast, Akha Neo-
Traditionalists take great pride in their practices of Agkagzanr as handed down to
them from their ancestors over many generations. Moreover, Akha Christians and
Buddhists no longer take part in the communal rituals carried out according to
Agkagzanr. Akha Christians further refuse to participate in the household level rites
of their Neo-Traditionalist relatives or neighbors. At the same time, while Christian
converts continue to reside in the same larger administrative village as other non-
Christians they have tended to establish their own smaller, intra-village communities
where they attend church and socialize.

In addition, debates have arisen among Akha as to the relationship between
religion and ethnicity. For example, on the one hand Akha Neo-Traditionalists tend
to argue that to be Akha is to carry Agkagzanr and that individuals carrying the zanr
of ‘Others’ are no longer (like) Akha. On the other hand, Akha Christians tend to
argue that religion and culture are different parts of their identity and that their
conversion to Christianity has not changed their ethnic identity as Akha. However, |
argue that in today’s context the notion of a shared Akha identity has become
increasingly fluid and hybridized rather than static or fixed. Therefore, Akha who
convert to various denominations of Christianity and Buddhism are still Akha, and yet
their identity is better characterized as ‘Christian Akha’ or ‘Buddhist Akha’. These
converts have created new identities as Catholic or Christian or Buddhist Akha.
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