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ABSTRACT

This study,“Change and Development of Medical System in Northern
Thailand”, has three objectives: 1) to examine ideas, beliefs and healing
practices among the Northern Thai or Lan Na people before the advent of
Western medicine in this area; 2) to study the American missionaries’
concepts, role and activities in dealing with health problems of the Northern
Thai people, and 3) to investigate the way in which the Thai government
extended its role and developed bureaucratic mechanism in order to control
and provide health care service. The study will deal with the change and

development in three periods.

1. Period I (Before B.E.2410). During this period, Lan Na was a
suzerain state of Siam. The ruler of Lan Na was not directly involved in
providing health care to his people, but patronized Buddhist temples and
supported Buddhist monks. Buddhist temples then were center of various
branches of knowledge including folk medicine. Medical system in Lan Na
during this period was built upon Buddhist and Bhramin traditions and rooted
in local knowledge and empirical experience. Herbal medicine, magic,
massage and ritual practices were used at the community and family level.
Folk healers possessed different kinds of knowledge and expertise.

2. Period II (B.E.2410-2430). This period was the beginning of
change in Lan Na medical system due to the arrival of the missionaries who
came with their “good news”. The traditional health belief system based on
“spirit-as-cause of illness” was gradually changed to the belief in God and
bio-medical cause of iliness. Western medicine was introduced to Lan Na
people as more efficacious than herbal medicine. As a result, the
missionaries were all called “Doctor or “Moh™” despite the fact that some
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of them were not trained in medicine. The missionaries were quite successful
in integrating love and faith in God into Western Medical practice in providing

health service to Lan Na people.

While the missionaries were actively expanding their role in Lan Na,
the central government in Bangkok which began to acknowledge Western
medical practice was too slow to exert its influence into the region until a
few decades later when the administrative reform was implemented.

3. Period III (B.E.2431-Present). This Period was the beginning
of Western medicine in Thailand. Siriraj Hospital and Nursing Department
were established to provide medical and health service to Thai people and
Western medical knowledge was used first among royal family members and
aristocrats. As for the common people who were then familiar with traditional
medicine, they were encouraged to use medical service available in modern
hospital. After the Administrative reform was competed, the central
government was able to establish its control in the provision of medical
service to Thai people. The government gradually replaced the role of the
missionaries by building more hospitals, a medical college and nursing and
midwife schools, and finally establishing the Ministry of Public Health.

The changes which have taken place in the last several decades have
kept the Lan Na medical system undeveloped. Although a traditional medical
school was established at the beginning period to produce more traditional
healers, the project was eventually cancelled. The Lan Na medical system
and other traditional knowledge and practices have not totally disappeared;
they are still used by Lan Na people. Unfortunately, the government has

emphasized solely on the modern medical knowledge.
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