The Persistent Presence of Cambodian Spirits: Contemporary Knowledge
Production in Cambodia’

By Courtney Work

At once permanent and emergent, the spiriGambodia inhabit social spaces and ideational
fieldsin ways that this chapter can only betprexplore. Spirits are alivea Cambodias

physical, social, and political landscapes, and their persistent presence denies the truth of their
absence preachd&y theso-called modern world. Well-known spirits of legend remain, altered
but not absent from the landscape, and the spirits of families and of the deao mamy wars
continueto emerge with the passagetime. “Spirits... [are] alwaydn the background writes
Solange Thierryn a review of Alain Fore&s Les Cultes des Genies Protecteurs au Cambodge
(1992). They appear, she suggestsore or less specificalfyin the literatureasa‘““subjacent
subjectin all ‘Khmerized research (Thierry 1999, 368). The spirits of Camh@&dre indeed
always‘subjacent, but often obscureldy both the deliberate acts of imperial appropriation and
by the focused gaze of some researchersirBaambodia, eminent scholars contend titfae

actual human world cannot be explained without the proper understanding of the other-than-
human worldn all manifestations (thought, comportment, vocabulary, and creative expréssion)

(Pou and Ang 1987-90, 61).

| struggledto present this active multiplicityf spirit and the permeable boundaiites
engenders and crosses. A chronological apprusttie text-based production of knowledge

‘about Cambodias spirits illuminates the iterative presence and absefirs@rit powerin the

! Forthcomingn “New Routledge Handboosf Cambodia”, ed. Simon Springer and Katherine Brickell
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chronicles of the colonizer. Early French Indianologists poitdélde deviance of spirits from
Buddhist texts and erased them from their studies of Cambodian religion and statecraft,
attemptingo purify lived practiceo more closely match the texts they encounté@aedées
1957). Other colonial functionaries who found their absence misleading put the spiriis back

(Leclére, 1899; Aymonier 1900, 1920; Mus 1933). Later Cambodian monks and scholars

attemptedo hold the enlightened line of foreclosure and deviandenying spirit presenda

the Buddhist world, but also reimagining religion and statetwaéclaim a distinctly

Cambodian view of the world (Hansen 200Ri)the years after independence, some were
swimming against the purifying tide of religion and state (Porée-Maspero 1962) and later still,
Frenchethnography began thinking and through the vibrant Cambodian social and religious
landscapes (Bizot 1994; Condominas 1977). This caused a flood of later spirited engagements
with religion, statecraft, and social life (Forest 2012; Baccot 1968) that contownésrm
contemporary works (Davis 2008; Thompson 2008; Edwards 2008a; Guillou 2012). This linear
trajectory of knowledge productiaosimportantto understandsit highlights the scholarly

interplay between silencing and giving votoghe powerenbeddedn the ancestors and the

stones of the land.

This view privileges linear knowledge, however, and attendstordglonial and post-
colonial productions. France was not the first imperial ftwcglence and bind the power and
persistent presence of Cambodian spirits. Contemporary scholarship also acknowledges the work
of earlier states whose attempi<ivilize spirit power produced few texts, but remain visihle
rituals binding the vital forces of people, land, and rice. Spirits with I@kam, Chinese, and
Buddhist characteristics continteecommunicate through human mediums. In temples, shrines,

mosques, and tombs spirit energies conttouddw under the civilizing veneers of empires.

work




Still, however, thiss insufficient, missing ad does the spirits of people who lived among the

kings and commoners: doctors, priests, soldiers, artists, citizens, and bureaucrats, some long and
others recently dead who remain part of the social landsc&pembodia. Their knowledge does

not dieand they still teach students the ways of healing, movement, and sound through dreams
and possessions that blur the boundaries between the animate and inanimate, between the
corporeal and non-corporeal, and between the living and the dead. Anothterosggnize this

chapter wouldeto discuss the different kinds of spirits and the ways their human interlocutors
experience them. The taxonomic inconsistencies and traditional variants of this lens, however,

slip too quickly into complexity for a brief introduction.

Much recent scholarship burshes against the grain of empirays that expose the
layers of obfuscatioto examine the power that underlies religious ritual and praciisaf
there were power there (Ang 1995; Forest 1991; Thompson 2004a; Davis 2008tihe
imposing silences afo-called modernity and the templessafcalled antiquity may be, perhaps,
obscuringor attendingo somethinglt is around this something that | organize the following
paper, not around the thing itselalways unknowable-but, rather around the boundaries
created and crossed, covered over, and called into bgimgmans enacting history within
Boundaries between the living and the dead are created through Buddhist ritual andogrossed
the spirits and their living families. Boundaries between the mineral energy of the soil and the
bio energy of plants, animals, and peopleiam@nstant states of closure and opening, of
blurring and resolving. Theiis alsoanobscured boundary between the power of the spirit and
the power of the king over which clairtesterritory and ownership are both mimicked and

legitimized.
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| will attendto these boundaries, but must omit a discussion of the backward imposition
of a state and a territory upon spirits who share common features with land spirits across
Southeast Asia (and other parts of the world). This liatks the full implications of the
relationship between spirits and land and | unyereadetrto keep this larger territorial viem
mind through the following discussion. This chapter will present the spirits through a distinctly
contemporary lens focused only on Cambodia,iarst doing tell a particular story about
absence, presence, transformation, and the production of knowledge. | begin with the terms that
describe and contain spirit powarCambodian social life, attending the healed-over scan$
imperial appropriationFrom rupturemy discussion turnto renewal and the ways that spirits
embed whait meango be Cambodiam the twenty-first century. Finally, | explore the porous

boundaries between life and death through which new relations with spirits ignite.

Soulstuff and Power: The boundaries of souls and states

Bralyng, visirian, parami, and the Owner of the Water and the Land

In Cambodia, spirits have many names and emanate from multiple sources, what | offer here
only the broadest sketch of this complex system, highlighting those entities most embroiled
the boundary worbkf history. The first of whiclis owner of the water and the lamdcas dk

mAsti, (pronounced, maja tuk maja day) this spirit empowers all lifesamast recognizably
manifestasland spirits and territorial protectors commonly calladak t: (pronounced, neak

ta). The second sourcecalledbralyng (pronounced, pralung), a plural noun that referttie 19

independent entities that animate humans and certain objects, plarganaaid. The spirit-

work




owner of the land and bgalg are known and named variously across Monsoon Asia. The
viiifian, by contrastjs a singular Buddhist entity found only humansit refersto consciousness
andis one of the five animating strands of energy that connect the hrte) death, and
rebirthin Buddhist cosmology (Thompson 2004Rjrami is another Buddhist ternin common
Khmer usagd refers botho a traveling, ever-present, energetic flow ikatttachedo and
moves between powerful places, and é&sbenevolent spirits connectemlBuddhism ando the
land (Bertrand 2001). These benevolent spirits are quite often @nhk most powerful and

ubiquitous manifestation of the spirit-owradrthe land.

Linguistically multiple,mcads g’k mcasti is also "anaka, honored grandparent, and
parant, perfected Buddha powdt.influences the forcesf nature ands implicatedin good
health, and the proliferations of plants and animals. Like the &tetéerritorial, and within a
territory it is the arbiteiof justice and responsible for the protection and reproduction of social
life. Healingand harming accordintp what seem$o be obscure criteria, this the spirit upon
which all economies rest and from which all territories are wrested: proxstibth necessary
and dangerous. Today, subsistence farmers cutting new fields from the forest erect a hut, make
offerings, and ask permissiomfarm from the spirit-owner of the land (Work 2014; Arensen
2012). Accordingdo stone inscriptios, the earliest Khmer kings purchased land from the "anak
ta before which all legal and land related actions took place (Ang 1990, 13%d8s1937,
195-211). With thisactof territorial purchase, the king takes over attributes of the spirit and
becomes the arbiter of justice, the owokthe land, the healer, and the basis from which all
economies come (Forest 1991). Like the spirit, the’kitmuch becomes the healing and
protective measure against the very dangers engendered through conttet lith

(Thompson 2004c:92).
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The gathering of the spirit-owner of the landhephijit, the navel, of the village where
the king makes his purchaseaccomplished using the ritual elements of a cerenmwaogll the
souls,hau brabng (Thompson 2004a; Ang 2004). The lyrad marks another important
boundary drawty the king and constantly crosseglthese adventurous entiti€'s,.aptat any
moment andn any numbeto voluntarily or involuntarily abandon the bodyThompson 2004a,
1). Bralyngis the spirit between the village and the forest, and ritual care binds this restless force
“againstts natural proclivities toward excursion and adverity@avis 2012b, 72, 74). lliness or
misfortune signals brahg departure, and people call sesvild souls away from the forests and
foreign landgo returnto the village. Brajng must be bound inside the bodies of childasthey
pass through life stages into adulthood; they must be capturechainin the main-beam of the
house andh themaure grain of the rice. People call tffecund power of the sdiland bindt
using stakes driven deep into the groahthe navel of the village, where subsequent offerings

to the protecting spirit, ‘anak,tare made (Ang 2004, 151).

The brayng has a distinctive linguistic mark the Khmer language that congeals with
Indic terminology. Ang connects the natoeShivds linga, suggesting that this vital force was
commandeereldy the king who "encourages rice agriculture and eats the fruits of the kingdom"
(Ang 2004, 1986, 25). Rituals call the brajng use technologies of daily life, like cotton string
and cooking pots that travel along with the kings and the prtestspop, trap, and bind these

adventurous spirit® village life, where they may or may not remain domesticataaegrity”,




Thompson suggests, “re-establishedn the wake of corruptioh(Thompson 2004a, 3; see also,

Davis 2012b, 603.

Village death also embroils the b and Buddhist funeral ritest once separate
bralyng ard viiinan, and bind them together. The rad animate all living things and remain
among them, but their powesrcapturedoy the monk through the words and objects of the ritual.
Vinfan is unlike the western concept of s@sa counterparto material bodies and rather
articulates mind and matter (Rhys Davids 19&l¢itedin Thompson 20044, 1). But, like the
western souit departs the material worlt death;it does not returto the vital energies of the
soil. Associated with kana, it travels awayo the multiple Buddhist realms of deities and

demons draggingnalready bound human consciousness alongitv{ibavis 2012b, 66).

Uncontained and bourtd the earthly power of brahg, howeverit does return and Buddhicized
sprit teachersn the arts of healing and music are often call&than.

Buddhism captures and transforms tfeeund power of the sdimanifestin another
Khmer term for spirit-power,gsanmi. Common usage of the term implies poweis
experiencedn and emanates from certain plagethe landscapéanlaeng min parami, where
the "anaki is merged with the earth (Guillou 2012, 8-9). Both the circulating power and the
earth-spirit are calledapani. Parant also denotes the power of spirit mediums igriie noun
attachedo the benevolent Buddhist spirits (often "ar@khat possess them (Bertrand 2005,
2004). The first definition of the termaant, howeverjs neither power nor energy, but

perfection: specifically, the ten perfections cultivabgdhe Buddha and through which, over

2 The integrityof the feminine divinés also beinge-establishedn the wakeof colonial obfuscation, for excellent
discussion®f this see, Thompsa20D08;Jamex011;Jacobse2008;Guthrie2007.
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many lifetimeshe attained nirvana. Frangois Bizot notes the tertransformatiomsit cameto
describe the power emanating from statues of the Buddha, power that came directly from the
guardian spirit of the village (Bizot 1994, 104) over which Buddhist statues are often placed
(Ang 1990). This term,gvanti, is the most recenn a long stream of flexible linguistic terms |
have laid out here, whichmark a placen the flow of both intimate and imperial powe&Work

2014, 21).

Spirits and Community: Rupture and renewal

Rupture

Peg Levine suggests that of all the hardships Cambodian people bore during the Khmer Rouge
(KR) years, ritualicide was the most acute (LeVine 2010). Tha-mbdern regime of

Democratic Kampuchea dismantled market rituals of the modern state, religious rituals of the
former kings, and even attemptiedexorcise spirits of land and lineage from petples.

With the first two agendas they were quite successful, but like the imperial projects before them
they could not fully bind the power of spirits. Henri Locard recorded thafhelaimedto be

“the master of the water and of the €afttocard 1996, 34 citeish Harris 2013, 96), taking the
name of the spirit like the kings before them. Nonetheless, "aiakpowerful places continued

to be propitiated and stories abound of thwaKe&dattemptgo destroy potent trees and "anak t
abodes (Harris 2013, 96, 194L@mmon 2014, 48)n his work with spirit mediums, Didier
Bertrand learned that during the years when possession ceremonies were banned, mediums
“maintained close relations with theirant [spirits] who, they claim, helped theimsuvive

the Pol Pot regime. [and] also helped theto escape arrest under the Viethamese occupation
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by possessing the very policemen who attemfexpprehend thesnang[medium]’ (Bertrand
2001, 44). Alternately, Jean Langford describes spirits who |aa#reir inabilityto “protect
their constituentswhen Buddhist monks and various spirit mediums were harassed and

persecutedtby authorities (Langford 2013, 73).

While the spirits survivedsdiscrete entities through the destruction of Buddhism during
theKR years, thee-establishment of religio-politico rituals agaio-mingled spirits of the dead,
Buddhist ritual, and state pageantry. Tikibeautifully illustratedn the state-constructed stupa
atthe Choeurk killing field memorial wherean official ceremony calls monks from nearby
monasterieso perform Buddhist funerary chants for the dead. Todsagtate-sponsored
commemorations of th€R dead wane, Anne Guillou notes that local villagers Ffauin
place new practices of remembran¢@uillou 2013, 265). These new practices reconstitute a
“mythic-historic geographypunctuatedy sites full of grant where spirits and the carnagie
war are ensconced the Cambodian landscape (Guillou 2015a, 17). Spirit power remains
subjacento theKR yearsto the sites of French colonization (Chandler 1974), of Thai and
Vietnamese occupations (Porée-Maspero 1961; Chandler 1983), and of the many society altering

events of the Khmer kings (Thompson 2004b; Chandler 1978).

Renewal

Spirits thus ensconced the land and lineages of Camimdbsorb history anith sodoing, they
persistin spaces for renewal and community regeneration. Ang notes that since ancient times the
smallest hamles definedby "anak i linkedin “sacred organizatidrto each other around a

temple (Ang 1990, 15%4). Others meanwhile have found spirits of the land renewing the

territory, adapting to, and engagimgthe social lives of people cutting new villages from the
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forests (Work 2014, 98.40; Arensen 2012). The samsdrue of family ancestors (LeVine 2010;
Davis 2008b; Holt 2011), and of the possessing spirits of soldiers, healers, ascetics, monks,
royals,musicians, and dancers (Stock 2004; Trankell 2003; Bertrand 2004; Eisenbruch 1991;
Pecore 2014; James 2011). Spirits are presdights for the foresand land-use rights (Beban
and Work 2014; Naren and Vrieze 2012; Harris 2008, 51); they are pa¢sgrnts of mass
faintingin Cambodian factoriesexclaiming outrage that a building was erectetheir space

and demanding compensation lest the workensinueto suffer (Eisenbruch 2014; Wallace
2014); and they persist the still-inhabited archeologicatuins’ around Angkor Wat,

disrupting attemptat tourist enclosures (Miura 2005).

They also persish their relationship with governing powers, and the intimacy betwe
king and spirit described above extends into modern times, entwining Prime Ministers and
communist dictators alike. After gaining independence from the Fierkdb3, then Prime
Minister Sihanouk built a site for the "anakthleang Moeung, and after the 1993 elections his
son, the victorious prince Ranariddh made offeringgratitudeat this site (Harris 2008, 584).
Before a summito resolve the conflict over the 1998 elections, CambBediang and queen
constructed a site f@nancient "anakat Yay Debin Siem Reap (Hang 2004, 11120). Now
Prime Minister Hun Sen calls on the powéranak § (Wallace 2013) andtthe tomb of the
notorious leader Pol Pot, locals are witnessis "slow transformation intanambivalent
ancestral figure, anaster of the earth (Guillou 2015a) that will protect future villagets.
death and oveime the actual events surrounding a body and the circumstanitesleéth fade

away. All that remaing power.

The dead are expectemlremain a powerful force in the Cambodian landscape, and Pol

Potasprotective spirit follows this logic. But, the protective power of land spirits also follows
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their constituents through spirit mediums. For example, Cambodidiasg Beach, California

are visitedoy "anak # Khleang Moeung through a spirit medium (Yamada 2004). Back
Cambodiawe find spirits of the Cham royal families and powerful Islamic leaders possessing
mediums on the longecred hillat Udong (Stock 2007; Trankell 2003) where the bones of
Khmer kings &e alsoin residence (Harris 2008, 63). Cambodia hosts spirits from Chinese
lineages, too, who continde infuse their communities with spirit-power. Their assistance goes
beyond the Chinese community, however, and they enter human sodglififfiscriminately
possessing Khmer or Chinese mediums (Davis 2012a). The rites involving land spirits do not
require a particular ethnicity: Cham, Khmer, Chinese, Vietnamese are all iriclined
acknowledge their subjectida the localized authority of powerful spirits amas through these
relationships that ethnicities merge ameinhabit territories (Stock 2007, 247; Chandler 2008,
84-5). What contemporary literature on Cambodian spirits brings dl¢ restorative and

healing work of this dynamic history.

Bertrand quotean acary, a ritual specialist, who say&ghe mediums are growirig
number becausat the momentve must construct and develop the country. Tirai possess
the snang [mediungothat they will organize festivals, build temples, stairsyflpgpoles or
homes for monks (Bertrand 2005, 325). While there are tensions bébmodernist notions of
proper Buddhist expression (Marston 2008c; Kobayashi 2005), Cambodian mediums (unlike
othersin Southeast Asia) tertd uphold the Buddhist precepts, adh&rdietary restrictions, and
follow the Buddhist holy daydn this context of Buddhicization, spirits change from being
purveyors of exceptional, amoral, power and retribution, and they adopt familiar Buddhist values

and moral goodness; monk® aften spirit mediums (Forest 2012; Kent 2008, 112; Marston
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2004).

Relationships between humans and spirits are hierarchal, and thes spivelys more
powerful. Nonetheless, these are relationships of mutual care, conofuttteddiom of kinship,
whichis typical of Khmer relationshipg general and centr&d the moral development of
individuals and communities (Davis 2012a, 179; Edwards 2008b; Hansen 2007). Within this
moral community, the spirits of Cambodia constitute social spaces, they pass on knowledge, use

their powerto aid the community, and they protect and punish within their spheres of influence.

Death power: Spirits in life cycles and sacrifice’

Thereis a reciprocal relationship between the living and the de@hmbodian society that
underlies social and political institutions. Spirits have more power than the living over the
energies of the world, and their disapproval and wrath must either be appeased or c@dained.
already discussed, new fields, homes, and buildings must be built with permission from the
spirits of the land and water. The Buddhist death rituals address this problem toward spirits of
the recently dead- which are powerful, dangerous, btit, properly managed, usefulDavis
2012hb, 60). The management of the disaat oncean exercisan dismissing the recently dead

from the community, lest they harass the living, anéffort to cultivate positive long-term

3 Deathpower was the name of Erik Da¥isst blog ands thetitle of his first bookIt has wonderfully sticky
qualities and | usi herein his honor.
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relationships of care and reciprocity (Holt 2011; Davis 2008a, 2009). The dead all become

spirits,adive in the social lives of their communities.

Buddhist funeral ritesgsdescribedy Davis (2012b, 2009), are explicitly focused on
sending the spirit away from the community, but also on binding the wild force of tadral
into the Buddhist hierarchyn a similar vein, offerings made during the annual 15-day
celebratiorto honor the ancestors (Holt 2011) assure continued conviviality between a family
and their known ancestors, while also attendinifpose lost om hell through Buddhist ritual.
Bertrand finds thathe marked increada spirit mediumss often explainedby the fact that
during the last three decades numerous persogieat virtue died without the appropriate
funeral rituals (2001, 38) and these dead have rejoined sdaieliasporic communities, funeral
ritualscandisrupt thisseemembering and Jean Langford finds that the denied social presence of
the dead harasses the living (Langford 2013). The living need the antestorgtionas

guardians antb mediate the space between the living and the dead.

This power of the dead implicates the commumty deep relationship with the soll
from whichit grows. Forest questions the human origin of the power that comes from the
founding ancestors (Forest 1992, 69) and suggests th#te powerful human that first
consolidated the spirit of the sdh this way, for Angjt has a double dimension: ancestor and
energy of the soil (Ang 1986, 147). Recent resebydBuillou pulls these two strands together
working among the mass graves of Kfe yeas. She finds that ritual practices performed for the
anonymous dead of the mass graves follow two rationales: one, thasativing element
nurturedby fragments of Angkorian statuaswell asby the corpses buried during various

times, and two, of the sacred geography of powerful places (Guillou 2013).

Work



Both Davis and Harris tell of virgins and pregnant women sacrifictee foundation of
powerful buildings, whose spirits are then tied into protecting the cult of the often Buddhist
structure (Davis 2012b, 68; Harris 2008, 56). The power of theideatbroiledin the
memorials and histories of empires past and present and Langford suggests that these memorials
can“standin for” the dead;co-opting ..material relationshigsbetween the living and the dead
(2013, 17). The economy of empire ensnares the energy of both the living and the dead. This
energy transforms ovéime and Guillou traces the dead of mass grasthey moved from
being restless, haunting ghosts into sources of protective power that request offerings of food,
shelter, and celebrations exchange. The dead also need the living, whose actions invite and

cultivate their wild spirit-powersothey can intervene into the vagaries of living and dying.

Conclusion

This chapter brings together themes that wind through contemporary literature on the subject of
spiritsin Cambodia. The most resonant and recurring of wisigenerative power, which traces
through the soul-stuff of the soil and the lifsupports, through human commuestof

reciprocity and care, and through the powfeelites and empires. This generative power infuses

all life, founds states and empires, and animates the social life of people through the creations
and disruptions of time. The other important theésm@nnection: spirits connect peopbethe

land ando their ancestors, and through ttoseach otheby the transmission of important ritual

and healing technologies. One important theme that | leave underexpltredelationship

between Buddhism and spirit entities. This relationghgresent throughoumy discussion, but
remains incomplete. Toward a resolution, | quote Thompson, who suggestssthat simply

"contact between two discrete systemsanimist and Buddhistlt is not a“contaminatiofi of
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the Buddhisby the animist, buis ratheran“organictie” between them. The spirits come before
organized religion and their integration becomes "an indigenous way of making .histotige
broadest sensasa social locus for communal memory and forgetting” (2008, 99). Society
emerges through the work of memory and forgetting and new seeds sprout with destruction and

cultivation.
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