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The Organisation of Female Shamans and the Changes of Rituals in a Shrine
—— A Report of a New Religious Phenomenon in the Mien Society of Northern Thailand. ——
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A new religious phenomenon has occurred in the Mien (alternatively known as the Yao) society within
the first decade of the 21st century. The phenomenon itself has several features. Fixed shrines were built in
Mien villages, but because the Mien people have a long history in migration, they previously have not built
any fixed religious structures before. In the shrines, females began to hold rituals as shaman-priests. In the
past, female shamans or priests have not been found in Mien society. The female shaman-priests conduct
rituals by singing songs. Many female shamans conduct seance ritual at a shrine in Chiang Rai Province. In
this article, I report the organisation of the female shamans at the shrine.

The Pien Hung (referred to as#%T- in Chinese) shrine of HCP village (the Chiang Rai Province) was
rebuilt three times before. There were more than twenty female shamans at that shrine. They are believed to
be possessed by gods and conduct themselves as oracles, giving reinforcement and treatment rituals for their
clients. A male priest named Pien ZF and a female shaman named Liu MK were leaders of female shamans.
Female shamans of HCP Shrine entered into master-disciple relations with Pien ZF and Liu MK. This was
formalized by a piot fa.t ritual which establishes the master-disciple relationship. The piat fa:t at HCP Shrine
was established by borrowing from the form of piat fa:z. This is a part of the male initiation ritual known
as kwa. ta:y. The original piat fa:t is held between a male master and a male disciple. At the HCP shrine,
they created a “female master” and a “female disciple.” They then conducted a piar fa:t between a male
master and a female disciple, as well as between a female master and a female disciple. A female shaman
has at least one male master and one female master through pioz fa:z. Another master-disciple relation can be
added. Most female shamans’ male master was Pien ZF, and the female master was Liu MK. Through the
piat fa:t, a woman was confirmed as a shaman and then joined the group of female shamans at HCP shrine.
The shamans were integrated into the group of shamans at HCP shrine through the plural master-disciple
relations.

In 2019, Pien ZF left HCP shrine and some female shamans also left the shrine. The group of female
shamans was divided and the integration through the master-disciple relations collapsed as a result due to
the male master’s withdrawal.

Rituals at the shrine are reorganisation of existing rituals, giving them a unique meaning by the spirit
possession. They created a new category “female master” and the new ritual establishing the master-
disciple relationship. They utilised the new ritual for organisational integration by an overlap of the dyadic
relationships. However, the group integration based on the multiple dyadic relationships stopped functioning
due to the withdrawal of the male master. As a result, it led to the division of the group.
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