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Sak Yant: A Spiritual Circuit of Tattoo, Belief, and Identity
Grace Ibrahim
Student Number: 2418940

Introduction
Sak Yant is the Thai practice of tattooing the skin with a spiritual relic or sigil. It is most commonly practiced in Southeast Asia, though it has gained some worldwide attention through tourism and the influence of Western celebrities who have received Sak Yant tattoos.[footnoteRef:1] These tattoos are not merely decorative; they are considered sacred imprints that connect the wearer to powerful spiritual forces as can be seen in Lars Krutak’s epic work Tattoo Traditions of Asia that comprehensively covers  the ancient and spiritual tattoo practices in Asia and that I will discuss more in depth in the literature section of the paper. [footnoteRef:2] Traditionally, Sak Yant tattoos are applied by a monk or Ajan which means teacher or master [footnoteRef:3] using a long, sharpened metal rod called a khem sak, rather than a modern tattoo machine in Thailand.[footnoteRef:4] They can be done with ink or oil, the latter rendering them invisible but no less potent in power. The ceremonial process involves prayer, incense, and the chanting of mantras. The pain, rather than being a distraction, elevates the ritual experience. The designs themselves vary from intricate geometric patterns to depictions of animals or deities, each entwined with Pali script carefully chosen to invoke specific protections or attributes such as strength, fortune, or safety.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Ajan Seua Saming, Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant Tattoos (Bangkok: Spirit Press, 2019), pg. 12.]  [2:  Lars Krutak, Tattoo Traditions of Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2024), page 299-303]  [3:  Ajan Seua Saming, Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant Tattoos (Bangkok: Spirit Press, 2019), pg. 13]  [4:  Lars Krutak, Tattoo Traditions of Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2024), pg. 305]  [5:  Ajan Seua Saming, Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant Tattoos (Bangkok: Spirit Press, 2019), pg. 16.] 

The cultural and religious setting of Sak Yant is a tapestry woven from various threads of Thai spiritual life. While the practice today is largely associated with Buddhism, its roots reach back to pre-Buddhist animism, when it served to protect warriors in battle and shield lay people from the mischief of spirits.[footnoteRef:6] Sak Yant predates Buddhism in Thailand, as evidenced by oral histories and written records stretching back over 1,200 years. [footnoteRef:7] Over time, Buddhist philosophy and ritual absorbed and reinterpreted the practice, resulting in a complex syncretism. Today, many monks who perform Sak Yant tattoos incorporate both Buddhist blessings and animist invocations, illustrating how different systems of belief coexist and interact within Thai cosmology.[footnoteRef:8] [6: Angela Marie May, “Sak Yant: The Transition from Indic Yantras to Thai ‘Magical’ Buddhist Tattoos,” Asian Religion and Culture Journal 2027, pg. 29.]  [7:  Ibid pg. 26.]  [8:  Ajan Seua Saming, Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant Tattoos (Bangkok: Spirit Press, 2019), pg. 10.] 

In my research on relics that form part of a modern cosmology, I chose to focus on the practice of Sak Yant. Initially, my topic was broad, covering Sak Yant as a whole, but this proved too expansive for a single paper. Narrowing my focus, I was drawn to the idea of Sak Yant as a spiritual circuit. This concept frames Sak Yant not just as an individual practice of belief, but as a pathway connecting body, ritual, and spirit. More than that, it creates a karmic relationship between the Sak Yant recipient and the master who performs the tattoo. Through the ink or oil and ritual, a continuous circuit of karma, responsibility, and spiritual power flows, linking Ajan and recipient in an ongoing exchange.[footnoteRef:9] [9: Angela Marie May, “Sak Yant: The Transition from Indic Yantras to Thai ‘Magical’ Buddhist Tattoos,” Asian Religion and Culture Journal 2027, pg. 6.] 

In this paper, I will begin by examining the foundations of Thai religious life, particularly how Buddhism, animism, and spirit beliefs have blended into a dynamic modern spiritual culture. I will then explore the cultural context of tattooing in Southeast Asia, with a special focus on Sak Yant’s meaning and function beyond aesthetics. Following this, I will outline my research methodology and present my findings. Finally, I will offer a reflection on what the concept of Sak Yant as a spiritual circuit reveals about the intersections of body, belief, and ritual in contemporary Thailand.
The Role of Buddhism in Southeast Asia
The role of Buddhism in Southeast Asia is a complex one. Like any religion, it has evolved over time to meet the cultural and spiritual needs of its practitioners. In Thailand, Buddhism is part of the very air you breathe; it permeates daily life, shaping everything from personal behavior to public ritual. Central to Buddhist practice is the Eightfold Path: right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration. These guiding principles form the moral and spiritual foundation of Theravāda Buddhism.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Damien Keown, Buddhism: A Very Short Introduction (Yilin press, bilingual edition 2013), Pgs. 53-55.] 

In Thailand, Buddhism did not erase earlier belief systems; rather, it absorbed and adapted them, creating a coexistence with older animist traditions that recognize spirits, sacred places, and protective rituals. This blended spiritual landscape allows for deep personal and communal expressions of faith. Sak Yant tattoos are a striking example of this fusion. These sacred tattoos embody both Buddhist teachings and animist protections, offering spiritual power, guidance, and defense against harm. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Angela Marie May, “Sak Yant: The Transition from Indic Yantras to Thai ‘Magical’ Buddhist Tattoos,” Asian Religion and Culture Journal 2027, pg. 21] 

While Thailand is often called “the Land of Smiles,” it could just as easily be known as the Land of Generosity. Giving is a core cultural and spiritual value. People give to temples, monks, spirit houses, sacred trees, and even to stray dogs and cats. Acts of giving and receiving—even the receipt of a Sak Yant tattoo—build merit not only for the individual and their family but also for the broader community by fostering trust and spiritual connection. Alms given to monks generate blessings for both giver and receiver, continuing the cycle of karma and gradually moving one closer to the ultimate goal of nirvana. Receiving a Sak Yant from a monk or Ajan is both a spiritual and social act, generating mutual blessings and reinforcing shared cultural values.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Lars Krutak, Tattoo Traditions of Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2024), pg. 303] 

Though the fluid mix of traditions has long been established, the nineteenth century brought efforts to formalize and standardize Buddhism in Thailand. Under the reign of King Chulalongkorn (Rama V), the Sangha Administration Act of 1902 restructured the monastic system into a centralized hierarchy. This act sought to modernize and purify Buddhist practice by discouraging local and animist influences. As a result, monks who had once conducted both Buddhist and animist rituals were expected to separate themselves from folk practices and remain distinct and “pure.” Yet the connection between monks and the community remained strong. Even as Buddhist teachings provided spiritual discipline, many local traditions including the use of spirit houses and Sak Yant persisted. While monks may no longer be found actively plowing the first field of the season, they can be found blessing that field, as they continue to bridge the gap between official religion and lived experience, demonstrating how deeply intertwined Buddhism and animism remain in everyday Thai life.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ratchaneechay Choeirod, The Intersection of Buddhism and Animism in Thai Ritual Practices: An Anthropological Analysis, Journal of Exploration in Interdisciplinary Methodologies Vol.1, no. 5 (2024) pg. 22-23] 

Monks and Ajans who perform Sak Yant today embody this delicate balance. They serve as spiritual mediators, preserving ancient customs while adapting them to modern needs. These tattoos are not given lightly; they are sacred acts, performed with ritual chanting (kata) and applied using traditional bamboo or metal rods. The ink or oil may be infused with herbs or ashes from sacred offerings. Monks and Ajans assess eligibility based on the recipient’s intentions, spiritual readiness, and commitment to Buddhist values.[footnoteRef:14]  [14: Lars Krutak, Tattoo Traditions of Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2024), pg. 303.] 

Far from being cosmetic, Sak Yant tattoos represent a vow of spiritual discipline. Recipients are often given a set of behavioral rules to follow, aligning the tattoo with the Eightfold Path and reinforcing personal responsibility. Through these tattoos, practitioners carry not only a protective charm but also a living reminder of their connection to the Buddhist path and spirits. In this way, Sak Yant continues to serve as a powerful expression of Thailand’s evolving spiritual identity rooted in ancient traditions yet constantly adapting, just like Buddhism itself.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Chariti Khuanmuang, Sacred Tattoos: Construction of Identity, Journal of Multidisciplinary in Social Sciences Vol. 16 No.2 pg. 85.] 


Animism
While Buddhist teachings emphasize liberation from suffering, animist practices in Thai culture focus more on managing daily spiritual relationships—particularly those tied to nature, the home, and the dead. Spirits, or phi, are central to this belief system. One of the most common and visible examples is Phi Phum, the guardian spirit of the land. These spirits are believed to protect homes, businesses, and farmland. To honor and house them, people construct San Phra Phum, or spirit houses—miniature shrines placed outside nearly every Thai home or business.[footnoteRef:16] Offerings are made daily, ranging from incense, flower garlands, and fruit to more modern items like red or green Fanta. These acts maintain harmony with the spirit world and are intended to prevent calamity or misfortune. [16:  Ratchaneechay Choeirod, The Intersection of Buddhism and Animism in Thai Ritual Practices: An Anthropological Analysis, Journal of Exploration in Interdisciplinary Methodologies Vol.1, no. 5 (2024) pg. 24] 

Another vivid example of spirit belief is the Bun Phi Ta Khon, a lively ghost festival held annually in Loei Province. It forms part of the larger Bun Luang merit-making season, which includes the Bun Prevet Festival (Heet Duen See), retelling the Buddha’s final incarnation, and the Bun Bung Fai rocket festival (Heet Duen Hok), meant to encourage seasonal rains.[footnoteRef:17] Phi Ta Khon takes place over a weekend in mid-June and features colorful costumes, masks, and parades that blend Buddhist themes with animist pageantry. It reflects a community-wide interaction with spirits that is both celebratory and sacred. [17:  Phi Ta Khon Museum, “Phi Ta Khon Festival Overview,” accessed May 2025 https://www.tourismthailand.org/Attraction/phi-ta-khon-museum] 

In Thai animism, spirits are believed to have distinct roles. For instance, the spirits that protect crops differ from those overseeing homes or the dead. Ancestral spirits are especially revered; they are honored through offerings, prayers, and rituals and are thought to continue influencing the lives of their descendants. Neglecting these spirits can result in illness, misfortune, or hauntings, a belief particularly strong in Isaan and northern Thailand, where ghost stories are taken seriously and often recounted with a blend of reverence and warning.[footnoteRef:18] People interact with spirits through a mix of fear, respect, and reciprocity. In times of personal or collective crisis, they may seek help from monks, shamans, or spirit mediums to calm or banish troublesome spirits.[footnoteRef:19]  [18:  Ajarn David, Phi Fa: Thailand Ghost Healers and Isaan Shaman, My Sakon Nakon website. September 2019 https://mysakonnakhon.com/phi-fa-thailand-ghost-healers-and-isaan-shaman [accessed April 15, 2025]]  [19:  Majorie A. Muecke, Monks and Mediums: Religious Syncretism in Northern Thailand. (Journal of Siam Society) Vol. 80 No.2 (1992)  ] 

Animism forms part of the bedrock of spiritual and cultural life in Thailand, shaping everyday practices despite the predominance of Theravāda Buddhism. In the Thai context, animism refers to the belief that spirits inhabit natural elements, such as trees, rivers, and mountains, as well as man-made objects and ancestral relics.[footnoteRef:20] These beliefs are deeply embedded in both rural and urban life, influencing festivals, healing rituals, and daily offerings. This section explores how animism functions within Thai society, its integration with Buddhism, and its role in promoting ecological awareness and community cohesion. [20:  Ratchaneechay Choeirod, The Intersection of Buddhism and Animism in Thai Ritual Practices: An Anthropological Analysis, Journal of Exploration in Interdisciplinary Methodologies Vol.1, no. 5 (2024) pg. 21] 

In rural areas, especially in Isaan (northeastern Thailand), animistic beliefs are central to agricultural and seasonal rituals. Communities often hold ceremonies to honor land spirits before planting or harvesting, invoking fertility, protection, and favorable weather.[footnoteRef:21] The ritual of wai phra phum, offerings made at spirit houses, small shrines outside homes and businesses, reflects a daily, ongoing dialogue between people and the spirit world. These practices express a worldview in which the land is not inert but alive, inhabited by conscious forces deserving of reverence. [21: Ibid pg. 32.] 

Animism also manifests in Thai ritual arts such as Sak Yant. Though these tattoos are often applied by Buddhist monks and bear Buddhist symbols, their spiritual potency is frequently drawn from animist cosmology.[footnoteRef:22] Ajan spiritual masters, who are non-monastic tattoo practitioners, invoke spirits, animal guides, and protective deities during the tattooing process. The ritual combines Buddhist chants (khatha), sacred Pali and ancient Khmer scripts, and spirit-channeling rites to imbue the recipient with luck, strength, and metaphysical protection.[footnoteRef:23]  [22:  Ajan Seua Saming, Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant Tattoos (Bangkok: Spirit Press, 2019), pg. 10-16.]  [23: Lars Krutak, Tattoo Traditions of Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2024), pg. 305-306. ] 

The integration of animism with Buddhism is especially visible in the veneration of Nāga—serpent-like water spirits believed to dwell in rivers and subterranean realms. Although Nāga originate in pre-Buddhist animist belief, they now appear frequently in Buddhist architecture, sculpture, and festivals. A prominent example is the Naga Fireball Festival held annually along the Mekong River, where mysterious glowing orbs are believed to be the breath of Nāga spirits.[footnoteRef:24] In many Thai communities, it is not uncommon for people to leave offerings for household or territorial spirits more frequently than for monks. Nonetheless, Buddhist monks are seen as intermediaries capable of engaging with restless or malevolent spirits on behalf of laypeople.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Ratchaneechay Choeirod, The Intersection of Buddhism and Animism in Thai Ritual Practices: An Anthropological Analysis, Journal of Exploration in Interdisciplinary Methodologies Vol.1, no. 5 (2024) pg. 22-25.]  [25:  Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress. The Country Studies Series. Published 1988-1999, https://data.mongabay.com/reference/country_studies/thailand/SOCIETY.html?] 

In sum, animism in Thailand sustains a holistic cosmology in which nature, spirits, and religious practices are inseparably linked. Rather than being overwritten by institutional Buddhism, animist traditions have adapted and fused with Buddhist teachings. This synthesis offers a culturally resonant way of understanding both visible and invisible worlds. As anthropologist Ratchaneechay Choeirod observes, “The blend of Buddhist rituals and animistic practices reveals how spirituality can support ecological sustainability and community values.”[footnoteRef:26] This fluid fusion illustrates the adaptive and integrative nature of Thai spirituality.  Furthermore, Animism and its spirit beliefs also find expression in ritual tattooing practices like Sak Yant. These tattoos are thought to channel protective or empowering spiritual forces. Once activated through chanting, offerings, and ritual observance, they form a living spiritual circuit—linking the recipient with protective deities or ancestral energies.[footnoteRef:27]  [26: Ratchaneechay Choeirod, The Intersection of Buddhism and Animism in Thai Ritual Practices: An Anthropological Analysis, Journal of Exploration in Interdisciplinary Methodologies Vol.1, no. 5 (2024) pg. 23.]  [27:  Ajan Seua Saming, Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant Tattoos (Bangkok: Spirit Press, 2019), pg. 16] 


Literature review
Awaken Your Spirit: Unveiling the Magic of Sak Yant by Ajarn Seua Saming, while brief, became an essential reference throughout this study. It offers practical insight into design methods, symbolic meanings, and includes a clear index of patterns. Saming’s personal accounts as a practitioner were particularly valuable, grounding the research in lived experience and offering a perspective rarely available in academic texts.
Lars Krutak’s Tattoo Traditions of Asia offers a broad ethnographic overview of ritual tattooing across the region, including Thailand, Myanmar, and the Philippines. His work highlights tattoos as systems of protection, identity, and spiritual authority. This comparative lens helped me situate Sak Yant within a wider regional context while refining my focus on Thailand. It also guided the development of my interview questions, especially those concerning ritual meaning, practitioner roles, and symbolic design.
Angela Marie May’s thesis, SAK YANT: The Transition From Indic Yantras to Thai “Magical” Buddhist Tattoos, offered crucial historical context. Her research traces the evolution of Sak Yant from early Indic influences on their current forms, with attention to regional distinctions across South and Southeast Asia. This was helpful in situating the practice within a larger lineage of sacred art and belief.
Ratchaneechay Choeirod’s article, The Intersection of Buddhism and Animism in Thai Ritual Practices: An Anthropological Analysis, presented a nuanced exploration of religious syncretism in Thai culture. Its clear comparisons between animist and Buddhist traditions informed my understanding of the cosmological framework within which Sak Yant operates and are echoed in several of the practitioner interviews I conducted.
Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies was instrumental in shaping my ethical approach to research. Her critique of Western academic traditions and emphasis on Indigenous perspectives encouraged deeper reflection on the power dynamics inherent in knowledge production. This work is essential reading for anyone committed to maintaining a clear focus on decolonization goals, reminding researchers to prioritize Indigenous voices and to approach cultural and spiritual knowledge with humility and respect.
Tattoos in Asia
When many people think of tattoos in Asia, their minds often turn to the stigma surrounding them in some East Asian countries. While social attitudes are gradually changing, tattoos in places like Japan and South Korea are still closely associated with criminality. In these countries, full societal acceptance of visibly tattooed individuals in professional or public life remains a work in progress.
If we envision tattoo acceptance along a spectrum, ranging from a severe hindrance to social integration, to having little or no bearing on one's quality of life, Japan falls on the conservative end, while Thailand occupies a far more tolerant position. In Thai society, tattoos are not only accepted among youth and subcultures but increasingly tolerated in professional and mainstream settings. Tattooing across Asia has a long and complex history that encompasses spirituality, identity, punishment, and social status. In Japan, tattoos remain symbolically tied to the Yakuza criminal syndicates, and in ancient China, Korea, and parts of Southeast Asia, tattoos were used as penal marks to brand criminals and social outcasts.[footnoteRef:28]  [28: Lars Krutak, Tattoo Traditions of Asia (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2024).] 

Yet tattoos in Asia have never been solely punitive. Across the region, people have long used tattoos to express belief systems, assert warrior status, commemorate rites of passage, and mark personal milestones. Khmer warriors are known to have tattooed themselves before entering battle, and similar traditions were practiced in Isaan, northeastern Thailand. In India, the Baiga tribe follows the tradition of Godna, wherein women are tattooed over the course of their lives, symbolizing their personal journey[footnoteRef:29]—a practice reminiscent of the moko of the Māori in New Zealand.[footnoteRef:30] In ancient Chinese texts there are references to the tattooed people whose tattoos protected them from certain swimming creatures.[footnoteRef:31]  [29:   Sandesh Bandhu, Nishant Kumar Singh, Prof. Vishwambhar Nath Sharma, A Study of the Baiga Women's Tradition of Tattoos, Modernization of this Art, and Situation of Tattoo Industry in India, International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research, Vol. 6, No. 3 (2024)]  [30: Ngahuia Te Awekotuku, Ta Moko: Culture, body modification, and the psychology of identity, (2002) Pg.125 ]  [31:  Carrie E. Reed, Tattoo in Early China, Journal of the American Oriental Society , Jul. - Sep., 2000, Vol. 120, No. 3 (Jul. - Sep., 2000), pg. 362.] 

Within this diverse landscape, Sak Yant stands out as a particularly rich and living tradition. It both mirrors and diverges from other Asian tattooing practices by blending animism, Buddhism, and folk magic into a ritual-based spiritual art form. The next section explores this unique tradition in depth.

Sak Yant
Sak Yant is, in its own way, a form of giving and merit making, not merely a tattoo, but a spiritual transmission, a part of the spiritual circuit. These sacred tattoos, practiced in Thailand and surrounding regions, are far more than body art; they are blessings imbued with the power of spirits, activated through sacred geometry (yantra), mantras (khatha), and spiritual invocation. For believers, Sak Yant offers protection, strength, healing, and guidance. Rooted in animist, Brahmanic, and Theravāda Buddhist traditions, Sak Yant is a living spiritual technology that weaves together morality, cosmology, and magic.
Each design has a distinct spiritual function. One of the most revered is Phra Puttanimit (Manifestation of the Buddha), a continuous-line image of the meditating Buddha, with ears left unconnected to symbolize spiritual clarity. As Sak Yant master Ajan Seua Saming explains, this design is “a beacon of light and wisdom,” guiding the wearer toward right action and inner balance.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Ajan Seua Saming, Sacred Inks of Siam: Teachings from a Sak Yant Master (Bangkok: Spirit House Press, 2019), 67.] 

Other prominent designs include:
· Hah Taew (Five Lines): Each line offers a different kind of protection or good fortune.[footnoteRef:33]  [33:  Ibid, pgs. 54–65.] 

· Gao Yord (Nine Spires): Symbolizes the nine peaks of enlightenment and the power of the Buddha.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  Ibid, pgs.54–65] 

· Paed Tidt (Eight Directions): A compass-like pattern that protects the wearer from danger in all directions.[footnoteRef:35]  [35:  Ibid, pgs.54–65] 

Many Sak Yant tattoos also feature mythological or animist symbols. Tigers convey strength and leadership; Garuda, the half-man, half-bird deity, grants divine protection; Rahu, the cosmic demon, governs fate and celestial disruptions. These designs are more than symbolic—they are understood to house the spiritual forces they represent. To receive a Sak Yant is to enter a covenant with these beings.
The ritual of tattooing is central. Whether performed by a Buddhist monk or an Ajan (lay spiritual master), the ceremony involves sacred chants, blessings, and the transfer of spiritual energy through the ink and a metal or bamboo rod. Pain is not seen as an obstacle but as a vital part of the spiritual transformation. Ajans, in particular, are deeply connected to the magical and animist dimensions of Sak Yant. They study ancient scripts, commune with spirits, and provide spiritual mentorship. Many devotees return yearly for re-blessings to maintain their tattoos’ energy.
What sets Sak Yant apart from decorative tattoos is its moral code. Receiving a Sak Yant requires accepting behavioral precepts—such as abstaining from lying, theft, intoxication, or infidelity. These rules, though unwritten, are considered sacred commitments between the Ajan and the wearer. Violating them may diminish the tattoo’s power or attract misfortune.
As Thailand becomes more globally interconnected, Sak Yant has expanded beyond its traditional contexts. Once reserved for warriors, monks, and devout followers, Sak Yant is now embraced by a broader public, including women and foreigners. However, this shift has brought challenges. Some tourists receive Sak Yant from commercial tattooists without understanding its deeper meaning, reducing it to an exotic accessory. Despite this, Sak Yant remains a resilient ritual. For those who honor its mantras, respect its designs, and uphold its moral framework, it continues to serve as a profound link between body and spirit, and between the physical and the sacred.

Methodology
	It was important to me to approach this study in a decolonized manner. As someone who grew up as a third culture kid, oscillating between feeling both and neither American nor Egyptian, I am acutely aware of what it feels like to be othered, both intentionally and not. I didn’t want my participants to feel judged, or believe I thought them superstitious, illogical, or that I lacked cultural understanding. I had previously spent three years in Thailand before returning this year, including a year studying at Mahamakut Buddhist University, which still feels like a second home. That experience taught me Theravada Buddhist traditions and how intricately they are woven into every part of Thai life.
Though I did not grow up here and my Thai remains limited, living, studying, and working in Thailand has made me an insider in some respects, though I remain an outsider in others, some of which I can never overcome. Thankfully, this in-between space is familiar to me, and I’m comfortable navigating it. Part of why people open up to me may be due to my familiarity with local customs and my ethnic ambiguity, which tends to put others at ease. However, as Smith notes in Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, we must acknowledge that research is never unbiased, and Western methods do not make us inherently more objective or authoritative.
To ensure cultural sensitivity and clarity, I asked a Thai friend, Tan, who I’ve previously collaborated with to review my questionnaires to ensure cultural sensitivity and to ensure all my questions were written in clear respectful language as well as topically appropriate for lay people and monks and later, my paper, for cultural accuracy. My methodology combined academic sources, informal conversations, and a short questionnaire that often led to spontaneous interviews or storytelling, where participants added whatever, they felt was important. Although I had planned follow-up interviews, scheduling conflicts, especially during Thailand’s biggest holiday made that impossible. Despite this, the voices and stories I gathered remain central.
While I used mixed methods, some of my most interesting insights came from spontaneous, organic conversations. I chose qualitative methods and interviews because Sak Yant is deeply tied to belief, spirituality, and culture, things surveys alone can’t fully capture. These methods allowed for a deeper understanding of peoples lived experiences and the meanings they attach to the tradition. Drawing on scholars like Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey helped frame this as a way to explore complex social and spiritual practices.
I focused on people’s stories to center local perspectives and avoid imposing external interpretations. This aligns with decolonized research practices that value lived experience and challenge the dominance of Western academic frameworks. Having lived in Thailand for four years and studied Buddhism locally, I understand I am neither a full insider nor a complete outsider. This positionality shaped how I approached the research, striving to be respectful, reflexive, and transparent about my limitations. Some of the participants who volunteered were people known to me, including Ajan spiritual masters, monks, and tattoo recipients, reflecting a purposive sample based on access and trust. While this limits broad generalization, it suits the goal of gathering meaningful, context-rich insights. Ethically, I ensured participation was voluntary, with the option to skip questions or withdraw at any time. No identifying information was collected, and I used pseudonyms for any quotes shared. These steps follow standard ethical guidelines in qualitative research. Despite challenges like language barriers and time constraints, this approach provided valuable insights and affirmed that Sak Yant merits further study using respectful, participatory methods.

 Study Results
 were open and sometimes eager to share their stories, One man whom I have called Gary told me as soon as he came to Thailand the first time he felt a deep connection to the country and people and had determined to make it his home as he has lived here and found family in community he has also found his spiritual path chose his Sak Yant for protection but also as a commemoration to his commitment to his life here. 
Another participant who is a monk whom I will simply refer to a Phra told me he feels a great sense of responsibility to his community and their spiritual needs his Sak Yant was chosen to give him wisdom and spiritual strength and safety that he can properly help those who come to him for spiritual guidance and other needs. 
A Third participant whom I will call max has Several Sak Yant’s all for spiritual safety, luck, protection, Money, he has led an adventurous life not always no the right side of the law but feels his Sak Yant’s have protected him and helped guide him back on the right path. 
I had my questionnaire available for 3 weeks originally, I had planned to ask both Sak Yant masters and receivers to respond to separate questionnaires however due to the necessary timing of the study it fell during some of the most important holidays for Thai Buddhism and as such it was not a convenient time for the master’s to participate. Instead, my results focus on the recipients with input from one Ajan. I hope to be able to do a sperate study focusing on the master’s at a later date. Due to the aforementioned holidays my participant pool was limited and I’m grateful to the 8 people who took the time from religious activities and family to help me with my study. 
The age range of respondents was 24-57. The median age of all participants at the time they received their Sak Yant was 29 though 33% of respondents were 25 when they received their Sak Yant. It was interesting because the mid 20's is often thought of a time of upheaval in life as people transition into “full” adulthood. I would like to explore this aspect more in the future to see if there is any significance in a larger study. 
Before looking at the breakdown of information I’d like to talk about the stories I was told and the reasons behind people’s choices to get a Sak Yant without getting too specific to protect participant anonymity.  A Major theme for almost every person I spoke to, was the sense of permanence and security they felt after receiving the tattoo. Most people talked about how it couldn’t be taken from them, how they weren’t alone, especially those who felt abandoned by family or marginalized in society in some way. Those who’s calling has been found in the spiritual realm either as a monk or other practitioner, or Ajan felt their Sak Yant bolstered their spirit keeping them free from malevolent influence giving them a sort of spiritual invulnerability that aids them on their path weather that is toward nirvana or their work with aiding and guiding lay people. 
Of the 8 respondents 25% were not Thai but all received their tattoos in Thailand by a monk or Ajan. There was no significant finding on location where the Sak Yant’s were received each area of Thailand was represented a larger sample size would be necessary to determine if any pattern would emerge.  However, 75% of respondents said Sak Yant are common in their hometown, the spilt was 50/50 on whether their family members also have a Sak Yant. While I did not ask about specific Sak Yant designs I did ask about the meaning behind respondent’s designs, Half of respondents reported having more than one Sak Yant tattoo the breakdown is as follows:
 4 Sak Yant for luck 
3 for faith 
2 for beauty 
2 for physical safety 
2 for protection from malicious spirits. 
2 for money
1 for strength 
When asked for their motivation behind deciding to get these Sak Yant tattoo’s respondents gave a wide range of answers from belief and feeling it was an integral part of their faith especially for the monks, to a love of Thai Buddhism and culture, and feeling like magic would help them in their life. Interestingly 50% of respondents said they think Sak Yant might be a kind of magic. Only 37.5% said they did believe it is a kind of magic, and 12.5% said they don't consider it magic. However, 57% said they had other supernatural experiences specifically one person said they had been saved from crashing their car at the last minute by something, and 3 reported they have encountered ghosts or that a ghost lives in their homes. The response I was initially most surprised by but upon further reflection makes complete sense is that only one of the respondents said they would suggest Sak Yant to friends or family, all the other respondents said no they would not suggest it because they felt it was important for the person to have their own strong belief in it and they shouldn't be persuaded.
While all these results were interesting and gave further insight in to Sak Yant and peoples motivation and belief what I set out to investigate was the hypothesis that Sak Yant creates a kind of spiritual circuit that connects The Monk or Ajan who performs the Sak Yant to the recipient that becomes a bearer of the Sak Yant and I believe I found that that theory is reasonable the one Sak Yant master that I was able to talk with reported that almost all of the people he has done a Sak Yant for have returned to him, either for another Sak Yant or for spiritual guidance in other matter, or because they felt connected to him.
 The results of my questionnaire that agree with this are that 57% of recipients keep in contact with their Sak Yant Ajan, though frequency of contact varies from once every few years to regular frequent contact. 62.5% said they feel spiritually connected to their Sak Yant Master regardless of whether they visit them regularly or not.  50% of recipients said they have noticed a positive difference in their life since receiving the Sak Yant and 50% said they didn't notice a difference but they believe it is helping even if they don't it, further explaining that as humans we don’t know all the things that might have happened such as accidents, sickness or financial ruin that was prevented by the Sak Yant.  75% of respondents said they carry no other amulet 60% of respondents said they got a Sak Yant instead of carrying an amulet because they felt safer and more confident having something that was a living part of them that could never be taken away, 25% said they do carry other amulets.

What I Would Have Done Differently
Overall, I’m happy with the questionnaire I developed, as I believe it laid great groundwork for follow-up interviews, which, unfortunately, I wasn’t able to schedule. The questions were designed to gather a broad range of responses, but I think having more time for in-depth interviews would have allowed for richer insights and a deeper understanding of participants’ experiences.[footnoteRef:36] Ideally, I would have started earlier to give myself more time for follow-up work and to capture additional perspectives. [36:  Hennink, Monique, Inge Hutter, and Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: SAGE, 2011)] 

I was able to collect more stories and questionnaires from people who have received Sak Yant than from the monks and Ajans who practice Sak Yant. I feel that the voices of these practitioners are essential, especially because they offer a deeper understanding of the cultural and spiritual significance of Sak Yant. Giving space to these insider perspectives aligns with decolonized research methods that emphasize the importance of local knowledge and lived experience.[footnoteRef:37] In future research, I would focus more on engaging these key figures, as their insights could provide invaluable context to the experiences shared by those who receive the tattoos. [37:  Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, 2nd ed. (London: Zed Books, 2012).] 

I believe I met all my ethical obligations, ensuring that participants understood the research process, how their information would be used, and their right to withdraw at any time. I took care to prioritize privacy and transparency, which I feel are essential to maintaining trust throughout the project.
If I were to redo this research, I would start by reaching out to more Sak Yant masters, ideally planning visits around Buddhist holidays when they may be more available. I would also visit more temples, as those with Sak Yant masters are few and spread out. Focusing more strategically on these locations and better involving the Ajans’ assistants—perhaps with their own dedicated questionnaire—would provide a more comprehensive view of the practice. Purposeful and snowball sampling methods would help ensure I engage the right participants for a study like this.

What I Would Like to Explore More
In the future, I would like to do a study focusing on the Sak Yant Masters and how they view their role in this spiritual circuit of Thai society. I hope to have the opportunity to expand this research to a larger sample size and conduct follow-up in-depth interviews to see what patterns emerge and what new questions or avenues the information might inspire. I believe further research into motivation and connection is possible, and I would also like to investigate the percentage intersection between Sak Yant practitioners or recipients and people who experience other supernatural encounters or have sensitivities to premonitions, otherworldly activities, divination, and similar phenomena.

Conclusion: Sak Yant and the Circuit of Belief
In closing, this paper has explored Sak Yant not just as a tattooing tradition, but as a living, breathing spiritual circuit, one that connects people to sacred powers, social identities, and personal commitments. Sak Yant is one part in the tapestry of Thai religious life, woven from animist, Brahmanical, and Theravāda Buddhist traditions. While it may appear to be a simple ritual or artistic practice at first glance, it reveals far more when viewed as part of a circuit of belief that is both highly local and connected to a larger spiritual tapestry.
Throughout this paper, I have argued that Sak Yant functions as a kind of spiritual circuitry: a set of symbolic technologies and embodied actions that bring together the body, belief, and ritual. These tattoos are not only visual; they are conduits carrying power that protects, strengthens, and guides the bearer, but that power is not permanent or automatic. It must be charged and maintained through ritual chanting and proper behavior. This ongoing connection of the receiver to the spirit world and through it the Sak Yant master mirrors the idea of a circuit exchanging energy and building merit, and like a circuit, it must stay connected to function.
Looking at Sak Yant in this way sheds light on the way belief is practiced in everyday Thai life. Religion here is not only about doctrine or temple visits. It is about action, reciprocity, and presence. Whether lighting incense for the spirits, chanting mantras, practicing meditation, or observing behavioral taboos after receiving a yantra, individuals are engaging in a living spiritual system. The tattoo is a visible sign of that engagement, whose viability depends on the bearers’ ongoing actions.
This reflection also emphasizes how Thai spirituality resists easy categorization. Sak Yant is Buddhist and animist, but it’s also more than that. The cosmology behind many yantras is grounded in ancient Indic thought, and the rituals often include spirits, local deities, and warrior imagery. This is not a contradiction but a reflection of the flexible and inclusive way that Thai people engage with the sacred. Sak Yant provides a perfect case study of this pluralism: one that does not see boundaries between traditions as barriers, but as opportunities for layering and enrichment.
The concept of embodiment is key to all of this. The body in Thai religious culture is not just a vessel or a passive recipient of meaning. It is active, symbolic, and sacred. When someone chooses to be tattooed with a Sak Yant, they are not just changing how they look, they are entering into a spiritual commitment, taking their place in the circuit. Their body becomes part of the ritual. It becomes a site of memory, protection, identity, and connection. The tattoo does not end with the ritual; it continues through how the wearer lives, the choices they make, and the way they interact with the spiritual world.
Finally, by understanding Sak Yant as a spiritual circuit, we can see how tradition is maintained and adapted in the present. Sak Yant masters today continue to teach, innovate, and adjust to new contexts. Some work in temples, others in studios. Some refuse to tattoo foreigners, while others welcome them under certain conditions. These differences reflect the tensions between authenticity, commercialization, and cultural exchange, but they also demonstrate that Sak Yant is a living tradition—flexible, responsive, and deeply rooted in practice.
Ultimately, what Sak Yant reveals about contemporary Thailand is that cosmology is not static; it is something people do. It is carried in the body, expressed in ritual, and passed through human relationships. Sak Yant remains a powerful symbol of this: a spiritual technology that moves with its wearer, pulsing with meaning, memory, and sacred intent.
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All the information gathered in this questionnaire will be used for an academic study on Sak Yant in Thailand it will be used in an academic paper but no identifying information such as age, name or location will be used in the study every participant will receive a code word or number to be kept anonymous. You may choose not to answer any question and/or to withdraw from the study at any time. 
Name 
Email
Line ID 
1. What country are you from?
2. What province are you from?
3. How old are you?
4. What is your profession?
5. How old were you when you got your Sak Yant tattoo?
6. What province did you get your Sak Yant? 
7. Are Sak Yant tattoos common in your hometown?
8. Do other members of your family have Sak Yant tattoos? 
9. How many Sak Yant tattoos do you have?
10. How long have you had a Sak Yant tattoo?
11. What does your Sak Yant tattoo mean? (health, luck, beauty, safety, faith etc.)
12. If you are a monk (skip or mark n/a on 13 if you are not a monk), why did you feel the need to get a Sak Yant tattoo? Has it helped you on your spiritual journey?
13. As a Monk,  did you have and hesitation about getting a Sak Yant tattoo since it was not originally a Buddhist practice? 
14. Why did you decide to get a Sak Yant Tattoo?
15. Do you keep in contact with the Ajan who gave you the tattoo?
16. Do you feel like you have spiritual connection to the Monk or Ajan that tattooed your Sak Yant?
17. Have you noticed any differences in your life since you got the tattoo? (Has it provided protection, given you luck, solved a problem, etc.
18. Many people carry Amulets or relics in Thailand why did you decide to have a Sak Yant tattooed rather than carrying an amulet? 
19. Do you carry any other relics or amulets besides your tattoo?
20. Do you think Sak Yant is a type of magic? 
21. Have you ever encountered anything you would consider magic or supernatural? If yes, what was it?
22. Have you broken the rules given to you by the Ajan or Monk that tattooed you? If so did you return to them to seek forgiveness?
23. Would you suggest friends or family get a Sak Yant tattoo? 
24. Would you be willing to do a follow-up interview about your tattoo?
25. If you would like to receive a copy of the paper when it is finished, please check this box and a copy will be emailed to you or sent to you on Line. 
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