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Abstract- Isan region of Thailand has wealthy traditions based on the Buddhist religion and sacred trust which are crucial 
tools to build the unity in their community. This article aims to explain the long- boat racing tradition in the Isan region that 
was adjusted for tourism and it replaces original purpose. This research is a qualitative research and uses the folklore 
frameworks. The data were collected by observation, in-depth interview who concerning this tradition; residents, tourist, 
companies, and government officials. The research field is the annual boat racing tradition of Kumphawapi city, Udon Thani 
province in Isan region of Thailand held in November 2014 at Pao River in this city.   
The result was found that in the past time, the long-boat racing of annual tradition held to enhance the relationship between 
the people who live near river and to show the respect the sacred things protecting the river and fisherman according to the 
villager’s belief. Unfortunately the elements of long-boat racing were adapted for promote tourism more than maintain the 
traditional essence. This lead to loss of Isan local identity. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
The nature of the landscape full of rivers and lakes 
throughout the north to the south regions of Thailand 
led to people living near the rivers canals and lakes so 
there are closely committed and linked to the water. 
In addition to the benefit of consumption and 
transportation of water sources in each region the 
people living in each region also have a cultural 
expression to show harmony, conviviality, respect 
and cherish among those water sources. 
 
The utilization and the traditional rituals associated 
with the water sources. Thai people commonly 
believe that in water resources had been embroidered 
by supernatural things. This belief helped many 
communities with the use of natural resources 
together without seizing the property rights of one 
community over water resources than other 
communities and also supports them living together 
in peace under sharing the same water resources. 
Their beliefs are expressed through traditional sacred 
worship and rituals. Each region of Thailand has a 
common objective to show respect and appreciation 
for water and holy water as the attendant.   
The regions concentrated in the boat-racing being the 
one tradition with the same purpose as mentioned 
above. At the beginning the homage presented sacred 
unity of the people by arranging of the boat-racing as 
the tradition of the community. At the present this 
tradition affect the business sector especially 
tourism.However, the traditional model has been 
adapted by the city of government tobe the popular 
tourist culture; participants from other areas. Tourist 
join to this tradition without participating the 
ceremony that arranged by villager held in the 
community to worship sacred in the eyes of tourists.   

The boat-racing, therefore; was just a quaint tradition 
and can only be viewed by a significant lack of 
understanding of the festive occasion. The core of the 
boat-racing is the root of that community.  
 
The value of this tradition does not play an important 
roleto the water supply using communities. Its 
function was reduced from the current traditional 
boat-racing to a commercial event. Modify the pattern 
of the tradition resulted in the reduction of the role of 
rituals related the process of boat-racing in each 
communities. 
 
II. REVIEW LITERATURE 
 
2.1 Folklore perspective  
Folklore studies relate to various fields such as 
science, anthropology, sociology, cultural studies, 
linguistics and literature. Each of them use the 
folklore data appearing in a variety of forms; 
written, spoken, concrete, and abstract. All of them 
try to find out the role or function of folklore in a 
culture. Folklore also serves their society as it is a 
cultural mechanism particularly at local level. 
Each category of folklore has different functions 
such as tales, riddles, playing. 
 
In addition, it also contributes the knowledge 
instilling values and social training to its members 
in the society. Folklore acts as a solution to the 
grievances of the people who have some not 
revealed points. It means that folklore serves the 
needs of the human mind. 
 
The theory of popular traditions is considered 
crucial to confidence and encouragement to 
individuals in the society. Whenever humans are 
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not convinced or worried they do a ritual oath to 
supernatural powers to help them. This ritual and 
tradition have important parts in the cultural 
identity of each group and show how they differ 
from other groups. 
 
Malinowski(cf.Na Thalang,2014) an anthropologist 
who pioneered the popular theory, functionalism, 
stated that folklore can function in three main 
areas; 1) the basic necessities of life such as food, 
shelter, tools, 2)social and psychological needs to 
solve the fundamental problems and 3) needs of 
mental stability, social harmony, and peace of 

mind. Bascom(1965) proposed the "function" of 
folklore that acts primarily in four aspects of 
society. First, folklore has a function to explain the 
frustration of human who want to escape into 
fantasy from the regulation.  
 
Second, folklore made the idea of people in society 
being reasonable. Third, folklore is responsible for 
the way of education in society. And fourth, 
folklore leads to the adoption the behavioral 
patterns of people in society. Novak, (2014: 183) 
had summarized the 4 functions of Bascom that: 

 

 
 
From the reviewing concept of folklore above 
especially functionalism,  the concept of the role of 
folklore according to the four functions of Bass 
Planet (1965) was adapted for this research to explain 
the purpose of this article that is changing  the 
tradition patterns of long-boat racing.  There is an 
increasing of tourist but decreasing of local identity 
that is a core traditional root. 
 
III. REVIEW LITERATURE 
 
The research related to the boat racing in the north 
eastern have a variety of perspectives. Phonpeam, 
(1998) studied the composition and procedures of 
the rituals on racing boats of Ubonrachathani 
province. His study includes the classified 
documents and information in the cities on three 
districts; Mueng, Khemarat, Phibunmangsahan, 
Ubonratchathani province. Results of the study were 
found that the boat racing is one of the activities 
arranged in Ook-phan-sa; Buddha Days for 
entertaining and building unity within the community 
and also to preserve the local tradition. The villagers 
believe in supernatural power which has made racing 
boats sacred and valuable for the local people. So the 
boat has more association with the rituals and beliefs 
in the building process of the boat, including the 
selection of wood, cutting wood, logging wood, the 
paddle, the naming and the storage. 
 
The procedure on boat racing involve many persons, 
including monks, community leaders, elders, boat 
builders, and the villagers. Place of ceremony is in 

the temple. There are the ritual, offerings. The boat 
racing ceremony reflects the beliefs of the people 
who are bound to the river and to inherit the spirit of 
the ancestors in preserving the traditions about boat 
racing. Aonkham (2004) studied the beliefs about 
boat-racing. The study found that the boat racing is 
held at BoPhan Khan district at the yearly Ook-phan-
sa festival. The aim is to sacrifice BoPhan Khan 
which is sacred since ancient times and to celebrated 
for peace, protection from all danger, and promote 
harmony between the communities. So it's a great 
yearly event for the districts. The students are 
involved in learning about the boat-racing to focus on 
teaching about local traditions, which is part of 
learning and teaching in Thai subject. 
 
The study shows that, celebrated traditions can be a 
tool to teach students. So learning by engaging with 
tradition responds in learning, understanding, and to 
creating awareness son them. 
 
Phetsuwannarangsi (2008)extended the scope of the 
research work from Northeast Thailand to boat racing 
as a cross national research, History boat-racing along 
the Mekong. He studied boat-racing in Mukdahan 
City and Kaisonphomwihan city, Savannakhet 
province of Laos. The study was found that the small 
towns along the Mekong River gathered to make 
ceremony, Namphiphat Sathtaya, in the full moon 
day of the November. In these days, it was thought to 
create a boat racing for fun at first. The people 
decorated the boats beautifully for the racing in that 
time. This traditional of Thailand and Laos has been 
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maintained to the present days. Rituals about the boat 
racing organized by both Thailand and Laos have 
similar characteristics. 
 
There are also studies of the management traditional 
boat racing along the Mekong River. The study was 
found that the city promote good tradition for the 
world to recognize that it is an ancient cultural 
heritage as well as preserve to the next generations. 
The festival also aimed to promote the cultural 
uniqueness of each region such as language, dress, 
food, lifestyle, well-being, tourism, history, and 
performing arts. Guidelines for the tourism should be 
improved the landscape, public relations and promote 
tourism such as cruise ships, floating market, night 
market. The boat racing is important to the people on 
both sides by affecting the economy in the Mekong 
Delta province. Sirisima (2010)studied Municipal 
Development of Beungkan province for promoting 
the traditional boat racing.The result of the study 
reveals that there is cooperation of the people in the 
boat racing as well. This tradition entails the 
relationship between the state and the community. It 
also offers an opportunity for community meetings 
and participates in a brainstorming for their 
relationship. Boat racing events contributes to 
community fairs; exhibitors and to distribution of 
income in the region. 
 
IV. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This research is folklore related to the local culture 
geared to the long boat racing tradition of the 
Northeast of Thailand. The research area is the 
traditional annual boat racing Kumphawapi 
district, Udonthani province. It is traditionally 
celebrated and represents a long boat racing of the 
Northeast region. The research framework is the 
functional theory of Bascom, William R. 1965.This 
study is qualitative research. The data collected by 
observers involved and by interviewed people who 
participated boat racing, team leader, monks, 
officials, private companies, villagers and tourists. 
 
V. RESULT 
 
As Bascom (1965) mentioned that the study of 
modern folklore have adapted to the trend of social 
change. Scope of folklore study has broadly expanded 
in the macro level. The social context events and the 
other environments were dragged to folklore for 
understanding and explaining how are social 
phenomena associated. Na-thalang (2014: 413-414) 
concluded that the functionalism theory belief the 
various elements in culture; religion, family, 
government, hold the key of mutual relations. Na-
thalang compared any system in each culture as body 
organs, if any part loss, it does not work perfect. This 
research used the 4 functions of Bascom (1965) 
proposed a framework to analyze the data of boat 

racing tradition. The finding is divided into four 
aspects: 1) act as a mirror reflecting the culture 2) act 
as making ideas in rational culture 3) act as the way 
of education and culture 4) act as acceptation of other 
people behavior in society. 
 
5.1 A mirror reflection its society  
Long boat racing are held in all regions of Thailand 
because Thailand is a country where water resources 
like rivers, tributaries, and lakes are widely 
distributed. There are also a lot of manmade water 
dams and reservoirs which promote more boat racing 
especially with their large population living in the 
surrounding area. Community members together the 
build a boat, choose the measurement is made and 
care of the boat storage. 
 
In the past times monks had a huge role with the boat 
race. According to the research of Imchai (2013) 
studied "the role of the monks to the preservation of 
traditional boat racing, Tha Luang temple, Muang 
district, Phichit province". The study was found that 
monks have played a role in every step of boat racing: 
the supply and integrity of the vessel, maintenance, 
solving problems and selection of the contestants. In 
the past times the boat racing was held to celebrate 
the relation to Buddhism and the importance of 
community. The traditional boat racing is a sports 
competition between the different villages. The 
young men of the village which wins the competition 
will be proud and famous. 
 
In the present, long-boat racing is held by 
government. They make many rules in the 
competition and they let the private companies 
support this tradition to promote their business. The 
aim of the long -boat racing is to increase the number 
of tourists and also unity and pride for the locals. The 
boat racing held in the northeast of Thailand changed 
in format of presentation, specification, time and date. 
These aspects reflect the social changes in the 
northeast region from past till present time. Tradition 
always reflects its society and culture. When this 
tradition is changed that means the local culture will 
also be changed because they are connected to people 
and society. 
 
5.2 Making ideas in rational culture  
Before move the boat into the river, the people will 
take care of each boat and respect the supernatural 
protecting the boat and being in the river in order to 
smoothly competition and encouraging. People who 
participate this ceremony supports the boat racing and 
the locals. If there are rowers who did not join the 
ceremony they may cause harm to other rowers in the 
same boat. Bringing the boat to the river is a sacred 
ritual so it is important to rowers and the villagers. 
 
The ceremony makes the unity and harmony of 
rowers and all villagers who are related to the 
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competition. Not only the ceremony shows the 
respect for what is sacred to compete successfully, 
this ritual also helps to explain the idea of the 
villagers who use the resources along the river.  
The villagers believe that who need much fish should 
join the ceremony to respect the supernatural in the 
river. Normally, the ceremony will be arranged in 
raining season or the same time having boat racing in 
September – November.  
This sacred ritual takes care of the water source and 
can describe the thinking of the fisherman and the 
villagers who are related to the use of the water 
source. The former subsidiary rites of respecting the 
sacred river before boat racing make the traditional 
role of the idea of the culture. In the present the 
ceremony is only interesting to some monks, paddlers 
and people. Most people change their role from 
participating in rituals to work on in tourist business, 
so the number of tourists’ rises but the number of 
people who were involved in the ceremony and 
competition is reduced. 
 
5.3. The way of education and culture. 
The boat race is the duty of the male villagers. The 
first step is to find a tree that looks strong and big 
enough to make a boat. In the past times the man of 
the village travelled therefore a day. They must have 
knowledge of all the different forest trees. Not all 
trees from the forest can be used to make a boat. 
There are few trees that can make the boat such as 
Samrong, Takien, Sak and Mahad. They have a 
beautiful color and villagers believe that these trees 
have been protected by supernatural. So they can get 
win the race. 
 
Traditional boat race could be used for teaching and 
training the community members also to recognize 
forestry, water resource, making the boat, and 
learning their roles and responsibilities as members of 
the community. They get experience in working as a 
team and helping each other in the race. So the boat 
racing has a long tradition as an educational tool for 
the community. It can be called a process of 
socialization. When the boat race moves to be 
business purposes, to win the prize, promote the 
companies. The study shows that its duty has been 
significantly reduced. 

  
5.4 The way to understand people behavior in 
society 
Acceptation of other people behavior in society, the 
tradition of boat race is continued until the present 
time. It is a greatly tradition in every region of 
Thailand. The government measures of presenting the 
tournament to other regions that led to more tourists 
visiting the boat racing festival. Tourist money 
generate income for the community in many sectors, 
such as hotels, transportation, souvenirs, and food 
store. The tourists increasing also create the 
awareness and understanding of the boat racing and it 

can help people outside society to accept people 
behavior in their society. 
 
In addition to the accepted behavior of people outside 
the community, people in the community who are not 
involved with the tournament, they also recognize the 
pattern of tradition and behavior of people in society 
who are involved with tradition. They accept the 
behavior and the role of the boat builder and the 
rower and the important role of the monks in the race. 
So long the boat racing is a tool for people inside and 
outside the community of socially accepted behavior 
pattern. They understand the traditions and rituals 
taking place in their own society. 
 
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
According to 4 functions of Bascom (1965)or the 
functional theory was adopted in this research to 
prove whether the boat-racing tradition of Isan 
region, Thailand can work. The research findings 
were found that the tradition was changed the pattern 
of boat racing from ancient time; boat building, 
ceremonies, as well as people who concern the boat-
racing.  
However, this tradition had been acted in 4 functions.  
1) The boat-racing tradition acts as the mirror reflects 
their society. That means, it presents the Isan society 
in the present that the villagers do not plays an 
important role to building the racing boat as same as 
the past time. So villagers change themselves to be 
the tourist. 2) The boat-racing tradition acts to make 
the ideas in culture rationally. It seems that this 
function being clearer in the present. The tradition 
was arranged for tourist session more than the main 
point as the past time; to show the respect of 
supernatural in the water and to be proud of the 
winner over other villages. 3) The boat-racing acts as 
the way for education in culture. This function seems 
that was more clearly lost than in past time because 
the young men would learn how to build the racing 
boat, to find the good feature of wood, to make the 
paddle, and to be good rower. And villagers can learn 
to help as they work in the same team of boat-racing. 
In addition, this tradition acts as socialization for the 
member of society. And 4) the boat-racing acts the 
way to accept people behavior in their society. In 
every year a lot of tourist from other areas joins this 
tradition because it is one time a year. The numerous 
tourists coming each year lead them to understand 
and accept the behavior of each other as well. 
 
In conclusion, the boat-racing tradition of Isan region 
can function as one folklore data, although it has been 
changed in the process. This tradition, however, 
reflects the really social changed that means Isan 
people’s way of life also be changed. The villagers do 
not work in the river or be fisherman similar to the 
past time. They go to the modern cities for study, new 
occupations, and move to big cities in Thailand; 
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Bangkok, Phuket, Chiangmai and so on. Therefore, 
the men who know to build the racing boat, 
understand to row, and have time to practice, are less 
than in past time. The city takes over the arrangement 
tradition replacing the temple. The business session 
comes for promote their product or companies by 
supporting the boat-racing in various ways and also 
have their boat for racing. Un surprising today the 
winner also will get the award and big money from 
the companies who promote themselves. So the main 
point of Isanboat-racing identity was lost but expands 
more the tourist and the business sectors. 
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