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I want to start with two qualifications. First, I’m going to write mainly about Thailand, because that is an area which I at least know something about. I think that quite a lot of what I have to say has a broader relevance within Southeast Asia, and occasionally I will indicate as much. But I’m not claiming to be able to speak ‘for the region’. Second, I’m a political economist, and that means I tend to have a fairly materialist view of the world. I see culture as something which is closely bound up with political structures and economic trends. So in short, I’m going to offer a personal view about the inter-relations of economy, politics and culture.

The meaning of the word ‘governance’ in Thailand is very unclear. More exactly, I think that over the past year or more, two very different interpretations of the word have emerged. This is not just a battle over words and translations. These two interpretations seem to me to represent two different, and often opposed, political cultures. So the structure of this essay is as follows. First I will sketch the origins and main features of these two political cultures. Then I will come back to describe how ‘governance’ has been interpreted within each of them.

New state cultures

Over the past 100 years or so, Thailand has been shaped by a particular political culture. While this culture included many continuities from the more distant past, it has been essentially ‘new’ over this past century in one vital respect: this culture is bound up with the idea of a nation-state and its associated institutions. In short this is a ‘national’ or ‘state-based’ culture.

In most of the region, such cultures were imposed by colonialism. Thailand’s version was subtly different yet basically similar. There were no colonial rulers, but the Thai elite enthusiastically adopted western ideas and colonial practices in order to become ‘modern’.

I will concentrate on four aspects of this state-based culture which I think are key. These four are: the concept of ethnicity buried in the particular implementation of the nation-state; the dominance of the capital city; the growth of male gender bias; and the enthusiasm to become ‘modern’.

Simplified ethnicity

The political units formed in the late nineteenth century were modelled on the European idea of a nation-state – in short, the idea that the political unit (state) somehow represented a people (nation) bound together by ties of ethnicity. This was a big change. Earlier states in the region were named either after the capital city (Ayudhya, Pagan) or after confederations of cities (Lanna, Lanchang, Siam, Srivijaya). None of these names represented an ethnic claim to be a Thai/Mon/Lao/Viet/Burmese state. And indeed most were ethnically quite cosmopolitan, especially in their capital cities. But the colonial rulers applied ethnic-based names (Burma, Laos, Vietnam, Malaya) to their territories. Anti-colonialists called themselves ‘nationalists’ and adopted the mythology of nation-state-ism based on ethnicity. Eventually Siam was renamed as Thai-land in keeping with this trend.

This has had many powerful consequences, of which I will just note four. First, the idea that Siam/Thailand is the ‘land of the Thais’ has been a central part of state propaganda (‘national integration’). History has been rewritten to reflect this idea, and then fed to every school child. The associated implication is, of course, that non-Thais are not full or proper members of the nation. Second, sub-identities have often been suppressed or lost. Up to the early twentieth century (and in many cases later), people were more likely to describe themselves by a local identity (Lua, Lawa, Phu Thai, Lao Phuan etc) rather than ‘Thai’. Recently, such differences have been downgraded to ‘language dialects’ (a generation ago, a linguist counted around 80 of them). Often they have been lost altogether.

Third, the politico-cultural position of the Chinese immigrant has consistently been problematic. In Siam, Chinese immigration stretches back over centuries. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Chinese migrants became a major part of the urban landscape across the region. Over the rest of the region, the divide-and-rule tendencies of colonialism created deep divisions between the Chinese and the ‘locals’ whose ethnic name was adopted as the national name. In Thailand, the lack of colonial rule meant this division has been much less severe. There is no formal discrimination. Inter-marriage and cultural exchange have blurred the ethnic dividing line. Yet there remain subtle undercurrents. Many Chinese-origin intellectuals feel that official history and culture underplays the role of the Chinese in Siam/Thailand’s history. Meanwhile, some other (confused) Chinese-origin intellectuals have tried to escape their past by becoming Thai ultra-nationalists.

Fourth, non-Thai groups which have wanted to maintain their cultural and ethnic identity have faced difficulties. The most obvious example are the Malays in the four southernmost provinces. Because of its ‘national integration’ ideology, the Thai authorities have had difficulty deciding how to treat such a group. While the antagonisms have lessened under the impact of democratic politics, they have not totally disappeared – as witnessed by the remnants of separatist groups and the occasional outbreaks of petty terrorism. Other groups which face similar difficulties include hill peoples such as the Karen and Hmong. Their habitat is often divided by the national boundaries drawn in the colonial period. Often this has provided excuse for the authorities to question their allegiance and to deny them nationality. Fourth, a special case of this non-Thai-ness are the Lao in the northeastern part of Thailand. They constitute possibly the single largest identity-group in the country. With recent migration, they are now a significant part of the capital’s population. They suffer no obvious civic disabilities. But there is a distinct ethnic slur.

The city dominant

The past century has seen a steady increase in the power – political, economic and cultural – of cities, and especially of capital cities. In the past, these cities were already centres of religion, centres of royal display, and centres of trade. But the degree of domination has massively increased. In the past, political power was widely distributed through many sub-capitals and competing centres. Since the later nineteenth century, there has been a steady trend of centralisation. Economic power has also become more concentrated, first with trade steadily gravitating to the major port, and later with industrialisation focused on the capital and its region. Only religious power has, if anything, become more scattered. But at the same time, it has become of less overall importance in an increasingly materialist world.

This city domination has a cultural side. There is a cultural hierarchy of places, which is rarely defined openly, but which undoubtedly resides in the mental maps of most city-dwellers, especially officials. In simple form, the hierarchy runs: city – village. In more complex form, it runs: city – settled agricultural region – uplands – forest. The city is given priority in terms of importance of place. Next is the settled agricultural region, possibly because the city relies on this region for food, raw materials and labour. The upland and the forests are seen more as reserve areas or as a periphery to be taken advantage of when needed.

Male bias

Over this past century, male gender dominance has also steadily increased. It is widely accepted that the typical kinship organisation of Thai and other local communities in the past was matrilineal and matrilocal. Men and women shared in most roles on the farm, with work allotted according to physical suitability rather than ritual rules. Women had an especially prominent role in trade. These patterns can still be found in many more remote communities.

The court elite had a more male-centred warrior code which privileged men and which manipulated women as political and dynastic resources. But in the past there was a substantial gap between court and commoner which prevented any seepage or imitation of aristocratic customs among the population at large. 

Over the past century, two things have happened. First, there has been a significant import of male-biased customs and practices. Second, the division between rulers and ruled has blurred, and many male-biased aristocratic practices have been adopted widely in the society. 

The imported customs and practices have come from everywhere. The Chinese brought a more male-biased culture, markedly patrilineal and patrilocal. The American influence in the 1960s and 1970s, transmitted largely through male soldiers, and the Japanese in the 1980s, transmitted through a rigidly male culture of business executives, have provided new models of ‘modernity’ to emulate. More important, perhaps, has been the seepage and imitation from court culture to a wider urban middle class, and in some cases even further through society. This is most evident in politics, where males take an overwhelming share of all significant posts, whether appointed or elected. It is also important within Buddhism, where ritual privileging of the male, which originated in upper urban society, has spread much more widely. This is visible in funerary rites, where only males are supposed to conduct key ritual functions. On a more general scale, Buddhism, with its emphasis on a male-only monkhood, has gradually taken over ritual space from local practices which often featured women in roles such as spirit mediums.

Women still occupy over half the places in the higher levels of education, play significant roles in business at all levels, and are dominant in certain professions. Yet there has certainly been a deterioration of their central role in the (formerly matrilineal matrilocal) family, an expansion of the scope of political-administrative activities where they face severe cultural exclusion, a growing awareness of the gender bias buried in Buddhist practice, and increasing cultural influence from ‘modern’ international cultures with distinct male bias.

Enthusiams for modernity

The last aspect of this state-centred culture I want to note is the enthusiasm for being ‘modern’. This has gone through three surges – first at the end of the nineteenth century, second during the period of American influence in the 1960s and 70s, and third in the decade of economic boom from 1986 to 1996. The first phase was largely confined to the elite, which was interested in making Thailand more modern or civilised (sivilai) to head off the claims of the colonists to perform the service of civilising Siam, and also to establish a place for Siam in the new world of modern nations. This phase was marked by elite adoption of many new ideas and consumer habits. In the second phase, the enthusiasm for modernity broadened to a more general urban audience. American inputs to reforming administration and education introduced many new ideas. The capital city was transformed, with the spread of new suburbs obscuring the traditional Asian city plan, the building of highways destroying the canal-based transport system, the appearance of high-rises, hotels and department stores overwhelming the old landscape of Asian shophouses and family compounds. Western (especially American) popular culture of advertising, music, movies, jeans,  T-shirts, and fast food began to seep in. At this stage, the seepage was rather gradual. Yet for the first time, the mass of urban Thais was introduced first-hand to the idea that there existed another national (US) culture which claimed to be more powerful (because of its wealth and political weight in the world) and which was now available to be copied and emulated.

This ‘American’ phase – and to a lesser extent, the period of greater contact with Japan and Japanese popular culture which began from the mid-1970s – were preparation for the third and much more dramatic phase in the economic boom years of 1986-96. First off, in this phase, Thailand was quickly and emphatically opened up to foreign influences – through the inflow of foreign investment, and especially through the inflow of foreign goods and services drawn in by falling tariff barriers and rising urban incomes. Besides, the rapid increase in urban wealth in the late 1980s not only increased the propensity to consume foreign goods, but also led to a widespread belief that this was Thailand’s opportunity to become ‘modern’, to become a fully qualified member of the modern world. Under the impact of this opening up, this surge in wealth, and this belief in the opportunity, the landscape of the capital city and the provincial towns rapidly changed. Bangkok was transformed by expressways, glossy high-rises, and mega-malls. Provincial towns were invaded by international chains of convenience stores, fast food, supermarket. The consumer fads of this decade consistently showed fascination with western models, albeit often adapted to Thai conditions – Hollywood movies, mixed-race Thai/westerner stars, western-style pop music styles, Europeanised architecture for suburban housing, and so on.

Most importantly, this modernist enthusiasm spread beyond the urban audience as a result of the revolution in communications – mass TV, mass mobility, mass migration. Over the decade, TV ownership spread to over 90 percent of rural households. Two-stroke motorcycles to over 70 percent. And somewhere between 2 and 4 million people were involved in migration back and forth between village and town. Television in particular offered a consistent image of a prosperous, optimistic, dynamic urban ‘new Thailand’.

Finally, the cultural changes of this decade probably ran especially deep because they were played out against a background of extreme and rapid social dislocation. With mass migration, industrialisation and big income shifts, many people experienced changes in workplace, homeplace, family environment, social networks and consumption patterns.

Sum: the axes of new state culture

In sum: a state-centred culture has developed over the past century. This culture has emphasised four attributes – Thai, city, male, modern. In so doing, it has also established four axes – Thai/non-Thai, city/village(forest), male/female, modern/traditional. People who find themselves at the ‘wrong’ end of these axes have often suffered from forms of civil disability, political disenfranchisement, social exclusion and cultural suppression. The extreme case are the women in hill people communities. Often they are still denied citizenship and civic rights. Their access to education and other forms of social capital is poor. In many cases they are forced either by economic necessity or slave-like exploitation to enter the lower levels of the sex industry, from which they emerge as the group with the highest susceptibility to HIV-AIDS. In other cases, they have been museumised as tourist attractions. This is cultural exclusion in a peculiarly fierce form.

Other groups who tend to face civil disabilities include small ethnic minorities, forest gatherers, the poor living on the fringe of degraded forests which the city people would like to claim as sites for building hydroelectric dams, waste-disposal systems, factories, or leisure facilities including national parks.

Transition

Of course, such a powerful trend generates its own reaction. There have been scattered attempts to challenge the state-centred agenda throughout the course of the twentieth century. However, it is my argument that there has been a step-change in this resistance over the past decade. I think this has been stimulated by two things. First, the eccentric swings of economic boom and economic crisis have increased the level and intensity of critical thinking among intellectuals and a broader ‘civil society’ public. Second, the new worldwide trend of questioning the role, meaning and future of the nation-state has dislodged some of the self-confidence of state-centred culture.

Revival of the local

The revival of interest in locality dates to the early 1980s and the relaxation of cold-war-era fears and repressions. But the interest has surged over the past decade in direct counterpoint to the opening of the country and the enthusiasm for globalisation. This of course has been a trend on a worldwide scale. As the nation-state withers, global and local compete to invade the space it once dominated. Here I want to make only some observations about the particular Thai version of this trend.

The key word in this revival has been chumchon, usually translated as ‘community’ but meaning more exactly a group of people living close together. Since the early 1980s, a widening group of Thai intellectuals and activists have written about the value of chumchon. By 1990, this group was identified as the wattanatham chumchon or community culture group. In essence, they set up cultural values associated with the small community in opposition to the values associated with industrialisation and urbanism ( such as individualism and the primacy of contractual relationships). These values include human and social values such as mutual sympathy, respect for elders, mutual cooperation – in short, skill at living together in harmony. These thinkers also borrow heavily from Buddhism, particularly teachings concerned with the restraint of greed. The clear implication is that these values are superior (in human terms) to the values engendered by urban capitalism, and that hence efforts should be made to preserve them in face of the implied aggression of modern urbanism. This in turn leads to observations on development (on which more below), but also to other efforts to enable the community to survive both politically and culturally. One strand of this is to challenge the city-village and modern-traditional axes which encourage local communities to think of themselves as inferior and unworthy of survival. Locality advocates have argued that local wisdom (phumpanya thongthin) is an important source of knowledge (about agriculture, medicine etc) which deserves respect and which requires preservation. Others have noted that localities often lack self-confidence and self-reliance because they lack a recorded  past, a genealogy, a history. Attempts have been made to write local histories or, more ambitiously, to rewrite national history from the angle of the locality looking towards the state, rather than the more conventional opposite angle of vision.

In the late 1980s, a university lecturer launched a TV programme, Villagers’ Forum, which for the first time brought a rural, local voice into the centrepiece of mainstream national culture without the usual trappings of official guidance. Since then, this local voice has broadened its space in national public culture, but only to a limited extent. The period since the late 1980s has also seen a revival of local musical styles and other forms of folk performance with various regional roots. This has been complex because some of the revival has grown out of the increasing closeness of city and village through the communications revolution. As a result, local styles have often been significantly adapted to reflect the new mixed urban-rural/city-village lifestyle of the audience. In certain cases, local styles have been appropriated and commercialised by the urban music industry. Nevertheless, despite this complexity, these music revivals reflect increasing interest in, and confidence about, local cultural forms which had tended to decline over previous decades.

This growing increase in locality commands a significant amount of urban sympathy, including urban middle-class sympathy. Some agree with the protection of local values because they simply see them as morally superior. Some go farther and see them as a counterweight to the invasion of foreign values along with globalisation.

Reworking ethnicity

Any challenge to the simplified ethnicity of Thai/Thailand is difficult. It may easily be misunderstood as unpatriotic, and construed as subversion of the trinity of ‘nation, religion and king’. As a result, challenges tend to be muted, indirect, oblique and careful.

Since the early 1980s, several intellectuals have argued for a greater recognition of the role of the Chinese in Thailand, both past and present. They have pointed out the role of powerful Chinese figures at several axial periods in Thai history, including the foundation of the Ayudhya and Bangkok kingdoms. During the economic boom, when many urban Chinese-origin families prospered, there was a new openness about claiming Chinese origins and preserving (or reinventing) Chinese traditions. Some music stars made a fetish of their Chinese origin and looks, in obvious contradistinction to the fad for the mixed Thai-western look. Imported Chinese television series enjoyed large popularity. Some writers and TV personalities specialised in coaching the second to fourth generation Chinese to understand and preserve their Chinese heritage. Celebration of Chinese New Year became more prominent.

In an opposite direction, a new project was launched to understand ‘Thai’ as a transnational rather than a national culture. This project entailed studying the history, language and culture of the various Tai-language-family speaking groups spread across eastern India, northern Burma, southern China, Laos and northern Vietnam. Similar projects had been carried out earlier, in the 1930s and again in the 1950s, but then with a nationalistic purpose of territorial or political expansion. The new project however claimed to seek out an original, rural Thai-ness which was (philosophically if not historically) prior to the formation of the state, and certainly prior to the modern mapping of the region into nation-states. In addition, this project implied that Thai/Thailand was the most heterodox and impure form of ‘Thai culture’ as it had been adulterated by borrowings from Mon, Khmer, China and the west.

There has been increased attention to the political and economic rights of various ‘non-Thai’ peripheral communities. In the north, academics have paid special attention to difficulties faced by hill people as population and resource pressure increases the potential for conflict between highlanders and lowlanders. On the western rim, the position of the Karen has been highlighted by the complexities of Thai-Burmese relations.

Finally, there has been some subtle revaluation of the position of the Lao in the northeastern region of Thailand. This has come about largely within the framework of public culture, with Lao voices gaining greater space in radio, television, popular music, and even parliamentary debates.

Shifting gender bias

The woman’s movement is a large topic, and here I want to make only a couple of points relevant to my overall theme. First is to record how little similarity and synergy there has been between western feminism and the Thai version. The Thai movement has shown little interest in the symbol wars (over words, titles, cultural codes) which has figured so largely in the west. Instead it has reasoned that the worst biases against women are first those which are built into the political culture, and second those which subject women to extreme forms of exploitation at the lower end of the labour market. To combat the biases in the political culture, the movement has concentrated on organising women to take a more forceful and assertive role at every level from village councils to parliamentary elections, and educating powerful men to be more receptive to female demands. To combat exploitation, the movement has again organised women for self-help, and also seized opportunities to improve constitutional rights and legal defences. In both of these areas, a key strategy has been to work with rather than against men, through educational activities and alliance networks.

Alternate development

Here again I shall be brief, because the debates are well-known and I need only to point out some special features of the Thai case. Since the mid-1980s, there has been a rising voice of dissent against the strategy of export-oriented development with heavy reliance on foreign capital. These criticisms were distilled into the Eighth Plan document, written in 1996, which aimed to “shift from growth orientation to people-centred development”. However, the document admitted that the main barrier to this strategy would be the structure and nature of the existing government machinery. And besides, the document was effectively neutralised by the onset of the economic crisis.

This dissent has become more assertive since the onset of the crisis. Some have interpreted the crisis as proof of the dangers and errors of the old development strategy. The dissent has followed too main lines. First, an urge to greater self-reliance – at every level from the family to the local community to the national economy – to provide greater insulation against the dangers of liberalisation and globalisation. Second, the imperative to abandon the export oriented/foreign capital development strategy which results in greater social division, neglect of agriculture, environmental damage, social dislocation, and increased vulnerability to crisis. The call is for the development strategy to be more balanced between export-orientation and domestic market-orientation.

The most important concept in these various challenges to the old state-based culture is rights. Claims for rights are the strategy for undermining the various forms of dominance built into state-based culture. Hence in reaction to the privileging of Thai/city/male/modern, there have arisen movements to claim rights of non-Thai minorities, rights of the locality and local community, rights of the female, and the cultural right to defy modernism. This important role for the concept of rights is relatively new and has grown especially over the past 10-15 years. The concept is significantly different from western versions.

Domesticating governance

The word ‘governance’ was tossed into the Thai debate in the late 1990s, largely as a result of the World Bank’s adoption of the term. It proved difficult to translate. This was not surprising. Other modern political words (from democracy onwards) have had to be invented in Thai. Besides, the new English usage of ‘governance’ (to mean something other than just ‘government’) is a totally new invention. The first stab at translation produced thammarat, an assemblage of thamma (dharma), the Buddhist term for truth or virtue, and rat, a word for rule or state. This was challenged on grounds it could easily be misinterpreted as meaning something like a ‘holy state’. An alternative suggested was thammapiban, with the second part now a word meaning administration. However, this form appears clumsy and smacks of officialese. Besides, some also felt that the usage of thamma gave the new term too strong a Buddhistic conception. Finally others felt that both these efforts relied wholly on Sanskritic words (rather than Thai) and hence belonged to old bureaucratic high culture.

More interesting than these linguistic squabbles was what happened to the interpretation of the term. In early 1998, a group was formed to educate people about ‘governance’ through speeches, radio broadcasts, seminars and so forth. Interestingly the group was headed by Anand Panyarachun, a career technocrat and ex-premier, and Thirayudh Boonmee, a veteran student leader and prominent social critic. This twin leadership drew a very broad audience into this educational effort. And from this process emerged two very different interpretations of ‘governance’ or thammarat/ thammapiban.

For one group, within which Anand became the champion, governance was interpreted close to its new conventional international meaning. For this group meant greater efficiency in government and business – through better information, improved transparency and accountability, and more attention to rule-based systems and laws. In other words, it meant a further step on the road towards modernity, especially through a resuscitation and renovation of the state.

Yet when Thirayudh called meetings of NGOs, activists and local groups to discuss thammarat, the meaning was very different. These groups largely see the state as their opponent in projects to improve the lives of people in local communities. They interpreted thammarat to mean the expansion of civil society at the expense of the state. They stressed the need for decentralisation and increased autonomy of local communities and administration, especially in the management of local natural resources. They wanted greater retention of the surplus produce within the rural communities. They showed little interest in concepts such as transparency and accountability. Rather they were concerned with ways to make the state more responsive to local needs – possibly through breaking up the state by decentralisation, reducing its role, or else re-educating it.

There is thus a radical disagreement over the meaning of  ‘governance’ and the agenda that should flow from it. To some extent, this division reflects the global-local debate which has become so much a part of international discourse in the 1990s. However, I have attempted to show that there is another (and more interesting) level to this global-local division. The ‘global’ agenda is the heir to the state-centred dominant culture of the last century, with all its accumulated biases (ethnic, male, city, modern). While the ‘local’ is a loose alliance of challenges to these biases, based on greater respect for human values and human rights.

Summary
1). The meaning of ‘governance’ is highly contested, as shown by the widely differing interpretations which emerged in debates on the topic over the past year. 

2). The main lines of this contestation follows the globaliser/localiser split, but this also needs to be set into a longer historical context – namely, the foundation and development of ‘nation-state’ culture over the past century, and the gradual emergence of opposition to its inherent biases. 

3). The nation-state culture established several axes of privilege/exclusion of which I identify four key ones: Thai/non-Thai; city/village (forest); male/female; modern/traditional. 

4). Reactions to these biases have emerged rapidly over the last 15-20 years as a result of the change in political context (end of the cold war), the social dislocation of economic boom and slump, the decay of the intellectual foundations of the nation-state on a world scale, and finally the special stresses of the Asian crisis. 

5). These reactions contest and combat the political disabilities and cultural biases on the basis of a (largely unarticulated) conception of human rights.

6) Various grassroots movements and organisations have sprung up as part of a reaction to the failures of past development strategies, the impact of present-day globalisation and failures of existing political and administrative structure to solve the problems of poverty (livelihood), deteriorating environment and increased discrimination against certain underprivileged groups, notably minorities and women. The aim of these movements is not to over throw the existing state power structure, but to refine it. Often these movements are fighting for the recognition of rights, or of the right  to have rights. Sometimes they demand the central state’s recognition of a need to change policies and structures so that problems can be solved within the existing political framework. There is also implicit in many of these new movements a process of reinterpreting history, redefining communities, and revisioning future societies which the people want. In other words, these movements are about people engaging in a process of seeking new ways to affect change. To these people governance is not only about accountability and transparency, but more important than that it is about decentralisation, increased autonomy for the local community, greater respects for rights – rights for livelihood, rights to manage local resources of land, water and forests , the right to have identity and to be culturally different, and the right to have rights.

The Relevance for Cultural Policies for Development

Any cultural policy should aim to diminish or destroy the inherent biases in the old nation-state culture as expressed in the axes of privilege/exclusion, of which I identified four main areas: Thai/non-Thai, city/locality, male/female, and modern/traditional.

Cultural policies should help to reinforce moves towards decentralisation, local autonomy over management of natural resources (land, forest, water), rights to livelihood, right to have rights, gender equality and rights to identity and culture.

As well as working with governments of different countries to effect change, the UNESCO should consider working with important local community groups, grassroots organisations and movements, reputable NGOs and the media to bring about sustainable development and greater cultural diversity, creativity and harmony. Special attention should be given to grassroots movements working areas such as women, minorities, environment, community, sustainable livelihood, and cultural identity. 

The UNESCO should also work closely with local institutions, artists and intellectuals on issues of local wisdom, local memory/history, local cultural forms and their developments and relevance to sustainable development and local grassroots movements. If possible, financial support for studies and research into these areas would be useful to enhance understanding and appreciation of the diversities of cultural forms, identities and movements in search of new methods to affect change.
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