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Abstract

Multiculturalism as a moral and political position and state policy towards diversity has developed
primarily in the Western context. Since its conception in the 1970s as formal state policy in Canada and
Australia and state-endorsed approach to ethno-cultural diversity in some European countries and the US,
multiculturalism has generated debates and criticisms including those from feminists. Over the past few
decades, multiculturalism has become a global discourse endorsed by international organizations that
demands states to accommodate ethno-cultural diversity. The meaning of multiculturalism has become
unclear and highly context-dependent as the concept travels. In this paper, | explore the state of the
multicultural debate in Thailand where the concepts of minority and cultural rights are in their formation stage.
The Thai term pahuwattanatham (multiculturalism and cultural diversity) has been deployed by academics
and civil society to challenge the normative discourse of Thai cultural homogeneity and Bangkok cultural
domination and administrative centralization. More recently, the promotion of diversity has also been
embraced by state agencies and policy makers. While the new emphasis on diversity in Thailand is inspired
by cosmopolitan norms of civic citizenship, it is also enmeshed in existing hierarchical social relations that

predate the Thai modern state.
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Abstract

Multiculturalism as a moral and political position and state policy towards diversity
has developed primarily in the Western context. Since its conception in the 1970s as formal
state policy in Canada and Australia and state-endorsed approach to ethno-cultural diversity
in some European countries and the US, multiculturalism has generated debates and
criticisms including those from feminists. Over the past few decades, multiculturalism has
become a global discourse endorsed by international organizations that demands states to
accommodate ethno-cultural diversity. The meaning of multiculturalism has become
unclear and highly context-dependent as the concept travels. In this paper, I explore the
state of the multicultural debate in Thailand where the concepts of minority and cultural
rights are in their formation stage. The Thai term pahuwattanatham (multiculturalism and
cultural diversity) has been deployed by academics and civil society to challenge the
normative discourse of Thai cultural homogeneity and Bangkok cultural domination and
administrative centralization. More recently, the promotion of diversity has also been
embraced by state agencies and policy makers. While the new emphasis on diversity in
Thailand is inspired by cosmopolitan norms of civic citizenship, it is also enmeshed in

existing hierarchical social relations that predate the Thai modern state.
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