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ABSTRACT
The state of Tai Studies: An Overview
' Theraphan Luangthongkum
Thali Studies Institute, Chulalongkorn University

According to the surveys, there are about 7@ Tai ethnic groups;
however, only 9 of them have been studied seriously by Thai
academicians: Tai Yuan, Tai Khuen, Tai Nuea, Tai Lue, Tai Yai, Tai Ahom,
Tai Dam-Tai Khao, Lao and Zhuang due to the policy of the Office of
National Culture Commission. These Tai ethnic groups used to have
states or kingdoms and traditional writing systems of their own.

Most of the research done by local academicians are data-oriented
and descriptive; problem-based types of research are rare.

Those who are interested in doing research on Tai studies can be
divided into four major gruops: 1.) the mainstream (historians,
sociologists, anthropologists, folklorists and language specialists);
2.) archaeologists; 3.) linguists; and 4.) architects, art and craft
specialists.

The present state of Tai studies may be viewed as an incomplete
and unclear jigsaw. To promote Tai studies, a national programme at a
macro-level should be launched. The programme should comprise the
following components: 1.) Tai Studies intensive course(s) for junior
researchers from any disciplines who are interested in Tai studies:

2.) large-scale interdisciplinary research projects; and 3.) Tai Studies
Forums, the networking of Tai studies academics.

It is very difficult to set piorities for research topics in Tai
studies because by nature Tai studies do not directly contribute to
solving national problems nor of themselves promote national develop-
ment. Tai studies must be viewed as have intrinsic value. Funding
agencies should sponsor any groups of researchers who have sincere
interests, and who are ready to commit themselves to Tai studies.

Since most of the research in Tai studies have been done by
graduate students as their theses and dissertations, the funding
agencies might as well consider this fact and try to help support them.
However, the summaries of their findings should be written as papers
both in Thai and English, about twenty pages. submitted for publication
in a series Collection of Papers on Tai Studies. If the students are
unable to manage by themselves, there can be formal requests from the
funding agencies for advisors' assistance. Tai cultures and languages

are a part of our national inheritance and a key element in our national
pride and individual pleasure.
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Executive Summary

Title "The State of Tai Studies: An Overview"
Coordinator and researcher Dr.Theraphan Luangthongkum (L-Thongkum)

Institution Thai Studies Institute and Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn
University

Funding agency The Thailand Research Fund (TRF)

Objectives To analyze and synthesize the critical reviews on eleven
topics done by a Tai Studies research team intended for planning future
research programmes on Tai Studies.

Methodology Four brainstorming sessions were organized. Eleven
topics to be critically reviewed were selected and each commissioned as
follows:
e Inter-ethnic relations and cultural exchanges (Dr.Anan Ganjanapan,
Chiangmai University)
e Folklore and literature (Dr.Siraporn Nathalang, Chulalongkorn

University)

e Beliefs and rituals (Dr.Narumon Hinshiranan, Chulalongkorn
University)

e Architecture, art and crafts (Prof.Onsiri Panin, Silapakorn
University)

e Political systems (Dr.Supang Chantavanich, Chulalongkorn
University)

s Economy and ecology (Dr.Charit Tingsabadh, Chulalongkorn
University)

e Language and linguistics 1 (Dr.Somphong Witayasakpan, Chiangmai
University)

» Language and linguistics 2 (Dr.Nantana Ronnakiet, Thammasart
University)

e Archaeology (Dr.Rasmi Shoocongdej, Silapakorn University)
History (Dr.Ratanaporn Sethakul, Phayap University)
e Origin of the Tai (Miss Vilailuck Mekaratana, Thammasart
University)
The final reports of the eleven sub-projects, the minutes of the four
brainstorming sessions, and the three progress reports were analyzed and
synthesized by Theraphan Luangthongkum (L-Thongkum), the project co-
ordinator. This report contains an overview of the state of Tai studies
from past to present and recommendations for future research planning.

Research period 1 June 1997-31 July 1998 (1 year and 2 months)
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Research results Due to colonialism, westerners expecially the

English and French began to pay attention to the Tai who were interspersed
among the other ethnic groups of Burma, India, China, Laos and Vietnam in
the middle of the nineteenth century. To learn about the geography and
demography of the new territories, military officers, missionaries,

and scholars were sent to explore Southeast Asian regions. Their primary
concerns were politics and economics; history and culture were only by
products. When indepedence was obtained, many countries joined the socialist
and communist regimes. After the termination of the second Indo-China

war (Vietnam War). more attention has been paid to the cultures of
indigenous ethnic groups. Tourism has become popular as a means of drawing
money from abroad to help develop the countries. Thai people have been
interested in Tai studies for a long time; however, a boom period for
tourism in the Southeast Asian zone has led to serious investigation and
reserach on languages and cultures of the Tai ethnic groups during the last
decade (1987-1997). 1In Thailand, the Office of the National Culture
Commission (ONCC) has provided momentum. Eventhough there are about seventy
Tai ethnic groups. due to the ONCC policy, only 9 of them have been studied
seriously by Thai academicians: Tai Yuan, Tai Khuen, Tai Nuea, Tai Lue, Tai
Yai, Tai Ahom, Tai Dam-Tai Khao, Lao and Zhuang. These Tai ethnic groups
used to have states or kingdoms and traditional writing systems of their own
in the past.

The M.A. programmes on Thai Studies offered in Thai univer-
sities, especially in the North and Northeast, and the six International
Conferences on Thai Studies have helped increase the interest in Tai studies
both at national and international levels.

Most of the research done by Thai and local academicians are
data-oriented and descriptive; promblem-based types of research are rare.
Those who are interested in doing research on Tai studies can be divided
into four major groups, as follows:

Group 1: historians, sociologists, anthropologists, folklorists, and
language specialists; they are the mainstream. Based on their frameworks, this
group of researchers can be divided into three sub-groups: 1) traditional
amateur researchers; 2) historians, folklorists and language specialists who
have tried to draw the "Tai essence” from their comparison of the histories
and cultures of different Tai ethnic groups; and 3) anthropologists who
believe in inter-ethnic relations in mainland Southeast Asia and reject the
idea of "pure" Tai languages and cultures.

6roup 2: archaeologists; Tai studies may be regarded as a by-product
of their archaeological studies, i.e., an attempt to relate their findings,

such as skeletal remains and artifacts to the homeland and migration patterns
of the Tai.
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Group 3: linguists; Tai linguistics has been studied for several
decades. Abou; forty-seven Tai (Tai-Kadai) languages were surveyed and/or
analyzed. However, the linguistic study of Tai languages has never been
regarded as part of the Tai studies mainstream in Thailand, and quite offen

has been attacked by members of the third sub-group of Group 1 (inter-ethnic
relations proponents).

Group 4: architects, art and craft specialists; their research work
is useful for industrial business, tourism,

conservation and development
planning.

Conclusion and recommendation

The present state of Tai studies may be viewed as an
incomplete and unclear jigsaw. Scholars in different disciplines, i.e.,
sciences, social sciences and humanities, should join their efforts to do
more research on Tai studies. so that we can have a clearer picture in
the near future.

To promote Tai studies., a national programme at a macro-level
should be launched. This programme should be composed of:
e Training: Tai Studies intensive course(s) for junior researchers from
any disciplines who are interested in Tai studies;

¢ Research: large-scale interdisciplinary research projects or
programmes:;

» "Market Place" Forums: the linkage. review, and networking of Tai
Studies academics.

More problem-based research topics should be encouraged; for
example,

e Skeletons found in the Thai ground are not Tai skeletons.

e Distribution of peoples, animals, and plants are good clues to
the origin of the Tai.

e Why do the Tai. their relatives, and friends believe they have
Sprung out of a gourd?
Who are the owners of stilt houses and "galae™ houses?

® Spirits, eggs. and chicken bones do not belong exclusively to Tai
Culture.
Tai was a pidgin language of Mainland Southeast Asia in the past.
Inviting good spirits (phi-fa) to conquer evil spirits
CAIDS, narcotic drugs, corruption) is not nonsense, etc.
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It is very difficult to set priorities for research topics in Tai
studies because by nature Tai studies do not directly contribute to solving
national problems nor of themselves promote national development. Tai
studies must be viewed as have intrinsic value. Funding agencies should
sponsor any group of reseachers who has sincere interests, and who are ready
to commit themselves to Tai studies.

Since most of the research in Tai studies have been done by
graduate students as their theses and dissertations, the funding agencies
might as well consider this fact and try to help support them. However,
the summaries of their findings should be written as papers both in Thai
and English, about twenty pages, submitted for publication in a series
Collection of Papers on Tai Studies. If the students are unable to manage by
themselves, there can be formal requests from the funding agencies for
advisors' assistance. Tai cultures and languages are a part of our national
inheritance and a key element in our national pride and individual pleasure.
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