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Abstract

This report results from a survey research conducted from mid 2003 to early 2004, with an aim
of outlining the social processes involved in the formation of community-based museums in Thailand, the
current state and needs of these museums, as well as building a network of community-based museum
operators all over Thailand. The research will serve as a starting point for further work on research and
development of community-based museums program to be undertaken by the Princess Maha Chakri
Sirindhorn Anthropology Centre. The program will involve constructing a digital data base, research,

and capacity building for community museums.

The survey is based on documentary research, field trips, and meetings and discussions with
community museums operators in five regions. The survey has collected information on 128 museums,

out of the total of 500 (estimated figure)

A place known as ‘museum’ in Thailand began some 150 years ago in the royal palace,
displaying gifts presented to the kings. When museums became state departments, they were designed
to communicate the civilization of the Thai nation through the collection of archaeological and artistic
artifacts. The function of national museums is to instill pride in the nation’s history in the mind of the

public.

Community-based museums are a term and process that develop later. Specific terms for this
type of museum may vary from local museums, folk museums, to cultural centres. The formation of
these museums can be accounted partly by the government policy since the early 1960'’s of setting up
cultural centres in the regional and rural areas as part of the bureaucracy. The policy was implemented
by a number of government departments, resulting in the founding of museums and cultural centres in
Buddhist monasteries and schools. The process of globalization in the mid 1980’s, together with local
responses, led to the rise of indigenous and local identity, and movements to manage cultural resources

at grass root level.

As well as macro processes, case studies of some community museums show that these new
cultural sites may be interpreted in the context of specific local meaning and process. Some museums
serve as memorials of local heroes who are often revered monks. Some museums are records of the
agricultural way of life lost in the economic and social transformation, some present the sentiment of loss
of valuable heritage. Some museums are sites for self identification at communal, or personal level.

The majority of museum operators feel that they are the keepers of cultural valuables. But very often they
are overwhelmed by the feeling of isolation, inadequate and irregular resources. Their concrete needs

are many and varied. Yet they reject the forms of assistance that will rob them of their autonomy.



The researchers suggest that community museums have considerable potentials for collecting
and communicating local history and ethnography. Any step towards capacity building for these
museums will have to consider the nature of link between the museums and the community, and also
avoid ready-made models. The report recommends further research to increase the breadth and depth
of knowledge on museums, and creating forums for community museums to engage in mutual exchange

and learning.
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