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THIS IS PRELIMINARY PAPER THAT SHOULD NOT BE QUOTED
OR CITED WITHOUT PERMISSION OF THE AUTHOR.

The Anthropology of Thailand and the Study of Social Conflict
“WyseIngnIcgFasiadinauazmMsAnEanntaudsludianing”
by Charles Keyes”

Introduction

In this paper I will trace how both foreign and Thai anthropologists who have
carried out research in Thailand from World War II on have contributed to an
understanding of social conflict in Thai society and how social conflicts in Thailand (and
elsewhere) have led to a reshaping of the anthropology of Thailand. I also have a
secondary purpose in this paper — namely, to reflect on the transformation of the
anthropology of Thailand since its beginnings in World War II. In my discussion I will
focus primarily on those scholars both Thai and non-Thai who have contributed to the
development anthropological discourses about Thai society and culture. Finally, I wish to
reflect on what foreign anthropologists can learn from Thai anthropologists. I will not
mention every anthropologist who has worked on Thailand or every Thai anthropologist

and I apologize in advance to those whom I do not discuss, but should have done so.'

Proto-Anthropology., Before World War 11

* Charles Keyes is professor of Anthropology and International Studies, University of Washington, Seattle,
WA 98195. He can be contacted by email at keyes@u.washington.edu.

"In an earlier paper (Keyes 1978) I traced the development of the anthropology of Thailand up through the
mid-1970s.
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The anthropology of Thailand began as the study of the ‘other’. This was true not
only of the first farang proto-anthropologists who began writing about the diverse
cultural and social practices they observed in Thailand but also by some Thai who, in the
words of Thongchai Winichakul’s (2000), discovered “the other within”. In the pre-
World War II period, such eminent Thai scholars as Prince Damrong Rajanubhab as, for
example in his, Nithan boran khadr (Historical Anecdotes) (Damrong 1971 [1935])
contributed to this Thai proto-anthropology. The Thai scholar who is, understandably,
usually credited with laying the foundations of anthropology in Thailand was Prince
Damrong Rajanubhab. His very large corpus of work includes many descriptions of
praphéni Thai (Thai customs).” Phya Anuman would subsequently become the main Thai
interlocutor for many of the Western anthropologists who began to come to Thailand in
the post-World War II period.’

The beginnings of Western anthropological interest in Thailand can be traced to
the work of such officials employed by the Thai government as Francis H. Giles (1929,
1932, 1934, 1935) and Erik Seidenfaden (1935, 1943, 1952a, 1952b, 1958; Seidefaden
and Kerr 1930). The first scholars with formal training in anthropology came to Thailand
in the 1930s. James Andrews, a Harvard-trained physical anthropologist, was selected to
carry out the 2™ agricultural survey in 1934-35 (Andrews 1935). Hugo Bernatzik, an

Austrian trained ethnologist came with his wife to Thailand (as well as to Burma and

2 See, for example, Phya Anuman Rajadhon (1962).

3 See, for example, the first publication of the Thai-Cornell Project (Skinner, et al., 1956) and the festschrift
edited by Keyes, Klausner and Sivaraksa (1973).
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Laos) in the late 1930s to carry out studies of upland peoples in the region (Bernatzik and
Bernatzik 1938; Bernatzik 1947).

Both the Western and Thai scholars who contributed to the pre-war anthropology
and proto-anthropology of Thailand undertook their work because of their perspective as
‘modern’ men (and, with the exception of Emmy Bernatzik, they were all men) who
recognized the ‘otherness’ of cultural and social practices they encountered. With the
limited exception of the Bernatziks, they did not, however, give attention to the tensions
beginning to be experienced by people in Thailand because of the influences of the
modern world on their lives. Pre-war Siam was not a place, in the eyes of these scholars,

in which social conflict was significant.

World War II and the New Anthropology of Thailand

World War II led to a radical re-orientation of the anthropology of Thailand.
During the War, the American Office of Strategic Services recruited many of the
established anthropologists in the United States — people such as Margaret Mead, Clyde
Kluckhohn, Ruth Benedict, Lucien Hanks, and Lauriston Sharp. Although the OSS would
in the post-WWII period be transformed into the Central Intelligence Agency, the OSS
was a very different organization to the CIA. Those who went to work for the OSS were,
for the most part, very anti-colonialists and were strongly committed to creating a post-
war world in which the rights of those in what were referred to as subjugated nations
would be respected. Very few of the scholars — and none of the anthropologists who
worked for the OSS during the War would work for the CIA.
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During the War the OSS asked for assistance from anthropologists to provide
interpretations of the cultures of the countries occupied by or allied with the Axis powers
(Germany, Italy and Japan) both to prepare troops to fight in these countries and to lay
the groundwork for US policies towards these countries in the postwar period. Perhaps
the most famous study to come out of the anthropological work for OSS was Ruth
Benedict’s (1946) Chrysanthemum and the Sword, a book that provided the rationale for
retaining the Japanese monarchy after Japan’s defeat.

Benedict also wrote a less well-known, but still very important work for the future
of Thai studies — Thai Culture and Behavior (Benedict 1952). This work, like her book
on Japan, presumed that there was a ‘national character’ shared by all those living within
the boundaries of the same country. While Thailand was a country beset by conflict
during the war, her book posited that the underlying ‘national character’ of the Thai was
one that made conflict among Thai rare. [THIS NEEDS FURTHER REWORKING
WITH REFERENCE TO BENEDICT’S ACTUAL STUDY]

The relationship between Japan and Thailand also became the foundation for
perhaps the most significant study about Thai society to emerge in the post-World War II.
John Embree, an anthropologist who had done research in Japan in the pre-war period
and another of the anthropologists who had worked for OSS was posted in the immediate
postwar period as cultural attaché at the U.S. embassy in Bangkok. Although Embree
never did any actual research in Thailand, his experiences in the country led him to
reflect of the differences between Japan and Thailand. The result was his essay,
“Thailand — A Loosely Structured Social System,” (Embree 1950).
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Like Benedict, Embree sought to identify the basic values which constituted the
core Thai national character. His conclusion that Thai culture is a “loosely structured”
one in which “considerable variation of individual behavior is sanctioned” suggests that
Thai could confront radical change without conflict. This premise would shape the
anthropology of Thailand for the next decade and a half and it continues to find support

among some scholars.

The Bang Chan Project and the Development of an Empirically-based Anthropology of

Thailand, 1949-1960

In the late 1940s, Lauriston Sharp, professor of anthropology at Cornell
University, together with three of his colleagues, launched a project to compare the
effects of “modern technological and other cultural influences, indigenous and foreign,
flooding into village communities of such regions as Thailand, India, Peru, and the
American Southwest” (Sharp and Hanks 1978:26). In 1949 Sharp came to Thailand to
begin the Cornell Thailand Project. Although this project focused on the study of the
village of Bang Chan in Minburi (now a suburb of Bangkok), it also extended to include
G. William Skinner’s study of Chinese in Thailand. It was, however, the work in Bang
Chan by Sharp and a team that would come to include Lucien and Jane Hanks, Robert
Textor, Jasper Ingersoll, and Herbert Phillips, that the Cornell Project would become
primarily known for. The Bang Chan study can be said to have begun an anthropology of
Thailand that was based on empirical studies systematically carried out rather than on
interpretations of texts, anecdotes, and impressions.
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This new empirical anthropology was also expanded when several other foreign
anthropologists also came to Thailand in the 1950s to undertake studies of other villages.
These included Howard Kaufman who made a study in Bangkhuad, a village not far from
Bang Chan, John DeYoung, Konrad Kingshill, and Lawrence Judd who undertook work
in northern Thailand, Thomas Fraser in southern Thailand, and William Klausner in
northeastern Thailand. It might be added that Kingshill and Judd had first come to
Thailand as Protestant missionaries.

From 1949 until the beginning of the 1960s, there were no Thai anthropologists.
However, I think we can find the beginnings of a new Thai anthropology in this period in
the work of Jit Poumisak. Jit had been a research assistant to William Gedney, an
American linguistic anthropologist who also came to Thailand in the 1950s. From
Gedney, Jit developed his fascination for the linguistic and ethnic differences of
Thailand. Jit’s anthropology is most extensively presented in his Khwampenma kh_Lng
kham Sayam, Thai, Lao lae Kh_Lm lae laksana thang sangkhom kh_ng chiichonchat
(Origins of the Words, Siam, Thai, Lao and Khom and Social Characteristics of
Nationality Names). Jit’s influence on Thai anthropology would not, however, become
significant until the 1970s — after his death.*

The Bang Chan project and the other village studies in the 1950s provided
empirical support for the “loosely structured social system” characterization of Thai
society. This is most evident in Herbert Phillips dissertation and later book, Thai Peasant

Personality (Phillips 1965). Phillips argued on the basis of his research that Thai gain

Charles Keyes: The Anthropology of Thailand and the Study of Social Conflict
Lecture delivered in the 4™ annual meeting of anthropologists in Thailand “Culture free of Prejudice, Life
firee of Violence”, March 23-25, 2005, organised by the Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn Anthropology

Centre.

Not for citation



Tdsznaunisussans Fudneds 41

from their early childhood socialization a deep aversion to conflict. Lucien Hanks (1962),
in his essay “Merit and Power in the Thai Social Order,” generalized from the Bang Chan
findings and provided support both for the Embree’ “loosely structured” argument and
Phillips’s avoidance of conflict argument. In Hanks’s essay, which became the most
influential one after Embree’s, he maintained that there is a high degree of fluidity in
Thai society because people's places on the hierarchy change according to what they see
as being an unknown karmic destiny and because they sometimes seek power which
“blurs the edges of cosmic justice.”

Even though Hanks, Phillips and others in the first generation of foreign
anthropologists to carry out empirical anthropological research in Thailand all found
evidence for why social conflict would not be in character for Thai, the Bang Chan study
actually laid the groundwork for later examination of social conflict. The Bang Chan
project had been conceived of as a study of social change and would, in the end, it was
this conception that would inspire a new generation of anthropologists — both Thai and
foreign — to look for cleavages in Thai society that were developing because of the

transforming effects of political economic forces.

The Period of the Foreign Anthropologist, 1960-1972

The period between 1960 and the early 1970s might be termed the period of
fluorescence in the anthropology of Thailand. During this period, dozens of foreign

anthropologists came to Thailand to carry out research. It was also the period when

* Although first written about 1952, Jit’s book was only published in 1974.
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anthropology first became established in one Thai university and the first Thai trained as
professional anthropologists began to assume roles in Thai institutions. It was also a
period in which fears about social conflict led some agencies in the Thai government in
cooperation of with elements of very large United States development and military
advisory missions to commission research, including ethnographic research, designed to
prevent social conflict.

Whereas the first anthropological work on Thailand had focused on the “Thai”,
the anthropologists who came in the next generation provided clear evidence of Thailand
not being just the country of the Thai. During the 1960s anthropological research began
what I call the ‘deconstruction’ of Thai society, by which I mean that the anthropology of
Thailand demonstrated that there were significant ethnic and ethnoregional differences
that could not be subsumed under a uniform ‘Thai-ness’.

One of the most significant developments in the anthropology of Thailand during
the 1960s was the amount of research undertaken on the so-called ‘hill tribes’ (chao
khao), that is, upland-dwelling peoples, especially in northern Thailand. The pioneer in
this work was that by William Geddes who had already established a significant scholarly
record for his work in Borneo and Oceania. While Geddes undertook, with the assistance
of Nusit Chindarsri, the first major study of the Hmong in Thailand, Peter Kunstadter,
Peter Hinton, Theodore Stern, Shigeru lijima, James Hamilton, David Marlowe, made
studies of Sgaw and Pwo Karen, Peter Kandre and Douglas Miles studies of Yao or
Mien, Anthony Walker and Delmos Jones of the Lahu, Kunstadter also of the Lua,
Robert Kickert and XX of the Akha. Several people, including Lauriston Sharp and
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Lucien and Jane Hanks, and myself also undertook studies of ethnic group relations in the
highlands of northern Thailand.

Geddes was significant not only for his research among the Hmong, but also
because of his role in the creation of the Tribal Research Centre (see Geddes 1967 and
Manndorf 1967)°. Even though the Tribal Research Centre would subsequently be staffed
by Thai anthropologists, its low status in the Department of Public Welfare meant that it
never succeeded in making upland peoples more acceptable to a wider Thai populace. It
would not be until the 1990s that Thai anthropologists were able to contribute positively
to public debates about the status of chao khao in Thai society.

The anthropology of Thailand began in the 1960s to provide concrete empirical
support for understanding ethnic and ethnoregional differences within what was officially
considered to be Thai society. Noteworthy in this regard are the studies by Stanley J.
Tambiah, Koichi Mizuno, H. Leedom Lefferts, and myself on the Thai-Lao of
northeastern Thailand, by Gehan Wijeyewardene, Andrew Turton, Tanabe Shigerharu,
Paul Cohen on the Khon Miiang of northern Thailand, by Michael Moerman on the Thai
Lue of northern Thailand, A. Thomas Kirsch on the Phu Thai of northeastern Thailand,
Brian Foster on the Mon of Central Thailand, and Steven Tobias on Sino-Thai in
upcountry central Thailand. While some studies made in Central Thailand — such as those
by B.J. Terwiel, Jeremy Kemp and J.A. Neils Mulder — seemed to provide support for the
“loosely structured” characterization of Thai society, other studies raised serious

questions about this dominant paradigm. Penny Van Esterik’s studies of women’s roles in
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Buddhism can be seen as opening a space for a feminist critique of Thai society.
Particularly interesting is Steve Piker’s questioning (see especially Piker 1968), based on
his research in another central Thai village, of the lack of social conflict in rural
communities.

The period of the 1960s and early 1970s was shaped by political concerns about
the threat of communism. Many anthropologists were employed by agencies of Thai and
American governments to undertake research that would assist them in combating
‘security threats.” Noteworthy were the studies made under the auspices of the Research
Division of the United States Operations Mission to Thailand, especially during the time
that this division was headed by Toshio Yatushiro, a Cornell-trained anthropologist. This
contract work would lead to the recruitment of a number of Thai such as Bantorn Ondam
and Suthep Soonthornpasuch who would go on to become professional anthropologists.

Other Thai, such as Patya Saihoo, Srisakara Vallibhotama, M.R. Akin
Rabhibadana, had also gone abroad during this period to pursue advanced degrees in
anthropology. A French-Canadian Jesuit, Jacques Amyot, was also recruited to fill the
first position for an anthropologist in a Thai university — namely, at Chulalongkorn.
Amyot would play a key role in the creation of the first department in a Thai university
that included anthropology as part of its curriculum. By the early 1970s, anthropology
had become established at Thammasat, Sinlapakorn and Chiang Mai as well as

Chulalongkorn.

> The TRC would later be renamed the Tribal Research Institute and then in the early part of the 21%
century it was abolished.
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The significant expansion of anthropological research in the 1960s by a second
generation of foreign anthropologists and by a few Western-trained Thai anthropologists
led to an increasing recognition of significant cleavages and tensions within Thai society.
Ironically, although much of the work of the second generation was carried out during a
time when Thai and US government agencies were seeking information to assist in
confronting a threat to ‘national security’ posed by both external and internal
‘Communists’, much of this research contributed to the identification of the Thai state,

which was increasingly intruding into local communities as a major source of conflict.

Conflict over the Anthropology of Thailand: The ‘Thailand Controversy’ and American

Anthropology

In the spring of 1970 at the annual meeting of the Association for Asian Studies a
panel on “Regionalism in Northern Thailand” — a panel at which I presented a paper —
was the beginning of what became known as the ‘Thailand controversy’ in American
Anthropology. Students involved in the anti-Vietnam war movement in the United States
had obtained copies from the files of Michael Moerman. Many of these files were
published in an anti-war publication, The Student Mobilizer, the day before the
Association for Asian Studies began. As Moerman was also to appear at the panel as a
discussant, the panel drew a huge crowd instead of the handful of committed Thai-
specialists that might have been expected. Although the audience did not interrupt the
presentations of the papers, once the discussion period was open there were vehement
attacks made on all the participants and on many other anthropologists mentioned in
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Moerman’s files for having worked to support the United States counterinsurgency
program in Thailand.

This attack was carried forward into a national milieu when Eric Wolf, a highly
respected senior anthropologist, and Joseph Jorgensen, a more junior scholar, both at the
University of Michigan published a long article entitled “Anthropology on the Warpath”
in the New York Review of Books. NEED FULL REFERENCE TO ARTICLE] Wolf and
Jorgensen accused most of the American anthropologists who had worked in Thailand of
having betrayed the profession by contributing either directly — as contract researchers for
the Defense Department’s Advanced Research Project Agencies, for Defense Department
supported research agencies such as the RAND corporation, or USAID — or indirectly —
as members of advisory groups to these agencies — to the furtherance of
counterinsurgency programs that would have very negative impact on the communities in
which these anthropologists had worked.

The Wolf and Jorgensen article became a brief for an investigation launched at
the meeting in the fall of 1970 of the annual American anthropology conference.
Following a highly tumultuous meeting, the association’s officers appointed Margaret
Mead to head an ad hoc committee to investigate the charges set forth by Wolf and
Jorgensen. During the next year, while this committee undertook its work, the public
debate about the role of anthropologists in Thailand continued not only in the United
States but also in Australia. In Australia, there were strong public attacks made on
William Geddes and Peter Hinton for their roles as advisors to the Tribal Research
Center.
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In November 1971 the Mead committee presented its report at the business
meeting of the American Anthropological Association. The committee had reported that
while some anthropologists had perhaps been naive in their relationship to US
government agencies, no evidence could be found that established that the work of any
anthropologist had created negative repercussions for the peoples of the communities in
which they had worked. The Mead committee report was voted down at the business
meeting. But there would be no further efforts made to resolve this internal conflict
within the American Anthropological Association.

Lauriston Sharp, the American anthropologist who had initiated the first empirical
anthropological study in Thailand and had been the guiding figure in the development of
an American-based anthropology of Thailand, and William Geddes, who had undertaken
the first post-World War II study of an upland people, both felt that their reputations had
been severely injured as a consequence of the Thailand controversy. Geddes would go on
to win a libel suit against an Australian newspaper that had published an attack on him,
but Sharp would never really feel exonerated.

Sharp expressed his feelings to Jacques Amyot who reported that he told Sharp
“In fact, there was no such emotional reaction [to the ‘Thailand controversy] in the Thai
academic and research community but indifference, at best” (Amyot 2003: 87). I found
this to be the case myself when I came to teach for two years at Chiang Mai university in

the summer of 1972°. In fact, as I had written to the Mead committee, no effort was made

%I recall that Dr. Warin Wonghanchao wrote an account, I believe in Sangkhomporithat [Social Science
Review], about the eruption of debate about the study of Thailand at the 1970 Association for Asian
Studies.
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by the committee, or by Wolf and Jorgensen, or by any other American anthropologist to
ascertain what Thai anthropologists, or Thai academics in general, or, in particular,
members of the communities in which foreign anthropologists had worked what they
understood to be the role of the foreign anthropologists who had come to undertake
research in Thailand.

While the “Thailand Controversy” had little resonance within Thai academia, it
did signal within American anthropology a marked shift in theoretical focus. By the time
controversy broke out, American anthropologists — including many of us who worked in
Thailand — were beginning to focus attention on social conflict rather than on the
functional integration of society as had been the dominant perspective in anthropology
for several decades. While I agree with the Mead committee report that some
anthropologists, and I would include myself in this regard, were somewhat naive about
what relations with US government agencies might entail, I still feel that most of the
anthropological work in Thailand in the 1960s actually contributed not to the success of
counterinsurgency programs or to the Thai government’s goal of suppressing threats to
national security but to a recognition that Thai society was beset by cleavages, some of

which could and would become the sources of social conflict.’

Conflict within Thai Society, 1970-1985 and the Shaping of Thai Anthropology

After 1970 the anthropological study of Thailand was increasingly undertaken by

Thai. The Thai anthropologists who assumed academic posts in the period from 1970 to

7 See Wakin (1992) for an extended discussion of the “Thailand Controversy”.
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