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the mid-1980s — Amara Pongsapich, Anan Ganjanapan, Chai Phodhisita, Chayan
Vaddhanaphuti, Paritta Chalermpow-Koanantakool, Pranee Wongthes, Supang
Chantavanich, Suriya Smutkupt, Thirayuth Boonmee, Yos Santasombat, Chob Kacha-
Ananda, Damrong Thandee, Darunee Tantiwramanond, Juree Namsisirichai Vichit-
Vadakan, Shalardchai Ramitanon, Nusit Chindarsri, Paitoon Mikusol, Sumitra Pitiphat, to
mention those whose names immediately come to mind — found themselves in the midst
of political turmoil in which universities were at the center. A movement of students
primarily at the elite universities in Bangkok, but also one that attracted students from
many other universities and colleges, took the lead in protesting against the military
dictatorship of Thanom Kittikachorn and Prapas Charusathien. These protests reached a
climax on October 14™, 1973 in a confrontation at Thammasat University between
students and their supporters and security forces. The public shock when force was used
to suppress the protests resulted in many protestors being killed, seriously injured, or
manhandled by security forces led King Bhumipol Adulyadej to call on the dictators to
resign and go into exile.

By the mid-1970s, right-wing forces had strongly regrouped and death squads had
begun to operate with impunity. Farmer and labor leaders, leftwing politicians, and
several academics were assassinated and no one was ever brought to justice for these
murders. The murder of Boonsanong Punyodyana, a Cornell-trained PhD sociologist who
had taught at Thammasat, was particularly chilling for many Thai academics. The right-

wing coup of October 6™, 1976, that centered on the violent suppression of student
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protestors again who had collected at Thammasat University irrevocably politicized Thai
academia.

Thai academia was, however, very fragmented for a number of years after Hok
Tula, with some student leaders and a few ajarns being imprisoned, others having fled to
join the Communist insurrection upcountry, and still others feeling very constrained in
their pursuit or communication of knowledge. Only after the amnesty decree issued by
the government of General Prem Tinsulanond in 1980 did the Thai academic world begin
to regain some autonomy to pursue research.

In the wake of Hok Tula, no Thai anthropologist would ever again subscribe to
the “loosely structured” social system / “Thai avoid conflict” theses.® Even
anthropological research carried out with the financial support of Thai government
agencies has not sought to minimize the differences that exist within Thailand in order to
promote a uniform national culture. Increasingly during the 1980s Thai academics,
including many anthropologists forged alliances with non-governmental organizations in
efforts to provide knowledge about local conditions in order to facilitate the quest for
legitimate redress of grievances. By the mid-1980s, the dominant characteristic of Thai

anthropology was that of ‘socially-engaged research’.

Thai Anthropology and the Study of Social Conflict

Since the mid-1980s Thai anthropology has become increasingly indigenous as

most who call themselves anthropologists in Thailand today have been trained within
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Thai rather than at foreign universities. I find it truly exciting that today there exists today
a substantial anthropological literature written in Thai and that conferences such as this
one demonstrate well that Thai anthropology is a distinctive anthropology in its own
right. Unfortunately, only a small number of foreign anthropologists who have
undertaken research in Thailand take much cognizance of Thai anthropological discourse.

Foreign anthropologists have continued to come to undertake research and even
the number of American anthropologists did not decline significantly after the eruption of
Thailand controversy. There have continued to be some studies by foreign
anthropologists of minority peoples in Thailand and some of Buddhism and society but
the dominant focus of research over the past two decades has, in my opinion, been
questions about gender identities, gender relationships, and sexual politics. More recently
there have been some very insightful studies of how Thai social and cultural relations
have been reshaped by the increased participation of Thai in globalized economic
systems. I would like to single out two works in particular which I think are particularly
significant in this regard — Mary Beth Mills’s (1999) Thai Women in the Global Labor
Force: Consuming Desires, Contested Selves and Ara Wilson’s (2004) recent The
Intimate Economies of Bangkok: Tomboys, Tycoons, and Avon Ladies in the Global City.
Both are also notable contributions to the study of gender identities as well.

While there has been some fruitful interchange between foreign and Thai
anthropologists about gender and sexuality, very few foreign anthropologists have taken

much cognizance of Thai anthropological writing about social conflict. Indeed, the

¥ These characterizations did not, however, totally disappear from Thai discourse about Thai society. They
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dominant Western view of Thailand is as a country — in contrast to Cambodia, Sri Lanka,
India, Pakistan, the Balkans, Rwanda and Burundi, South Africa, and most recently the
Middle East — in which social conflict is notably absent. Indeed, the one anthropological
study that has attempted in recent years to reflect on recent social conflict in Thai society
—Alan Klima’s (2002) The Funeral Casino: Meditation, Massacre, and Exchange with
the Dead in Thailand — returns, albeit through much use of an almost impenetrable
postmodernist language, to a much earlier perspective that sees Buddhism as making
Thai confrontations with social injustice much more muted than in they would be in the
West. Klima’s ethnography that begins with the deaths that occurred in May 1992 when
protests over military domination of the government were first met with excessive force
evocative of 1973 and 1976 makes almost no reference to Thai writings about either 1992
or the earlier events.

Since 2001 both foreign and Thai anthropologists have realized that the study of
social conflict should be central to their concerns. The recent tragic events that have
occurred in southern Thailand have made Western as well as Thai scholars aware that the
country is one in which both the presence as well as the resolution of social conflict needs
to be explained. I hope that foreign anthropologists working in Thailand will read and
listen to the work of socially-engaged Thai anthropologists who are now struggling to
make sense a conflict in southern Thailand that has echoes of conflicts elsewhere in the

World where Muslims find themselves marginalized by modernity. I am also very

found support from some conservative scholars who studied art and religion.
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interested to find among the papers at this conference ones that focus on violence within

families.

Conclusion

The anthropology of Thailand has evolved far from the first anthropological
characterizations of Thai society as “loosely structured” and Thai as culturally-oriented
toward the avoidance of conflict. We can learn much not from how Thai avoid conflict
but from how they confront it. Conflict, it must be stressed, always entails two parties
who have different interests or different perspectives or both. There is an unfortunate
tendency in the popular press and in the rhetoric of governments both in Thailand and in
the West to assume that in any conflict situation there is always one party that is the
victim and the other violator. As anthropologists we need to be very wary of being led by
the political rhetoric about terrorism and violence. We have a responsibility to establish
through our research that most social conflicts cannot be understood as stemming from
the acts of irrational evil-doers, but that they must be understood as often entailing
legitimate grievances against political authorities and globalizing economies which

undermine local communities.
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