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Summary: The Synthesis Paper

“The Four Northern Indigenous Thinkers”

The synthesis paper is based on four studies of indigenous thinkers residing in the upper
part of the North, namely, Kham-Ai Dechduangtda (wood carver/sculptor), Kham-Phai Nuping
(chanter, performer), Pin-Kaew Tannual (healer, traditional doctor), and Joni Odechao
(conservationist, development worker). A summary of each respective study is herewith
accompanied for some further details. This summary, however, is not a shorter version of all
those four summaries. Likewise the synthesis paper is not a compressed version of all the studies
in question.

The paper is in an interpretative mode. It tries to make an understanding of the merits of
indigenous knowledge and skills embodied in each thinker. It highlights the research works into
three principal lines of presentation.

@) It is essential that the study of the indigenous thinkers must situate their
thoughts, skills, influences, confluence, impacts, etc. in their respective socio-cultural context.
Not less important is to see their responses and reactions to the context and change.

2 Indigenous knowledge has always been in flux. It has interacted with other
forms and sources of knowledge. In this respect it is not strictly “local” in character. To
understand it in terms of both its various roots and varying contribution, the study needs to take
its development into account. Over a long period of time it has accumulated and reinvented itself
by means of appropriating ideas and practices it has come into contact with. In this process some
indigenous thinkers are more adaptive than others. Essentially therefore indigenous knowledge is
both a configuration of tradition and innovation. By analogy it has a life form as a biological
organism. Constantly it changes, perceptibly or otherwise, and transforms itself in the form of
hybridization. This course of change is necessary for it to be able to function and sustain itself.
Contrary to a conservationist’s adage, the traditional form is rarely in a stable or static state, rather
in permutation. Yet it retains the existing form, hence tradition becomes neo-tradition.

3) In theoretical terms the study of indigenous thinkers has pointed to at least four
principal points: (a) “Globalization” usually denotes one-way force process. Once the “local”
comes into its forceful orbit, the “global” is supposed to upset and spins “the local” into a
whirlwind. It is often unfavorably regarded by the adherents of indigenous knowledge. This view

overlooks multiple forces at work. For globalization is not the only force but one among many



others, be they “communualization”, “localization”, “Bangkokization”, etc. (b) The dichotomous
way of thinking can be very misleading. Common binaries such as “East v.s. West”, “Centrality”
v.s. “Locality” presuppose that each is a self-contained entity. In point of facts the entities have
been interactive with one another, contradictory or complementarily. Hence the boundaries
between the entities are often not clear-cut, but overlapped. (c) There is an important distinction
between the concept of traditionalism and that of historicity. The former emphasizes the idea of
conservation. The latter, on the contrary, sees that what it has become to be at present or what is
regarded as the tradition is no more than an existence at a particular point in time. Hence it is
more insightful to see it as a ‘a historical being’. (d) The idea of indigenous knowledge in
abstract, or with a more ideologically-loaded term as “local wisdom”, is less rewarding than a
study of indigenous knowledge in concrete and in a historical perspective. And it is to be
theoretically examined in conjunction with the context from which it has sprung and in which it
has declined.

Though the synthesis paper may not take the praise perspective of indigenous knowledge
as a point of departure, it can deeply appreciate and respect it with an analytical and critical
approach. That is a critical appreciation of indigenous knowledge which goes beyond the
cognitive learning of it. For it is imperative to locate the “local” in the wider global and social
context. And with our general cultural capital, we need to utilize it for further creative

contribution and more thoughtful innovation.



Summary: The Indigenous Thinker

“Kham-Phai Nuping”

Kham-Phai Nuping, designated a national artist in music, is renowned both as artist and
as thinker. Being chanter, in contrast to merely being singer, he commands a set of artistic
endowments: composing, singing, improvising, playing (musical instruments) and dancing. These
integrated components characterize the performing arts as the composite arts. As a thinker, the
words in his chanting are inherited as much as innovated. High in literary value, they also contain
folk wisdom and reflect people’s ways of life and outlook.

Principally the study has twofold objectives, namely, a collection of certain important
corpus and a description of the functions of the arts. The former is documentation of the original
wording and its transcription into the “standard Thai”. Those popular ones such as chants of

99 ¢

“ordainment” “house-warming” “cloth weaving” “Phra Lor” are here selected. The latter gives an
account of rituals, festivals, celebrations and their corresponding chanting words. This category is
a presentation of folklore, maxims, and religious sayings.

In addition to a biography of the man and his artistic mission, the study gives a facet of

the Lanna culture and its value to the aspects of people’s enchanted lives.
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