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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

“Joni Odechao”

The study explores a number of themes necessary to understand a man and his thoughts.
It begins with his biography and his exposure to the problems his people and his communities
have faced. Unique as an individual life is, he also shares a set of traits common among the
Karen ethnic group residing in northern Thailand. He has to face the state encroachment of the
forest on the one hand and the more powerful position in the market relationship on the other.
Moreover as a member of the minority group, he and his people are very marginalized in relation
to the Northern Thai people in socio-cultural, as much as in eco-political terms.

The study then moves to trace his works in the generally unfavorable atmosphere. He
has worked and accumulated both knowledge and experiences by various means. This process is
considered in the socio-economic change in the local and regional context and in the political
environs of democratic development at the national level. Some forces have been in his favour,
whereas domestic as well as official action presented themselves as strong obstacles. In view of
different problems with varying degree, the study has tried to explain his roles together with his
success and failure as community leader and thinker.

His biography well reflects a local history as well as a series of attempts for sound
solutions. Under his leadership, which has shown by means of demonstration and perseverance,
the community and his fellow people have been able to have their voices heard in the wider arena,
and increasingly gained recognition. His proposed solution for the village and social problems are
indicative of his sophistication which has been nurtured by intrinsic formation as much as
external influences. His thoughts on the environment and development issues can also be better
appreciated in this light. Distinct from academic jargons and an Anthropological way of
representation, he gives a local voice in support of the ideas of development in vogue, be the
sustainable development, development along people’s strength and wisdom.

However he does not usually trade his ideas for popular approval. His view on economic
and social development, embedded in moral and subsistent economy, may receive a sound echo
from academics, NGOs and even state officials. But it is not always in line with the mainstream

thinking among his fellow villagers.



The study has portrayed a complex picture of a man enmeshed in the problems, many of
which are not within his realm of capacities. His contributions and achievements lie very rightly
in the domain of idea and in his exemplar endeavors for the improvement of the society in general

and his community in particular.
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ABSTRACT

The study explores a number of themes necessary to understand a man and his
thoughts. It begins with his biography and his exposure to the problems his people
and his communities have faced. Unique as an individual life is, he also shares a set of
traits common among the Karen ethnic group residing in northern Thailand. He has to
face the state encroachment of the forest on the one hand and the more powerful
position in the market relationship on the other. Moreover as a member of the
minority group, he and his people are very marginalized in relation to the Northern
Thai people in socio-cultural, as much as in eco-political terms.

The study then moves to trace his works in the generally unfavorable
atmosphere. He has worked and accumulated both knowledge and experiences by
various means. This process is considered in the socio-economic change in the local
and regional context and in the political environs of democratic development at the
national level. Some forces have been in his favour, whereas domestic as well as
official action presented themselves as strong obstacles. In view of different problems
with varying degree, the study has tried to explain his roles together with his success
and failure as community leader and thinker.

His biography well reflects a local history as well as a series of attempts for
sound solutions. Under his leadership, which has shown by means of demonstration
and perseverance, the community and his fellow people have been able to have their
voices heard in the wider arena, and increasingly gained recognition. His proposed
solution for the village and social problems are indicative of his sophistication which
has been nurtured by intrinsic formation as much as external influences. His thoughts
on the environment and development issues can also be better appreciated in this
light. Distinct from academic jargons and an Anthropological way of representation,
he gives a local voice in support of the ideas of development in vogue, be the
sustainable development, development along people’s strength and wisdom.

However he does not usually trade his ideas for popular approval. His view on
economic and social development, embedded in moral and subsistent economy, may
receive a sound echo from academics, NGOs and even state officials. But it is not
always in line with the mainstream thinking among his fellow villagers.

The study has portrayed a complex picture of a man enmeshed in the
problems, many of which are not within his realm of capacities. His contributions and
achievements lie very rightly in the domain of idea and in his exemplar endeavors for
the improvement of the society in general and his community in particular.
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