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This study of perceptions and understanding of neighboring countries here focuses on
the perceptions and understanding of the Union of Myanmar, Lao PDR, the Royal Kingdom of
Cambodia, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, and the Federation of Malaysia. It is a study, in
other words, of how these countries perceive and understand Thailand as the country and

society, as well as its people.

Though cohesively designated as “perceptions and understanding” of those specific
nations, these perceptive evaluations of Thailand have multivariate implications, that is,
covering various levels of the relationships of these nations with Thailand — from “inter-nation” to
community and people-to-people levels. Moreover, these perceptions and understanding are
also highly dynamic; that is, the more they cover the different levels of relations with Thailand,
the greater is their complexity. In the contemporary context, we can generally say that the
perceptions and understanding of these countries become more complex when their
interactions with Thailand expand from the inter-state relations that once represented different

political ideologies and rules to accommodate the people-to-people sector through the media



N
and economic, social, cultural, and technological channels and mechanisms. The latter domain
of relations between Thailand and the neighboring countries has developed since the end of
the Cold War in 1991 at the latest. Thailand in the perceptions and understanding of the
neighboring countries can thus be a *“villain” who is intent upon taking advantage of these
countries, or a “big power” that is always prepared to invade weaker neighbors, or, on the other
hand, a good neighbor who is ready to offer help to the neighbors who are in trouble. These
multivariate perceptions and understanding are partly “legacies” of the modes of thought that
have been shaped by past bitterness, and that have been inherited to later generations. Such
bitterness is understandably closely associated with past experiences of wars leading to forced
migration of large number of people, transportation of treasures and wealth, as well as
destruction of cities of the vanquished nations. These experiences thus have become part of
the socialization of the people in these countries through state mechanisms created by both the
colonial states and the post-independence states to support the conduct of their relations with

Thailand or other political needs and interests.

It is thus not surprising that different groups in even the same nations might maintain
different perceptions and understanding of Thailand. The wider the range of interactions
involved in the relationships with Thailand is, the more varied these perceptions and
understanding become. That is, their perceptions and understanding of who the “Thai” are and
how they are become more complex, depending on who the “Thai” are that are involved in
such relationships — state officials, capitalists, ordinary people, monks or other religious
persons. In addition, the “neighbors” surrounding Thailand have also developed their own
specific perceptions and understanding of our country. The Cambodians, Lao, Burmans,
Vietnamese, and Malaysians have their different memories and understanding about “Thai”.
The only thing that they have in common is that they mainly look at Thailand from their own
perspectives — that is, from how they look at their “self”. For instance, those who are weaker
than Thailand would look at our country as an invader or predator, whose motives are always
suspicious. The research findings have come to a conclusion that the perceptions and
understanding that our neighbors are maintaining about us are deeply rooted in the historical
past and have become wounds that are difficult to heal. At the same time, the expansion of the
scope of the relationship after the end of the Cold War has been favorable to the development

of new perceptions and understanding and even change of the old deep-rooted outlooks. This
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expanded relationship developing through trade, investment, development assistance, and
cultural media and new technologies, could give rise to new creative or constructive
perceptions and understanding. Also helpful is a fair, non-exploitative conduct of policy
towards the neighboring countries, including the treatment of the misplaced peoples from these
countries. Such a policy orientation would serve as a people-to-people cultural diplomacy to
enhance better perceptions and understanding of these countries and peoples. Evidently, in
the post-Cold War context, a unitary state does not monopolize the people’s perceptions and
understanding through socializing mechanisms set up and organized by the state. The
increasingly borderless world provides a space for “Thailand” either as a country or its people
to have its role in constructing new perceptions and understanding of its neighbors. But this

depends very much on our “awareness” of this opportunity and our determination to let it go.
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