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Abstract

Research for the Construction of New Knowledge: Thai Social History

The aim of this research is to broadly study primary historical sources and selected
secondary sources, including those by historians, social scientists and humanities scholars, in
order to synthesize and construct a new body of knowledge about Thai state and social history. The
research does so by examining the subtle changes of structure in Thai society, with particular
respect to class, ethnicity, locality, and gender relationships. This will aid us in comprehending the
complete picture of complex transformation in Thai state and society from antiquity to the present.

The research found that economic changes were the most important factor which caused
complex, internal structural transformation of Thai society in different periods, and that economic
changes were closely related to political and cultural changes as well. Simultaneously, the role of
elites, who hold the greatest power in controlling the economic system, have an important role in
determining the structure and transformation of society. The elites tried to organize social
relationships among the people of many classes, ethnicities, localities and genders to maintain and
increase their political power and economic benefits. This ordering and controlling of people by
elites affected every group in Thai society. However, the characteristic of social relationships
organized by the elites was according to social context.

However, every group in Thai society did not come under the order and regulation by the
state and elites in every sense. In every period, there were infractions of the order and regulations
set by the state and elites and there were various kinds of conflicts. In addition, there were
characteristics of every locality and ethnicity that caused diverse changes in Thai society. In
addition, economic changes caused new social phenomena to emerge in various periods, such as
large-scale immigration of some ethnic groups, heated conflict over growing economic interests,
greater social and economic class mobility, the emergence of new classes who wanted more
economic and political power,rebellion or ideological struggle, and changes in identity in order to

transform power relations, the emergence of new value systems and social relationships,etc. These



social phenomena catalyzed complex transformations of Thai society and had diverse, wide-
ranging effects on Thai society and culture.

The effects of changes in economic context and policies of the elites depended greatly on
ethnic identity. During the period in which there was a corvée system, the elites forced almost
ethnic groups to be under the system and forbade them from moving to another area. This
resulted in the preservation of their ethnic identity over a long period. This was the case until the
elite centralized political power and promoted commercial production which affected the ways of
life and social relations of different ethic groups; the changes included increased competition for
resources between ethnic groups, the adaptation of ethnic identity and the diverse and complex
struggles in “the space of memory.”

At present, Thai society is not only faced with structural economic and political problems, it is
also faced with structural cultural problems that are one of the legacies of the past. This is a
problem because the cultural structure is not only the basis of social disunity and economic
inequality, but is an obstacle to democratization, which will then make resolving social disunity and
economic inequality difficult. Therefore, it is necessary to reform the cultural structures

simultaneously with reforming the economic and political structures.



