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Introduction

Positionality and Alternation:
Identity of the Chinese of
Contemporary Thailand

Chan Kwok Bun and Tong Chee Kiong

Who and what are the Chinese in Thailand? The essays collected in
this volume focus on the problems faced by the Chinese immigrants
on their coming into Thailand since the tail end of the last century.
All our contributors implicitly and explicitly engage in a definitional
- and thus conceptual — exercise that further develops the now-known
complexity of the identity of Chinese overseas. Following the essay
by Tong and Chan! on rethinking assimilation and ethnicity of the
Chinese of Thailand, the rest of the volume has taken a shared view
that ethnicity, ethnic identity and ethnic relations are far more
dynamic than mere poles of self-maintenance of ethnic purity and
complete assimilation between which the ethnic actors or groups
oscillate. Rather, ethnicity and ethnic identity straddle, boundary-
cross, alternate and perhaps mutate in the face of a multitude of
influences. This volume of essays seeks to identify and characterize
such influences while linking them to the multiple processes and
consequences of Chinese identity formation in the Thailand context.

Of course, at the core of the problem of Chinese identity in
Thailand is the lack of homogeneity of both the Chinese and Thais
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as ethnic groups. As Pornchai, Chan and Tong’s essay shows, analyses
of Chinese ethnicity must first grapple with the fact that there are
many dialect groupings of Chinese in Thailand, while the Thais are
themselves a diverse collection of different peoples. The Thai language
does not have a common word to describe ethnicity. Walwipha
questions all monolithic labels that suggest the Chinese and Thais
are homogenous groups. Amara advocates a more dynamic, nuanced
look at the Chinese as a varied group who have responded to various
extenuating circumstances brought forth by state policies. Bao
examines the Sino-Thai identity as one based on traditional orderings
but also not least one that synthesizes Thai Buddhist and Chinese
Confucian ethics. Hill’s characterization of the syncratic and eclectic
nature of Chinese popular religions in Chiangmai has deep
implications for understanding the geography and anthropology of
Chinese identity in Northern Thailand. Walwipha highlights this
geographical aspect in that Chinese in Bangkok and those in the
provinces are differentially shaped by their respective interactions
with the local social, economic and political environments.
Montesano’s discussion of the market society of the 1918-31 Chinese
cadres who made up the market society of provincial Thailand calls
into question the assumed linking of Chinese-Thai’s economic miracle
today with those who have remained and are economically left behind
in the provinces. Ueda also highlights the apparent disparities in the

allocation of economic resources between Bangkok and provincial
Chinese.

In an attempt to look for ways of conceptualizing the Chinese
in alternative, non-ethnic terms, Montesano, Amara and, in some
way, Hill put forth the notion of Chinese as an economic class. As
Walwipha suggests, Chinese and Thais are mutually defining each
other in ethnic, political, and economic terms — not unlike the
traditional in-group/out-group thesis in social psychology. In
Pornchai, Chan and Tong’s essay on the market town of Wang Thong,
this is further influenced by conditions such as the re-telling of Chinese
origins in the local community that has accorded the Chinese rights
to community membership and identity. All of this is demonstrated
in the ability of the Chinese to localize and integrate their version of \
ritual practices in the face of local Thai practices that are increasingly
intruded upon by central Siamese ways.

Ethnicity is no simple primordiality. It alternates. Oftentimes, it
is positionality pure and simple. Kasian’s brilliant socio-historical
study corrects an error Skinner (1997a) might have made in according

2
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the pigtail wearer an automatic, assumed symbol of being Chinese.
It is known to the Thai historian that the pigtail has come to mean
different things to different peoples at different times and places -
there is no automatic or assumed symbol or outward manifestation
of ethnicity. Pigtail as ethnicity is an invention, a historical artefact.
Kasian’s insightful account shows that the Chinese were considered
Thai so long as they subordinated themselves to the moon nai and
phrai system of Thai social order. For only a Chinese could smoke
opium, there were many non-Chinese who actually “renounced” their
ethnicity (e.g., of being Thai) in pursuit of a vice.

Thai state policies have an enduring impact on Chinese-Thai
interactions and the social treatment of the Chinese in the Thai state.
More importantly, these policies affect considerably the nature of
Chinese responses to their social condition. In Walwipha’s essay, the
social and economic position of the Chinese is seen in terms of
“seeming assimilation” where the Chinese have adopted Thai ways
out of sheer economic necessity. Amara’s discussion of the strategies
adopted by the Chinese in changing periods of Thai economic and
political imperatives show the Chinese having to be highly adaptable
in order to survive economically as well as socially as a minority
group. This collective adaptability is also discussed in the essay by
Supang and Somkiat: Chinese schools in Bangkok cope with
restrictive pedagogic demands of the state by resorting to a “hidden
curriculum” that pretends. Minority culture is transmitted “behind
the scene”, itself a strategy of considerable ingenuity. The observed
cooperation between the Thai political elite and Chinese business
presents another intriguing sociological face. Amara’s essay sets the
scenario up in terms of a distinctive partnership between Thai
politicians and Chinese bankers, which invokes a larger picture of
the reliance of the Thai state on Chinese capital and technology.
This theme is also examined by Tong and Chan who note the
mutuality and complementarity of an exchange relationship between
the two groups. Similarly, Bao’s discussion of the co-presence of Thai
political figures and prominent Chinese businessmen in wedding
arrangements typifies such socio-political ties.

The prominence of the economic role of the Chinese in Thailand
is undisputed, as Basham observes. Outside Bangkok, provincial
economies continue to be benefited by the strong Chinese
entrepreneurial spirit. Essays by Montesano and Ueda note the
willingness of the Chinese to move into new grounds for their
economic pursuits, making their contribution to the local economies

3
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of the provinces. Specifically, Ueda’s discussion of how the provincial
Chinese have managed to overcome their economic handicaps by
resorting to close personal contacts demonstrates the persistence and
utility of ethnicity and cultural tradition in a business setting — this
Chinese propensity of using connections in business is also reported
in Basham’s essay. As cultural capital, a coherent sense of community
and ethnic solidarity is good for business. Supang and Somkiat’s
essay meticulously reports efforts of the Chinese schools to transmit
implicitly Chinese culture because of heavy state restrictions on the
curriculum. This tenacity of Chinese ethnicity is also observed by
Pranee when she describes how family members of two generations
helped each other access the Chinese heritage and keep literacy in
Chinese practices alive.

Bao’s paper sensitizes our attention to the continued use of pre-
1949 Confucian practices in Chinese wedding rituals as an indication
of how poignant and enduring these practices have become. Ethnicity
fuses with class to celebrate the social position of the two families
involved. And in the context of emerging wealth among the Chinese
in Thailand today, a Chinese temple was built in Chiangmai by a
Chinese businessman within the ground of a Thai wat. Hill’s case
study here illustrates a range of new ethnic preservation activities
engaged in by the Sino-Thai. Far from the assumed straight-line
assimilation route put forth by Skinner (1957a, 1957b, 1963, 1973),
Chinese are variously restating their ethnic and economic position
within the fabric of Thai society.

Ethnicity then is subjected to transformation, mediation and
negotiation. Embedded within a web of interlocking forces and
influences, ethnic actors constantly adjust their postures, strategies
and identities which not only impact on their own lives, but also on
the ethnicity of others. In the context of contemporary Thailand,
ethnicity has in fact transcended the traditional Chinese-Thai divide.
In addition to the majority/minority and, in-group/out-group,
conceptions in social psychology, there is a third element, that of
western-styled consumerism and materialism observable in Sino-Thai
weddings. To Pornchai, Chan and Tong, this moderating external
influence could make the Thai and Chinese more alike each other
than assimilation alone. In this sense, both Thai and Chinese could
be evolving in tandem to form a new collective identity and
consciousness, not unlike the Chaw Wang Thong described in
Pornchai, Chan and Tong’s essay, but perhaps more shaped by the
forces of capitalism.
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All our contributors agree on the assimilation of the Chinese in
Thailand. Skinner asserts that a successfulassimilation of the Chinese
would be complete by the fourth generation and the character of
assimilation will take the form of prolific use of the Thai language in
almost every social context private or public. All contributors to this
volume take issue with this total assimilation thesis. For example,
Supang and Somkiat put forth an intriguing idea that because the
Chinese by now have been effectively integrated, Chinese language
and culture is not as frowned upon as it was in the pro-assimilation
years — thus the plausibility of a resurgence of Chinese ethnicity. In
fact, the Thai state has to some extent liberalized the image of Chinese
in view of attendant economic opportunities in China. Pranee notes
the utility value of Chinese literacy within a changing economic and
political landscape where the use of Mandarin confers one with a
distinct economic advantage. Both essays point to a re-assertion of
the Chinese identity although the more important point here pertains
to the influence it has on the Thais. More and more Thais now attend
Chinese schools and learn the Chinese language for economic reasons.

Even the state and the Chinese community are seen to be
mutually engaging each other to realize their respective aspirations.
Amara and Walwipha highlight the Thai state’s cultivation of the
Chinese in business and politics. This interdependence is further
highlighted in Bao’s essay on wedding celebration sites where the
Sino-Thai elite and the Thai political elite cement each other’s mutual
need for continued political and economic ties. Ueda offers the
possibility of the Chinese gaining even more prominence with their
burgeoning third generation being poised to exploit economic
opportunities in China. In Hill’s paper, that economic context is
pushed even further as the Chinese in Chiangmai begin to counter-
influence local Thai customs, traditions and fundamental religious
constructions. For example, their infusion of merit-making practices
with familiar Chinese patronage of temples, monks and Buddhist
institutions has begun to shape the phenomenology of a Thai wat.
The building of a Chinese temple within the ground of a Thai wat
has deep economic and political implications for understanding the
recent resurgence of Chinese ethnicity in Thailand.

In an essay tracing the history and sociology of knowledge as
far as the study of overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia is concerned,
Qiu (1990) identifies three waves of theoretical ideas. The first wave
was that of “ethnic persistence theory” right after the war — which
sees the ethnicity of Chinese in Southeast Asia as unchanging, ever-

5
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persistent. Victor Purcell (1965) was the theory’s chief proponent.
The dominant image of the overseas Chinese then was that of a
sojourner who always looked homeward — China. Overseas Chinese
were studied as a window to a larger agenda of understanding China.
To loosely paraphrase two Chinese sayings: “Change was coped with
by no change”; and “All changes in the periphery were finally
traceable to the origin, the centre” — China. The intellectual spirit
here was rather akin to what critics in the field of cultural studies
now call essentialism. At the crest of the second wave was of course
the extremely influential idea of assimilation advocated by Skinner
(1957a, 1957b, 1963, 1973) in the late fifties in his famous works
on the Chinese in Java and Thailand. His prediction that the Chinese
in Thailand would have completed their assimilation by the fourth
generation is a well-known one within the academic as well as the
policy-making communities. As an idea, assimilation can perhaps
be seen as a counter-reaction, an antithesis, to the earlier thesis of
ethnic persistence. The two ideas represented two contrasting
orientations on the part of the theorist as well as the Chinese
themselves. According to the former, one looks toward, or, some
say, backward to, China. According to the latter, one orients oneself
toward Thailand - to solve “the Chinese problem”, assimilation is
the only way out.

If the ideas of ethnic persistence and assimilation represented
two polarities — logically and theoretically speaking — the Chinese as
individuals and groups/communities on the one hand, and the theorist
on the other, were faced with a dilemma of choice. As it happened,
the dilemma turned out to be more apparent than real upon a
discovery of the richness but also the complexity of “the Chinese
problem” — and perhaps of most instances of ethnic group relations.
What has emerged is a third idea, a third image of the Chinese, a
third ethnicity which is a product of structural and cultural
integration. Borne out of an intellectual heritage that speaks
vehemently of pluralism and a variety of multiculturalisms, this third
wave stresses the multiple faces of ethnicity while interacting with
the social structures of class, politics, gender, generation, and so on.
In Thailand, there are many ways of being Chinese and, for that
matter, of being Thai or Sino-Thai.

Several core concepts inform this third wave, this third ethnicity.
First is the discovery of one’s multiple rootedness; it conjures up an
image of plurality, not singularity, of a succession of sinking roots as
process, and of multi-stranded roots as outcome (Chan 1997:207).

6
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Every Chinese is at the tension point of a multiplicity of forces
intersecting with each other, be they nationalism, transnationalism,
localism, capitalistic consumerism, traditionalism, modernism, and
so on. A related concept is that of hybridity borne out of multiple
rootedness and consciousness. The ethnic actor is forever mixing
and mixed, forever crossing, traversing, translating linguistically and
culturally. He is not either/or, but both. Thainess interacts with
Chineseness in the context of an “impact collision resulting in mutual
entanglement” (Postiglione, 1983) and a hybrid identity, a new
transformed, shared “third ethnicity”. The third concept is “enabled”
or “made possible” by the first two : that of positionality. Because of
his plural consciousness and hybridity, to the ethnic actor, identity is
mere positioning. The Goffmanian actor invokes his identity in
context; his ethnic competence is in “staging”, “passing”, self-
presentation, or what Berger (1986:68) calls alternation, which is
“the possibility to choose between varying and sometimes
contradictory systems of meaning”. In alternating his identities, the
Chinese of Thailand develops “the perception of oneself in front of
an infinite series of mirrors, each one transforming one’s image in a
different conversion” (Berger 1986:77). A Chinese thus has as many
selves or faces as the number of mirrors he cares to hold up for
himself or herself. This metaphor stresses the agency of the ethnic
actor though the real sociological drama is not all romance because
the validity of a face presented is in part determined by the extent to
which it is socially recognized. Without being too sociologically
pessimistic, identity alternation has its own limits and is often a matter
of social and political permission by others.

Of course, hybridization of the Chinese, and the Thais, is a
convoluted process. The Chinese identity, and for that matter, the
Thai identity, in Thailand is made even more elusive and slippery by
the emergence of global Chinese capitalism; a plausible onset of re-
sinification as a result of rapid socio-economic development in China;
and recent gestures of the Thai state in engaging Chinese businessmen
in Thailand on the one hand, and China on the other hand. A Chinese
problem is a Thai problem. It may be necessary for scholars and
laymen alike to stop viewing Chinese as outsiders looking in Thai
society from without. Perhaps it is now more appropriate to speak
of Chinese of Thailand, as a salient part of a larger whole, rather
than in Thailand, a kind of come and go, pick and choose. The
preposition “of” connotes belongingness, connection, inclusion. To
know and speak of the Thai, one must also know and speak of the
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Chinese, and vice versa. Scholarly discourse in the future will then
be on Thai studies and Thai society in which the Chinese are deeply
embedded — not on overseas Chinese studies and Chinese society/
community any more (Chan and Tong, 1995:10).

NoTEs

1 Unless indicated otherwise, authors cited in this introduction are contributors
to this edited volume.
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Rethinking Assimilation
and Ethnicity: The Chinese
of Thailand *

Tong Chee Kiong and Chan Kwok Bun

This chapter critically re-examines some of the major hypotheses on
the assimilation process in general and the assimilation of the Chinese
in Thailand in particular. We argue that assimilation cannot be seen
as a straight line, one-way, lineal process of the Chinese becoming
Thai. At the very least, assimilation is a two-way process which, in
the long run, will leave the Chinese with something Thai and the
Thai with something Chinese. The important theoretical question is
no longer whether the Chinese in Thailand have been assimilated or
not, but rather how they, as individuals and as a group, go about
presenting themselves in their transactions with the Thai and other
Chinese, and why. The analytical focus will thus be on the dynamics
of social transactions within and between ethnic boundaries. What
typically happens when an ethnic actor stays within his or her own
ethnic boundary? What motivates him or her to cross it?

The primordialists on the one hand and the situationists on the
other answer these questions in seemingly contrasting ways. This
need not be so. Some fundamental, classical dichotomies in sociology,
such as instrumental and expressive functions, public and private
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place, and secondary and primary status, can be retrieved and used
creatively as strategic conceptual building blocks in the overall task
of theory-building in the field of ethnic studies.

It Takes Two

The assimilation process has two important issues: its directionality
and its influence differential in terms of the relationship between the
assimilator and the to-be-assimilated (Teske and Nelson, 1974:363—
64). Much of the classical American literature on the subject either
implicitly or explicitly treats assimilation as a one-way process,
suggesting “an essentially unilateral approximation of one culture
in the direction of the other” (Siegel et al., 1953:988), typically in
the context of unequal status and power between the two parties
involved. Accordingly, it is alleged that when assimilation happens,
it always typically operates in the direction of the dominant group
exerting influence on the less dominant group — a unilineal process
of social change. Such a view, elegantly articulated in Park’s (1950)
influential theory of race relations cycle, embodies in it a sense of
inevitability and irreversibility. The eventual absorption of minorities
into the dominant culture and the gradual disappearance of ethnicity
are to be understood and accepted not only in terms of what they
are and what they will be, but also in terms of what they should be.
A theory of ethnic relations and social change becomes an ideology
in disguise which, in spirit and in practice, prescribes rather than
describes. What is prescribed here is the vision of one country, one
culture, one ideology, one way of feeling, thinking and doing — a
loopback into a tribal existence of oneness and homogeneity.

This dominant view of assimilation in the social science literature
evokes images of an eager majority group intent on moulding,
shaping, influencing and, if necessary, coercing minority groups “to
become alike” and “to come in line”, so to speak. This view is based
on one assumption: the assimilator and the to-be assimilated are
both willing game players, the former to affirm their sense of cultural
superiority as well as the ideology of racial homogeneity, the latter
to gain cultural acceptance and structural integration. As in van den
Berghe’s (1981:217) words, “...ittakes two to assimilate. Assimilation
is sought by members of the subordinate group — granted by
members of the dominant group.... For assimilation to take place,

10
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therefore, it takes a convergence of desire for it from the subordinates
and acceptance by the dominants.” This willingness to be assimilated
on the part of the subordinates is thus not to be taken for granted on
both theoretical and empirical grounds. As van den Berghe argues, a
desire for assimilation must be motivated, oftentimes in a context of
initial unequal relative positions such that assimilation through
change in group membership would confer advantages on the
individual while looking after his or her need for self-maximization.

While hypothesizing that “the more unequal their relative
position is, the more of an incentive members of the subordinate
group have to be accepted into the dominant group”, van den Berghe
(1981:216) is cognizant of a contending hypothesis which points to
the persistence of ethnicity and ethnic sentiments, as well as the
natural propensity of humans to prefer and behave favourably
towards those presumed to be kindred. Contrary to the American
model of assimilation, this contending hypothesis thus makes it
theoretically imperative not to take assimilation and the demise of
ethnicity for granted. Understood in this sense, assimilation is
problematic and demands explanation when it happens; so is the
disappearance of ethnicity, not its persistence.

In striving towards a realistic model of assimilation — realistic
in the sense that it takes care of theoretical queries as well as enables
itself to accommodate observed empirical variations — the theorist
needs to develop a good grasp of the concept of ethnicity and its role
in model-building. What then is ethnicity? van den Berghe (1978:403)
advocates a sociobiological view:

My central thesis is that both ethnicity and “race” (in the social
sense) are, in fact, extension of the idiom of kinship, and that,
therefore, ethnic and race sentiments are to be understood as an
extended and attenuated form of kin selection.

This view is based on his interpretation of the sociobiological
concept of “inclusive fitness” (Hamilton, 1964), a phenomenon
associated with the natural propensity to “prefer kin over non-
kin, and close kin over distant kin” (van den Berghe, 1978:402).
Van den Berghe’s view of ethnicity in terms of maximization of
individual fitness by behaving nepotistically and, therefore,
ethnocentrically is essentially in consonance with that of the
primordialists who see ethnicity as “deeply rooted, given at birth,

11
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and largely unchangeable” (van den Berghe, 1978:401). The
primordialists, accentuating the “subjective” feelings of the ethnic
experience, argue for the irreducibility of ethnic membership to
class membership. As van den Berghe (1978:404) argues,

[e]thnic groups, for nearly all of human history, were what geneticists
call breeding populations, in-breeding superfamilies, in fact, which
not only were much more closely related to each other than to even
their closest neighbours, but which, almost without exception,
explicitly recognised that fact, and maintained clear territorial and
social boundaries with other such ethnic groups.

This conclusion and intentional preference for members of the
same ethnic group as well as the deliberate attempt to maintain clear
spatial and social distance with other ethnic groups is at the root of
one anthropological school which sees ethnicity as a phenomenon
deepening as one moves from the boundaries towards the centre
(Rosaldo, 1988). It is at the centre, in the middle, not the boundaries
or edges, where ethnic events “concentrate”, “gather together”,
“thicken”, and “pile up” — some strong concepts used by the llongots
of northern Luzon in the Philippines in describing and explaining
ethnicity (Rosaldo, 1988). In this view, ethnicity is cumulative over
time, maintaining and preserving the condition prior to the point of
cultural contact as well as resisting and defending attempts at cultural
penetration, dilution or absorption on the part of the dominant.
Collectively, members of ethnic groups enjoy the experience of
gathering together and concentrating. In so doing, in “a state of
healthy vitality and well-being”, using Rosaldo’s phrase, the group
becomes “strong and thick”.

In contrast to the primordialist and sociobiologist views of
ethnicity, the other dominant view in anthropology suggests that
ethnicity be best seen as a phenomenon emerging from “a constantly
evoking interaction between the nature of the local community, the
available economic opportunities and the national or religious
heritage of a particular group” (Yancey et al., 1976:397). The
theoretical focus here is on how members of a particular ethnic group
go about manifesting themselves while in full view of the opportunity
structures in the wider society. In due process, ethnicity emerges,
unfolds and takes shape. The human being is now seen as an active
agent selectively and strategically presenting and displaying his ethnic
emblems in ways he sees fit. Ethnic identity is merely “a thing”
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subjected to manipulation and differential presentation; it is not a
reflection of the true self. As Rosaldo (1988:164) puts it, “Ethnic
identity, a thing that groups put on and take off to signify their
difference from other such groups, comes to resemble clothes, masks,
emblems or badges.” These situationists view ethnicity more as form
and process than as content, and that it is most empirically expressive
and visible along the ethnic boundaries, not in the “centres” (Barth
1969:15). Thus Nagata (1974) would argue for the plausibility of a
model of “ethnic oscillation” whereby individuals, with no single or
fixed reference group, interpret situational requirements, adjust and
display themselves for, among other reasons, social affinity,
expediency and concern with social status and mobility. Foster
(1977:114) completes this line of thinking;:

An ethnic identity is not necessarily an all-or-nothing, permanent
thing. One may claim one identity in one situation and a different
identity in another situation, depending on the relative payoffs.

Nagata, like Foster, argues that some individuals, in coping with
particular exigencies of survival, would be developing a double
identity and leading a double life.

Crossing Ethnic Boundaries

Nevertheless, Rosaldo (1988:161) is disinclined to see the two
dominant anthropological views in studies of ethnicity as necessarily
contradictory to each other, nor does he think the two conceptions
have exhausted all possibilities of explaining the empirical
phenomenon of ethnicity. To him, ethnicity is neither completely
expressive (and primordial) nor completely instrumental (and
situational); rather it “usually is both instrumental and expressive,
and theories that oppose the two perspectives have posed a false
dichotomy”. On occasions of cultural “get-together”, ethnic identity
“thickens” while the past tradition is being selectively re-enacted
upon, not simply repeated.

Rosaldo’s attempt to “reconceive” ethnicity by criticizing the
distinction traditionally drawn by the primordialists on the one hand
and by the situationists on the other as being “more analytical than
empirical” was anticipated by De Vos and Romanucci-Ross’s
(1982:378-89) analysis of the instrumental and expressive uses of
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ethnicity. The vectors of expressiveness and instrumentality of
ethnicity interpret, define and regulate interpersonal relationships
both within and between ethnic groups. Instrumental behaviour is
essentially goal-oriented, a means to an end, while expressive
behaviour is an end in itself, “a result of a prior need or emotional
state” (De Vos and Romanucci-Ross, 1982:379).

It is not clear from De Vos and Romanucci-Ross’s formulation
if instrumental ethnicity in terms of the five thematic concerns of
achievement, competence, responsibility, control-power and
mutuality applies to interpersonal relations both within and between
different groups. Nevertheless, their “expressive ethnicity” dimension
in terms of harmony, affiliation, nurturance, appreciation, pleasure
and fortune clearly and explicitly denotes social relationships within
a particular ethnic group. In combining and synthesizing the
formulations of Rosaldo and De Vos and Romanucci-Ross, as well
as those of the primordialists and the situationists, one may suggest
that interpersonal relationships “in the centre” are typically
characterized by an excess of “expressive” over “instrumental”
ethnicity. Within the centre of an ethnic group, in such private places
as home, community halls, clan associations, social get-togethers or
on such ethnic ritualistic occasions as celebrations of festivals,
religious worships and ethnic holidays, ethnicity is manifested mainly
expressively to meet a personal emotional need for appreciation,
affiliation, harmony and pleasure. The person loses and is engulfed
willingly in a larger whole (which is invariably more than the sum
total of its parts), finds and expresses his subjective sense of belonging
and continuity with a past, a heritage, a tradition. Yet, at the same
time, as De Vos and Romanucci-Ross (1982) and Rosaldo (1988:169)
are quick to point out, the persons and the group are also conscious
of pleasure turning into suffering or even death when the gatherings
are penetrated by outsiders, threatening loss of their own identities
and possibly, eventually, group survival.

Yet, in such private places, on such ethnic ritualistic occasions,
there is no shortage of manifestations of instrumental ethnicity
either. Rituals not only explain but also affirm group and, therefore,
personal origin. As De Vos (1982) puts it, they solve the perennial
human problems of where we are from, what we must do, and
how we are different. In the centre, ethnicity is undoubtedly
primarily primordial and expressive at the personal level. Yet, it is
also constructed, used and utilized at the group level, noticeably
towards group cohesion.
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In answering the questions of why humans are social and why
they co-operate, van den Berghe (1978:409) has identified three main
principles of human sociality: kin selection, reciprocity and coercion.
By kin selection, humans are expected to co-operate within the same
kin group and, by extension, the same ethnic group. Ethnic groups
appeal to individual loyalty because they are “supra-families”. While
relations within ethnic groups are essentially co-operative, intergroup
relations are typically characterized by competition and conflict,
visibly observable along the fringes, in common public places, where
boundaries intersect and overlap. Sometimes, competition and
conflict are muted. As van den Berghe (1978:409) puts it, “ethnic
groups may enter a symbiotic, mutually beneficial relationship based,
for instance, on the exploitation of two specialized and non-
competitive niches in the same market”. Reciprocity can operate
between non-kin and between ethnic groups. It is co-operation for
mutual benefit, for exploitation of opportunities and maximization
of interests with expectation of exchange and return. Relations within
and between classes, and between non-ethnically-based trades,
occupations, associations, organizations, institutions and
communities, are thus typically in the realm of reciprocity.

At the fringes of ethnic boundaries, in common public places,
where materialistic transactions are negotiated and completed, one
witnesses the visible emergence of the instrumental use of ethnicity.
It is also in these places where the situationist view of man begins to
gain plausibility. Ethnicity becomes changeable, culturally and
ecologically defined, and situationally sensitive. The classical view
holds that it is at the boundaries where ethnic action happens, more
dramatically so when either co-operative or conflicting relationships
between ethnic groups need to be strategized and enacted with
obvious political and economic consequences.

It is at these moments of boundary-crossing when Hoadley
(1988:504) insists that inquiry be focused “on thoseaspects of cultural
and public life most likely to reveal ethnic boundaries and evidence
of individuals having crossed them”. What then is the motivation
for crossing boundaries? Hoadley (1988:604) arguesthat, “[a]ll things
being equal, the authority and status enjoyed by the majority group
within a society exerts a natural attraction for minorities”. The
situationist view of man is once againinvoked here: he is strategizing
realities, constructing and reconstructing them, with the overall aim
of self-maximization, both psychologically and materialistically, as
van den Berghe would insist.
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Nevertheless, other than the questions of motives and motivation,
the next order of important questions, for both the ethnic actors and
the students of ethnic relations, concerns behaviour, comportment,
outward manifestations and appearances. Or simply, how do the ethnic
actors conduct themselves in their public lives? Among other things, it
depends on the balance of power and available strategic resources
between the ethnic groups on the one hand, and the fluidity and ease of
flow between these ethnic boundaries on the other.

In majority-minority relations, members of the minorities may
be tempted to engage in “passing”, a form of denial of the authentic
self. As De Vos (1982:28) suggests, passing requires maintaining a
facade and a variety of intrapsychic and external behavioural
manoeuvres. Conversely, in relations of balanced power and relatively
equitable distribution of resources, ethnic actors would cross
boundaries for instrumental ends. Under these circumstances, entry
into class-, interest-, and opportunity-based relations does not
typically demand a complete abdication of one’s ethnic identity.
Instead, ethnicity is being worked on. At one moment, the person
may want to temporarily submerge it in favour of a fagade closer to
and, therefore, more readily identifiable with his interactant. At
another moment, he may even decide to be deliberately expressive
of his ethnicity when emblematic usage of language, clothing, culture
and customs of his own ethnic group is judged to favour him in the
transaction.

So, in the fringes as well as in the centre, ethnicity is instrumental
and expressive in usage. The ethnic actor is fully aware and alert. He
does not assimilate. Neither does he engage in “passing” into or
among the other dominant group; nor does he have a “double
identity”, leading a “double life”. He is not a marginal man either.
He has a primary, core ethnic identity, best expressed and nurtured
in private. This is his master identity. He also has a secondary ethnic
identity, the acquisition of which is sociologically and psychologically
problematic and, therefore, demands a more vigorous explanation.
Just like the primary ethnic identity, this secondary ethnic identity
needs to be acquired, internalized, nurtured, presented and validated.
As Foster (1977:114) maintains, “[v]alidation is accomplished by
showing that the individual in question has certain critical behavioural
attributes that define the ethnic category.” He does not just present
it, superficially, for situational gains. He must have it “down pat”,
yet in such a way it will reconcile with his primary ethnic identity in
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the sense that he is fully capable of enacting the many critical and
necessary emblems of the other ethnic groups — such as language,
cultural practices, behavioural comportment, values. On top of all
this, he is most natural and spontaneous in one language (Sapir, 1968),
one ethnic group, one centre and one place.

Conceived as diametrically contrasting with assimilation are two
conceptually and ideologically related theories of ethnicity and ethnic
relations: first, cultural pluralism and multi-culturalism; and second,
integration. Borrowing John Dewey’s concept of democratic
pluralism, Horace Kallen (1924:122-23) stresses, “[c]ultural
pluralism is possible only in a democratic society whose institutions
encourage individuality in groups, in persons, in temperaments,
whose programme liberates those individuals and guides them into
a fellowship of freedom and co-operation”. Pluralism articulates a
pattern of ethnic relations whereby diverse groups that are different
from each other in many fundamental ways come to share a common
culture and a common structure of institutions within the confines
of a “plural society”, while allowing for the preservation and
perpetuation of ethnic distinctiveness in businesses, religions,
voluntary associations, clubs and media, as well as amongst families,
kin networks, friendship cliques and intergroup marriages.

As an ideal and an ideology, pluralism promotes cultural and
social heterogeneity and, therefore, self-awareness and self-direction
in the private spheres, as well as unification and co-operation in the
public domains — without necessarily creating ethnic division and
social conflicts. Louis Adamic (1938), in further extending the idea
of cultural pluralism, borrows from the poet Walt Whitman’s phrase
“a nation of nations” to highlight the multi-cultural character of
America as an immigrant country.

In the process of integration, what emerges is a synthesis of two
or more ethnic cultures — such a process unites but does not
homogenize the two groups. Following Glazer and Moynihan (1970),
who firststressed the processual quality of integration in their analysis
of ethnic groups, Femminella (1961) coins the concept of “impact”
to articulate “a booming collision (of two cultures) resulting in a
forced entanglement”. Postiglione (1983:23) suggests that “out of
the process of impacting and integration evolves a new synthesis
which gives meaning and importance to the developing nation” —
the complex forces of this “culture collision” yield a creative
aftermath (Postiglione, 1983:22).
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The Chinese in Thailand: Skinner’s Views

It is generally believed that the Chinese in Southeast Asia exhibit a
strong sense of cultural persistence and continuity. Mallory
(1956:258) points to the “amazing loyalty of the Chinese to their
own culture century after century...so that they perpetuate their
language and social customs and hold firmly to them”. More
recently, Ohki (1967:5) suggests that “the Chinese culture is highly
resistant to being worn down by other cultures during the
acculturation process”. Though there may be some truth to this
observation, it is fallacious to assume that the Chinese migrants
would react in the same way in the vastly different physical and
social environments of Southeast Asia. In Thailand, for example,
existing research literature seems to suggest that the Chinese bear
more attributes of social integration and assimilation into Thai
society than of conflict. Skinner (1963:1) has found that a majority
of the descendants of Chinese immigrants in each generation merge
with the Thai society and become indistinguishable from the
indigenous population to the extent that fourth-generation Chinese
are practically non-existent. He feels that the reason that many
Western and Chinese observers have grossly overestimated the
number of Chinese in Thailand was due in part to their failure to
see the extent of complete assimilation as “they note the large
migration of Chinese, but fail to see that a large proportion of the
Chinese migrants in each generation merge with Thai society”
(Skinner, 1963:2). Furthermore, Skinner (1963:4) suggests that the
cultural persistence of the Chinese community in Bangkok is witness
not to a peculiar unchangeableness on the part of the Chinese, but
rather to a continual reinforcement of Chinese society through
immigration. Scholars working on the Chinese in Thailand have
continued to use the Skinnerian paradigm. Both Amyot (1972) and
Ossapan (1979), for example, argue that the combination of Thai
government policies and the lack of formal Chinese education has
led to the assimilation of the Chinese in Thailand. Both authors
have made a much-generalized statement.

If Skinner is right and assimilation is taking place with regularity,
then the Chinese cannot survive as “Chinese” in Thailand. The gates
of immigration have been closed since 1949. It follows that the
Chinese minority will be absorbed and, in two to three generations,
there should be no ethnic Chinese community in Thailand. Yet, in
present-day Thailand, there is still a substantial number of ethnic
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Chinese. Boonsanong (1976:57) suggests that ethnic Chinese form
one-tenth of the Thai population or close to 4 million persons, and
China-born residents of Thailand who are aliens number nearly half
a million. Similarly, Szanton (1983), based on ethnographic data
collected in Sri Racha in 1983, has found that many Chinese still
maintain themselves as sociologically distinct segments, and
intermarriage between the Chinese and Thai is not as strong as
previously suggested. Furthermore, in present-day Thailand,
especially around the Bangkok area, there are still many Chinese
associations, economic and religious, that continue to look after the
interests of the ethnic Chinese. It is further noted that there are still
many private Chinese schools in Bangkok.

What are some of Skinner’s major ideas and hypotheses on the
assimilation of the Chinese in Thailand?! First, he (1963:5) asserts
that, other things being equal, there has been a fairly constant rate
of Chinese assimilation in Thailand over a period of a century and a
half. Second, the assimilation rate of the Chinese in Thailand is at
least of the same order of magnitude as that of the Europeans in the
United States (1963:5). He notes that one may cite similarities between
Thai and Chinese cultures as important pro-assimilation factors:

The Thai cultural inventory has always had many points in
common with that of the Southeast Chinese. The preferred food
staples for both peoples, for example, are rice, fish and pork.
The Thai commitment to Theravada Buddhism was no barrier
to social intercourse or cultural rapprochement in view of the
familiarity of the Chinese to another form of Buddhism. In
addition, the differences in the physical appearance between
Chinese and Thai are relatively slight.

In his comparison with the assimilation patterns of the Chinese
in Java, Skinner (1973:399) singles out certain factors as having primary
effect on the assimilation rate of the Chinese in Thailand. First, he
suggests that the historical experience of the Thai, with no direct
subjugation by any colonial power, has resulted in the Thai’s sense of
prideand security in the excellence of their tradition. Thus, Thai culture,
by virtue of its vigour and continuity, was attractive to the Chinese,
which in turn accelerated the assimilation process.

Skinner also points to the fact that the Chinese in Thailand
were free to reside and travel throughout Thailand. He observes that
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“throughout the new residential suburbs in Bangkok, Chinese are
found residing among the Thai in a random arrangement [and] show
no sign of neighbourhood segregation. Even families headed by
Chinese immigrants have moved to such suburbs. This changing
pattern facilitates the development of social intercourse between the
Chinese and the Thai” (1973:311). If the hypothesis that assimilation
rate is related to the size and composition of the ethnic community
is indeed true, then this greater access and contact of the Chinese
with the Thai will result in a faster rate of assimilation. Moreover,
the Chinese in Thailand were free, on reaching maturity, to identify
as either Chinese or Thai. One of the reasons for the acceleration of
assimilation in Thailand is the availability of “structural avenues”
which were conducive to and, in fact, encouraged the absorption of
the Chinese into the dominant indigenous culture.

Except for certain periods, the Thai government reacted
favourably towards the Chinese and adopted a pro-assimilationist
policy. This can be seen in its educational and economic policies.
Skinner (1957:365-72) notes that as early as 1898, the Thai
government had adopted a national education scheme which actively
sought to integrate Chinese schools into the national educational
system. Bearing in mind that education represents a major source of
socialization, and at an age when the individual is most susceptible
to behavioural and character moulding, the acceptance of Thai
language and education by the Chinese will greatly accelerate the
assimilation of the Chinese into Thai society. As one Thai author (in
Skinner, 1957a:250) puts it, “without a doubt, compulsory education
in Bangkok, where most Chinese congregate, is one means of
assimilation. In compulsory education lies an instrument which is
infinitely useful for our purposes. It would ensure that the second
generation of Chinese will, to all intents and purposes, be Siamese”.
Economically, the Chinese play a vital role in Thailand. The Chinese
migrants were needed to provide manpower for agriculture, shipping
and for the expansion of trade. Skinner notes that in Thailand, unlike
the Javanese case, mass migration has meant that the Chinese were
spread out in all strata of Thai society. This promoted, or at least did
not pose a barrier to, the assimilation of the Chinese. Moreover, the
ruling and administrative elites in Thailand were dominated by Thai,
as such the Chinese businessmen identified with this group. Thai
leaders also advocated a policy of giving citizenship to the migrant
Chinese. The Nationality Act was amended “in conformity with the
government’s liberal policy toward the Chinese so that all persons
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born in Thailand were automatically Thai citizens” (Skinner,
1973:378).

These measures, Skinner notes, assured the Chinese in Thailand
that they were wanted and thus gave the Chinese a sense of security.
Thus, Chinese culture in Thailand underwent changes in the direction
of Thai culture, gradually closing the gap between the two ways of
life and rendering the “Chinese way” less sharply distinguishable
from the larger Thai society. By the 1950s, the basic administrative
distinction between the Chinese and the Thai was wiped out. The
children of mixed marriages grew up as Thai, and the social visibility
of the Chinese decreased vis-a-vis the Thai. Skinner thus concludes
that first- and second-generation Chinese might be more Chinese-
oriented, but by the third and the fourth generations, the Chinese in
Thailand are, in all practical considerations, Thai.

Bilingualism and Bicultural Education

Skinner has overemphasized the powers of the forces of assimilation
which, in a sense, has coloured his perception of the Chinese in
Thailand. This is evident in the anomalies that we noted during our
fieldwork in regard to the situation of the Chinese in Thailand today.?
For example, it has been suggested that the adoption of the language
of the dominant group and the extent of its use is often indicative of
cultural assimilation, since language acquisition is often accompanied
by the adoption of cultural values as well as by entry into the social
institutions of the society. Undoubtedly, and Skinner is correct in
pointing this out, that many Chinese in Thailand indeed have acquired
the use of the Thai language. Exigencies of social and economic
survival in Thailand have necessitated this. But most Chinese in
Thailand are not monolingual. In fact, Boonsanong (1971:13) found
that although every Chinese person he interviewed speaks Thai, nearly
all of them also speak Chinese. Moreover, a large number of his
respondents also speak one or more additional Chinese dialects
besides their parents’ mother tongue, though the majority of them
learned to speak their parents’ dialects first and later acquired the
rest. This is important as it suggests that for this group of people,
Chinese cultural values are internalized first and Thai cultural values
come later. This fact furnishes significant proof of the cultural
influence of parental language on the respondents’ early socialization
(Boonsanong, 1971:13). When the respondents were asked why
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Chinese was used, some of the common reasons given were, “It is
more natural for me to speak Chinese in my family because we are
Chinese,” “Chinese is the business language — if you don’t speak
Chinese, how can you do business?” or “I try to speak to my children
only in Chinese so that they can learn from me.”

There were many instances of bilingualism. In one family
(middle-aged parents and two children, one aged 9 and the other 6),
the couple were speaking to each other and to their children in
Cantonese but, when the children answered the parents, it was in a
mix of Cantonese and Thai. This was also true when the siblings
spoke to each other, although in this instance there was a greater
usage of Thai than dialect. In another interview conducted in a mix
of Mandarin and Teochew with a shopkeeper, the latter spoke to his
customers in Thai; but to the shopkeeper next door, he spoke in
Teochew. These fieldwork observations corroborated the following
statement of one of our informants:

There are many families who still speak Chinese dialects at home.
Of course, this is more so among the older generations, but I
know many third-generation Chinese who still know Teochew
and speak Teochew to their parents and grandparents. There
are, in fact, shopping centres in Bangkok where most of the
shopkeepers speak Teochew and Cantonese to one another.

Thus, in Thailand different languages are used as codes in the
different environments to signify and maintain ethnic identity:

Teochew is used between Chinese and among young people you
know. When Chinese businessmen do business with one another,
it is in the Teochew dialect or Cantonese. Because of necessity, I
allow my children to attend Thai school. This is the fate of an
overseas Chinese. It is better if they know the language [Thai].
To get ahead in Thailand, you have to do this. My wife is Thai.
My children speak to her in Thai. However, I taught my children
to speak Chinese [Mandarin] from when they were very young.
So now, I can speak to them in Chinese.

Hence although the Chinese in Thailand use Thai language in public\
social discourse, the learning of Thai has not led to the demise of the
Chinese language. Instead, bilingualism is common and different
languages are used in different social situations.

22



Rethinking Assimilation and Ethnicity: The Chinese of Thailand

In the domestic environment, Chinese is used, especially when
speaking to parents and older relatives. This is also true when one
Chinese talks to another. Outside the home, however, especially when
dealing with Thai bureaucrats and Thai in general, there is a greater
necessity to use Thai. Boonsanong’s data indicated that for the
“Group One” Chinese, over 76 percent of the respondents said they
used Chinese more than Thai at home.? Though there was a reduction
in the usage of Chinese at home for the “Group Three” respondents,
that is, those who were supposed to be the “most assimilated” group,
a significant 20 percent still claimed that in the domestic environment,
they spoke Chinese more often than Thai.

Closely related to the problems of language acquisition is the
role of education in the assimilation process. Skinner’s argument is
that the integration of Chinese schools into the national education
system, and the influx of Chinese into Thai schools where Chinese
students are strongly persuaded to speak Thai and pledge allegiance
to Thai symbols, have facilitated the assimilation of the ethnic Chinese
into Thai society. In a later study, Guskin (1968:67) arrives at the
same conclusion:

[Given] the results of the law of Thailand, the cultural values
related to education, the norms and values related to respect for
teachers and the school regulations which must be followed if
the student desires to succeed, [Chinese children] are committed
to attending Thai schools and, it would seem, are normatively
integrated into them.

While many Chinese parents acknowledge the practical values
to be accrued from a knowledge of Thai, this view is not held by all
Chinese in Thailand. In fact, according to our informants, there are
still some Chinese parents who deliberately avoid sending their
children to Thai schools, preferring Chinese schools instead. Some
even keep their children from attending schools in order to have
extra labour for business and commercial activities. Contrary to
Skinner’s position, Coughlin (1960:144—68) argues that Chinese
education was in a stronger position in the 1960s than in the 1930s
and 1940s. He noted that although there was a marked decline in
the number of Chinese schools, there were, however, more children
attending Chinese schools: 17,000 in 1938 and 63,000 in 1960. There
was also no evidence that the Chinese community had given up its
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desire for separate Chinese schools. The existence of Chinese schools
helped perpetuate Chinese culture and nationalism. This has been
the basis of the government’s opposition to these schools from the
beginning, and also one of the reasons for the Chinese community’s
desire to maintain them. Chinese schools provided virtually the only
means by which spoken and written Chinese can be learned
(Coughlin, 1960:158), though the home would serve the function of
reinforcing the use of the spoken language.

Significant is the fact that, today, there are still many Chinese
schools in Bangkok and even in the regional provinces. In 1989,
there were 102 Chinese language schools in Bangkok alone. For
the whole of Thailand, they numbered 213. Due to government
policies, they are no longer called huaxiao (Chinese schools), but
are known as minxiao (people’s schools) or kongxiao (public
schools). These schools, according to one informant (a school
teacher), follow the regular curriculum of Thai schools. The
significant difference is that classes are conducted in both Chinese
and Thai. The continued existence of so many Chinese schools in
present-day Thailand attests to the importance parents in Thailand
place on a Chinese education and their desire to retain the Chinese
identity in their children. Moreover, other than these public
schools, many parents, especially the richer Chinese, send their
children to private schools where Chinese is the medium of
instruction. Also, according to one informant, Chinese parents
who send their children to Thai schools would engage private
tutors to teach their children Chinese. Another popular alternative
is for the children to attend Thai schools during the day and take
Chinese classes in the evening. Said one informant:

There are fewer Chinese schools today compared to the past.
This is due to government policy. They do not encourage Chinese
education. The Chinese are a very practical people. If they see
that it is better to have their children in Thai schools, they will
send them there. But they will find ways to maintain the Chinese
language and Chinese education.

As Chinese education in Thailand is only available for the first
six years of school (it is possible for an optional three more years),
parents who want their children to have higher education in Chinese
will send their children overseas. Said one Chinese:
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In the past, many Chinese sent their children back to China or, if
they are pro-Guomindang, they will send the children to Taiwan.
Many Chinese parents today, I don’t know exactly how many,
but I think many, still send their children to Taiwan for higher
schooling. Recently, they also send them to Malaysia and
Singapore. It is not because of nationalism that they want to
maintain Chinese education. Chinese is an economic language,
a language of survival. Chinese language is very useful for doing
business in Thailand.

On deeper analysis, there are really two issues here: affordability
and desire. Parents who can afford to will send their children overseas
for higher education, often to Taiwan or to Malaysia where it is not
very expensive. Destination aside, these Chinese parents desire their
children to have a Chinese education, or at least some of it.

It is also important to remember that Chinese schools in Thailand
today do not teach the type of nationalistic Chinese education
prevalent in the 1940s and early 1950s. Due to a growing recognition
that education cannot be entirely Chinese if it is to be of any use in
Thailand, the curricula in these schools are adjusted to meet the
needs of the Chinese in modern Thai society, incorporating the
teaching of Thai language and history with that of Chinese language
and culture. Based on the belief that a Thai education would lead to
an administrative post in the Thai bureaucracy while children in
Chinese schools would acquire Chinese values that can help in the
business enterprise of the family, many Chinese parents send some
of their children to Thai schools and the rest to Chinese schools. It is
often said that nothing can be more advantageous than for a Chinese
businessman to have a brother who holds a high position in the Thai
administration or is a member of the political elite.

Of Cliques, Clans and Prejudices

If Skinner is correct in his analysis of Chinese assimilation in Thailand,
the Chinese would have undergone “structural assimilation”.
According to Gordon (1964), there is a large-scale entry of Chinese
into cliques, clubs and institutions of Thai society. Coughlin
(1960:32-66) argues that the very commercial success of the Chinese
in Thailand was due in large part to the development of tight social
and economic organizations which served to encourage co-operation

25



Alternate Identities

among the overseas Chinese and provide protection for them in a
hostile environment. These Chinese associations, which brought
together individuals with similar interests (familial, economic or
religious), were the very backbone of the Chinese community in
Thailand. He further notes that “these overseas associations in their
totality are influential in perpetuating social distinctions between
the Thai and Chinese population groups that their continued vitality
as growing institutions beyond the immigrant generation can only
be the indefinite postponement of any major move towards a more
thorough assimilation of the Chinese minority in Thailand”.

In Bangkok today, there are over 80 Chinese associations (based
on clan, region or dialect) that continue to serve important social
and community functions for the Chinese. The most important of
these are the economic organizations, such as the Chinese Chamber
of Commerce and occupational guilds, to which Chinese businessmen
still make substantial financial contributions. In a sense, this is an
indication of their usefulness, as the Chinese seldom put money into
any organization that has lost its usefulness. For one, these
associations still offer social prestige for the Chinese community.
For example, the top offices in the Chinese Chamber of Commerce
are still highly valued by Chinese businessmen as they carry with
them prestige and power within the Chinese community.

Although the continued existence of these associations is
significant because they indicate a failure of complete “structural
assimilation”, this point should not be overemphasized. Most of the
Chinese businessmen who join Chinese associations are also members
in Thai associations, such as the Thai Chamber of Commerce.
Undoubtedly, this is because of an awareness among Chinese
businessmen that in order to succeed in Thailand they have to co-
operate with the Thai elites, who control the political, military and
administrative arenas, but lack the economic base to bolster their
political and military powers. Thus, alliances are made between the
Thai elites and Chinese businessmen, a complementary relationship
which serves the interests of both groups. Chinese businessmen
reorganized their commercial corporations to include Thai elites with
“good connections”. Many Chinese-Thai ventures are set up, utilizing
the capital and entrepreneurial skills of the Chinese, with the Thai
officials providing “protection” and giving official privileges and
government contracts.
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So, not only do many Chinese join Thai associations for
pragmatic and economic reasons, some in fact sit on the board of
directors for both Thai and Chinese associations. As an example of
this cross-representation strategy, we note that Vichien Tejapaibul
(from a wealthy Chinese banking family), in 1989, was the Deputy
Honorary Treasurer of the Thai-Chinese Chamber of Commerce.
At the same time, he was Vice-President of the Thai Chamber of
Commerce and Treasurer of the Board of Trade of Thailand. Similarly,
Boansong Srifeungfung sits on the Board of the Thai-Chinese
Chamber of Commerce as well as the Board of Trade of Thailand.
Even when the person is not represented on both boards, there is
often representation through other members of the family. For
example, one member of the Lamsam family (Thai Farmers Bank)
sits on the Thai Chamber of Commerce while a relative sits on the
Thai-Chinese Chamber of Commerce.

Furthermore, a strong sense of occupational division of labour
persists between the Chinese and the Thai even in Thailand today.
There seems to be a high degree of consensus among our informants
that Thais tend to enter the bureaucracy and the army, while the
Chinese are in the business world. “The Thais become soldiers,
policemen and teachers,” said one informant, who continued, “In
fact, most civil service jobs are taken by Thais. The Chinese are
businessmen and merchants. They tend to engage in freelance
activities.” Another informant said, “80 percent of all doctors in
Thailand are Chinese. They also control the restaurant business.”
One Chinese said, “The value of being a soldier is not highly regarded
by the Chinese.”

Boonsanong (1971:26) notes that “it is clearly evident in the
interview responses which point in a matter-of-fact way to an a priori
state of affairs in which some occupations are Chinese occupations
and others are Thai occupations. Furthermore, it seems largely taken
for granted that Thai should do certain kinds of work and Chinese
other kinds.” Close to three-fourths of the respondents in Groups
One and Two in Boonsanong’s survey said that the Chinese mastered
greater skill in trade and commerce than the Thai. Perhaps more
significantly, 58.3 percent of those in Group Three, that is, Chinese
government employees, agreed with their statement. Similarly, in Sri
Racha, the Chinese tended to define their Chineseness in terms of

degree of commercial orientation and business success (Szanton,
1983:109).
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Both the Chinese and Thai seem to accept the ethnic stereotypes
that the Chinese are better businessmen and the Thai are better
governmental administrators. Reasons given by the respondents
include: “Trade and commerce fit well with the character of the
Chinese people”, or “Chinese are gifted merchants”. On the Thai
side, it is believed that “government work is the work of the Thai
people”, or “Thai have contact (phuak) and relatives (yaat) in the
government”. Ethnic prejudice remains a strong undercurrent in Thai
society today. The existence of these prejudices indicates a lack of
cultural assimilation. An editorial in the Bangkok Post, a major
English language newspaper in Thailand, as recently as 1983, clearly
illustrates this prejudice. Under the headline, “Chinese Connection
and Money”, it read:

The true Thai as a race form a typical warrior society with typical
conservative values. They prefer to accumulate position and
prestige. They hate to touch and discuss money. Even Thai farmers
with their earthly wisdom would still want their sons to be civil
servants, rather than have anything to do with money... The
Chinese take over money matters. Thai people of Chinese descent
continue to have a stranglehold on business and money. Chinese-
Thai pour money into acceptable charitable organizations to get
recognition and royal decorations. All of them search
sophisticated dictionaries to find lengthy Thai names and
surnames in order to appear more Thai, with the result that now
one can recognize really the true Thais only by their short
surnames.

One Chinese businessman said:

The Chinese are the masters of the business world. When the
Thais feel that they cannot get into business, they say that the
Chinese are crude, only interested in making money.

One Thai person remarked:

People realize that there are differences between the Chinese and
the Thais. The Chinese are the rich people.*

Another Thai informant said:

The Thai government likes to give rank and position to the
Chinese. If you are chairman of a bank, or give money to charity,
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you will be awarded titles. But this does not make them Thai...
They are simply ornaments. The Thais feel that they have to
work 3040 years before they get an award, but when the Chinese
give money, they get titles. Do you know half of those with the
title kunying (ladies of the Court) are Chinese women from rich
families?

The continued existence of ethnic stereotypes can be taken as an
indication that ethnic differences still persist in Thailand today.

Coughlin has taken a stronger position and argues that the
occupational segregation of the Thai and Chinese is a major source
of friction between the two peoples. He (1960:116) reasons that
“this occupational separation has given the Chinese minority immense
economic power, but at the same time has incited fear, resentment
and a growing measure of intolerance on the part of many leading
Thai. Their present economic position, related as it is to so many
fundamental institutions and values, is the major obstacle to the
further integration of the Chinese minority.” There is certainly some
degree of truth to this statement, especially during the 1930s and
1950s, where strong Thai nationalistic fervour led to criticisms of
the economic control of Thailand by the Chinese. The Chinese were
perceived as subtly undermining the livelihood of the Thai people.

Occupational segregation, to a large degree, still exists in
Thailand today, but the availability of Thai education for the Chinese
has meant that more and more Chinese are finding jobs in the Thai
administrative service. Many Thais are beginning to feel that “Thai
can be businessman too” and are increasingly engaging in commercial
activities.

But, it can be argued that, at the elite level, this occupational
differentiation is maintained. The situation is not one of tension, but
of complementary functions. As pointed out earlier, the Chinese
businessmen, in order to protect their financial interests, have formed
alliances with leading Thai politicians and military men, who in turn
retain high remuneration by serving as directors in such companies.
Thus, a case can be made that there is no desire or necessity for the
Chinese elites to be assimilated into Thai society as this will disturb
the finely balanced relationship between the two groups. On the
Thai side, the assimilation of the Chinese elites could be seen as an
intrusion and would threaten their interests. A large proportion of
the ethnic Chinese in Bangkok today are the wealthier people who,
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in a sense, have more to gain by maintaining the status quo.
“Becoming Thai” would lead to a conflict of interests with the Thai
elites. In this sense, the Chinese and Thai elites can be seen as
subgroupings of different ethnic categories which assume
complementary economic roles in the local environment. By
occupying exclusive economic niches, these groups maintain their
separate cultural identities (Golomb, 1978:162).

At one level, the wealthier Chinese in Bangkok thus would have
more to gain by remaining Chinese. However, at another level, the
fact that they interact more with the Thai elite will have many subtle,
though largely unclear, influences on their abilities to remain Chinese.
In reality, the poor Chinese are more likely not to change because
they have little to gain by becoming Thai.

Among the Chinese outside Bangkok, in the provinces, such as
the farmers and small businessmen in the northern and northeastern
regions and in the highlands, many of them maintain contacts with
lowland urban Chinese relatives or friends to retain their Chineseness.
These more marginal Chinese are even less assimilated than the well-
off Chinese in Bangkok.

Religion, Tradition and Ethnic Identification

Skinner also suggests that the basic similarities between Chinese and
Thai religious life are conducive to assimilation. “The Chinese
popular religion, with Mahayana elements, is similar to Theravada
Buddhism. Chinese religious sentiment is eclectic and syncretic rather
than exclusivistic. Thus, religion is no barrier to Chinese assimilation
in Thailand” (Skinner, 1973:408). To say that because both the Thai
and the Chinese practise Buddhism and, therefore, religion is no
barrier to assimilation is like saying that since both Protestants and
Catholics are Christians, they should get along very well. Significant
differences exist between Thai Theravada Buddhism and Chinese
Mahayana Buddhism. The Thai, for example, worship at the Buddhist
wat, while the Chinese worship at deity temples. The Thai cremate
their dead in the wat, while the Chinese prefer to bury their dead.
More significantly, the Thai have no ancestral duties while the Chinese
are duty-bound to carry out such rituals. There are other differences
as well. For example, compared to Thai Buddhism, Chinese Buddhism
is less strict with members of the monastic order. As such, Chinese
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Buddhist teachings put less emphasis on asceticism and combine many
more Chinese folk beliefs and rituals with Buddhist ones. Thai
Buddhism, on the other hand, places greater emphasis on the purity
of the religion.

Differences between Thai and Chinese religious beliefs are not
irreconcilable, but their similarities should not be exaggerated. In
Thailand today, a large number of Chinese continue to carry out
ancestral rituals. This observation receives support from
Boonsanong’s survey, which indicated that nine out of ten Chinese
respondents were engaged in ancestor worship. This figure is for
Group One respondents, but even among Group Three respondents,
supposedly the most assimilated, 63.3 percent claimed to be ancestor
worshippers (Boonsanong, 1971:34). The observance of ancestral
rituals is central to Chinese religious life and contributes substantially
to the integration and perpetuation of the family as a basic unit of
Chinese social life. Moreover, ancestor worship is linked to the idea
of xiao or filial piety, according to which children owe their parents
obedience and are committed to the perpetuation of the family name
and lineage. For example, a majority of the Chinese in Thailand still
practise the rituals of burying the dead. Our own informants said
that many Chinese in Thailand still practise ancestor worship; many
continue to go to the temples for worship. There are numerous
Chinese temples in Bangkok, particularly in the Savatburi area.

In addition, the Chinese in Thailand also maintain the
celebration of Chinese festivals. The Chinese New Year continues to
be celebrated on a grand scale in Bangkok, Phuket and the southern
provinces. Other important festivals which are celebrated include
the Qing Ming, Chun Yuan and Mid-Autumn festivals. One Thai
informant noted:

The Thai people know that Qing Ming is around, because at
that time, there will be bad traffic jams as the Chinese make
their way to the graveyards to pray to the ancestors. This is
especially true in the Saraburi and Chonburi areas, where there
are many Chinese cemeteries. The Chinese festival of “praying
to the moon” is also popular. We Thai know about this festival
because we eat the mooncakes too. Almost everywhere you see
mooncakes. In fact, I think the biggest mooncake in the world
was made in Bangkok. I think it is in the Guinness Book of
World Records.
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Another informant asked a rhetorical question:

If there are no Chinese in Thailand today, who are those people
celebrating Chinese New Year and praying to the ancestors?

The continued practice of ancestor worship and the widespread
celebrations of festivals point to the persistence of Chinese cultural
values in present-day Thailand. Chinese religion and rituals have
emerged as important markers of ethnic identification in Thailand.
One of our Thai informants said that he could easily tell whether a
person is Chinese or Thai simply by observing the way the person
carries out certain customs or rituals. Many Chinese continue to
hold on to the tradition of having reunion dinners and handing out
hongpao — red packets which contain money. The giving of hongpao
is a traditional Chinese custom to signify a gift of good luck. However,
the very same Chinese who continue to practise these Chinese customs
also observe Thai rituals at the wat. Many Chinese claim that they
make donations to the Thai wat regularly. The Chinese in Thailand
celebrate both the Chinese New Year and the Thai New Year. At
funerals, some Chinese may perform rituals which are distinctly
Chinese in origin and content, but they do so in the Thai wat as well.
Undoubtedly, Chinese ritualistic behaviours observed in a Thai setting
testify to an overt mixture of Chinese and Thai customs. Yet this
mixture does not mean the demise of Chinese rituals nor its
replacement by Thai ones, but a modification and adaptation of both
customs to become “part Chinese and part Thai”.

Turning to the matter of ethnic language, we note five major
Chinese daily newspapers in Bangkok today, with an estimated
readership (not circulation) of over 500,000 people daily. The oldest,
and probably the most influential, is Sing Sian Ye Pao. It was originally
founded by Aw Boon Haw, who was a leading Chinese merchant
with business connections in Hong Kong, Singapore and Myanmar.
The second largest is Universal Press. According to one informant,
this paper is funded by the Republic of China and its editorials are
slanted towards Taiwan. The other major dailies are the Zhonghua
Press, the Qing Lua Zhong Yuan, and the Xin Zhong Yuan.
Newspapers in Thailand can be divided into two groups, those that
are pro-PRC (People’s Republic of China) and those that are pro-
Taiwan. Most of their subscribers belong to the older generation.
However, many young people continue to read them.
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Finally, let us look at intermarriages and family life. Here, some
discrepancies in empirical observations are evident. On the one hand,
Skinner notes a high degree of intermarriage between the Chinese
and the Thai, especially before 1893, when there was a dearth of
Chinese women immigrants to Thailand. Likewise, Boonsanong
(1971:57-58) has found that between 30.3 percent (Group One)
and 63.7 percent (Group Three) stated that they had Thai members
in their households. However, Coughlin (1960:75-83) argues that
intermarriage between the Chinese and Thai, especially in the
Bangkok area, was not as prevalent as many had been led to believe.
In his random survey of 145 marriages, representing a full range of
socioeconomic levels, he found no instance in which a Chinese girl
had married a non-Chinese and only two men who had married
Thai girls. He suggested that the reason for this was partly due to
the trend towards numerical equality of the sexes and the cultural
differences between the two. “The Thai consider the Chinese
uncouth and raucous in public ... and are grasping, excessively
materialistic, interested only in making money” (Coughlin,
1960:75-83). Conversely, the Thai are characterized by the Chinese
as indolent, untrustworthy and slippery in business dealings. More
specially, there are cultural differences between the two ethnic
groups regarding marriage rules. For example, the Chinese are
generally patrilineal and patrilocal, whereas the Thais are matrilineal
and neolocal. Marriage rituals are also very different, with different
values and expectations between the two groups. Such cultural
differences underpin and intensify feelings of ethnic prejudice. The
Chinese consider Thai girls marrying into Chinese families as a
form of upward mobility, giving the Thai better economic conditions
as well as business linkages. But, Chinese girls marrying into Thai
families, except for royal and military connections, are often
considered as economic and social retrograde. Nevertheless, it is
significant to notethat a large percentage of the Chinese in Thailand
today claim that they would prefer to marry another Chinese instead
of a Thai. Boonsanong noted that over 60 percent (Group One)
said that they preferred Chinese spouses. Some reasons given for
this attitude were: “My parents would approve of it and would be
happy with a Chinese-in-law,” or “As Chinese, we would
understand our customs better.”

One Chinese informant, aged 65, almost defiantly asserted his
ethnicity in this way:

33



Alternate Identities

Many Chinese have acquired Thai citizenship (he also estimated
thatabout 200,000 have retained PRC citizenship). In legal terms,
they are Thai. Even in public, most of these people will say that
they are Thai. But, in cultural terms, from their way of life, they
are still Chinese because they retain many elements of Chinese
culture. It is like milk and coffee. When you pour milk into coffee
and stir it, they mix. It is very difficult to distinguish the milk
from the coffee. But, they are still two different things. I can
speak Thai like any other Thai, but [ am Chinese. To be Thai is
not to deny my Chineseness. To stress Chineseness is not to deny
my Thainess.

Conclusion

Contrary to Skinner’s assertions, as far as the Chinese in Thailand
are concerned, assimilation as defined and prescribed in the American
sociological and anthropological literature has not taken place.
Neither does it seem to be a useful and sufficiently dynamic concept
to delineate and make sense of the complexity of relationships
between the Chinese and the Thai in Thailand. American theories of
assimilation often over-exaggerate the absorptive powers of the
majority group and its culture; oversimplify the process of social
change in terms of its directionality and dimensionality; and often
tend to view minority groups in terms of the simplistic dichotomy of
either having been assimilated or not. Conceptualizing assimilation
as a one-way, unilineal, unidimensional process, the theorist fails to
come to grips with the tenacity of ethnicity and is, therefore, often at
a loss as to how to account for its persistence.

Any theoretical attempt to disentangle majority-minority
relations would thus need to incorporate a vigorous treatment of
the dynamics of ethnicity and ethnic identity. In the same vein,
ethnicity is both primordial and situational, not either or. Ethnicity
is intrinsically self-maintaining, cumulative, deepening, self-
affirming, and most vividly to be expressively used in the centre
of one’s own ethnic group, in the private place. It resists outside
attempts at dilution or penetration, that is, assimilation (or, using
a more graphic term, ethnocide, following van den Berghe’s
[1981:217] analysis). In this sense, ethnicity is understood
primarily in its primordial terms. It resists efforts at assimilation
and holds its own. It derives its nourishment and vital energy
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from its primary ethnic identity, a psychosocial core formulated
since birth in the family, nurtured and maintained before, during
and after contact with a foreign culture. A person thus usually
and typically has one primary ethnic identity, one reference group,
one heritage.

Ethnicity is also amenable to construction and presentation
on the part of both the ethnic actor himself or herself and his or
her observers. In the “fringes” where ethnic boundaries intersect
and overlap, ethnic actors enter into co-operative (or, conflicting)
relationships. In such a public place, members of minorities
strategize and manage their ethnicity; situations and exigencies of
survival would need to be defined, reconstructed and acted upon
with caution. Ethnicity is instrumentally used: either it feeds on
one’s secondary ethnic identity, “an identification with the other”,
which is more likely, thus minimizing differences and social distance
between the majority and minority groups, or it will not.

Most Chinese in Thailand today adopt Thai values, speak Thai,
go to Thai schools, join Thai associations and celebrate Thai festivals.
They would consider themselves as Thai, not citizens of China. They
would pledge allegiance to the Thai flag and monarchy. All these
attempts at integration into the Thai society facilitate everyday life
interactions as well as administrative, political and economic
transactions in the public place. Their secondary ethnic identity is
notjust momentarily conjured up and then displayed for the occasion;
it has been acquired, internalized and integrated as an integral part
of one’s definition of one’s own ethnicity.

Two other markers of expressive and instrumental ethnicity
are the use of language and ancestor worship. The Chinese, and
this is most clearly seen in the behaviour of the shopkeepers, talk
with one another in Chinese, often Teochew. However, in their
dealings with the Thais, they would use Thai. Similarly, Chinese
is most often used in the home, as opposed to Thai in the public
area. Unlike the Thais, the Chinese worship their ancestors. This
is used by many Chinese to maintain their identity as it
differentiates them from the Thais. It also reinforces their historical
linkage with China.

Most Chinese businessmen in Bangkok enter into symbiotic
relationships with the Thai political and administrative elites. These
relationships are typically class- or interest-based, mutually beneficial
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to both parties, and are intrinsically precarious in terms of power
balance maintenance. The prevailing stereotype of the Chinese is, as
one Thai succinctly put it, “All the Chinese in Bangkok are rich.”
The Thai elites have political and administrative control while the
Chinese have and are also perceived to have financial and economic
resources. These ethnic stereotypes separate the Chinese from the
Thai and retard assimilation. In fact, wholesale assimilation of the
Chinese upper economic echelon into the Thai political and
administrative elites would lead to an imbalance in a potentially
precarious, though at present, finely-tuned, relationship. Assimilation
would result in an overlap in roles and, therefore, subsequently
threaten the interests of both groups. It has been suggested that the
Thai economy is dominated by a handful of large commercial
banks owned by leading Chinese families. One of the biggest
banks in Thailand is owned by a Chinese. Many seats on its Board
of Directors, however, are occupied by Thai political and military
elites (Gray, 1986).

While the Chinese elite in Bangkok continue to nurture and
manage their relationships with the Thai in the form of alliances,
agreements and contracts, most Chinese in Thailand speak both
Thai and Chinese, worship in both Thai wat and Chinese temples,
and join Chinese as well as Thai associations. Yet, one also
witnesses the tenacity and survival of a primary Chinese identity:
Chinese schools and associations persist, and Chinese customs
and religious rituals are still being practised daily. Coughlin (1960)
calls this “double identity”, an essentially static concept that fails
to view the person as an active being who understands and respects
his group allegiances; uses his ethnicity expressively and
instrumentally; conducts himself in ways he sees most appropriate
and advantageous in private and public places; knows the
distinction between primary and secondary identification, and uses
the distinction strategically. Logically, such a view of an ethnic
actor must consider assimilation as problematic and, certainly,
not taken-for-granted. It is a view that focuses its theoretical and
empirical attention on the human actors relentlessly meeting their
own needs while adopting and trying out strategies in daily social
transactions (Whitten and Whitten, 1972). It is a proactive view
in the sense that the theoretical interest lies in acknowledging the
individuals and the group making the best of the situation, not as
mere victims of social forces. Yet this same person recognizes and
nurtures his sense of belonging to his ethnic group. As Rosaldo
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(1988) points out, while members of an ethnic group enjoy “piling
up” and “concentrating”, they are also conscious of the possibility
of these gatherings being penetrated. The essence of ethnicity is
thus one of maintenance and resistance, as much as one of
construction and presentation.

The key question is no longer whether the Chinese in Thailand
or, for that matter, most overseas Chinese everywhere, are
assimilated or not. The concept of assimilation has little
explanatory utility beyond what has already been used or
prescribed in the social science literature. The more relevant
question is: How do the Chinese go about conducting themselves
as a group and as persons in their daily social transactions with
those of their own and with “the others”, and why? Such a
question subsumes under it a constellation of experiential and
phenomenological questions best answered at the level of everyday
life. Concepts suggested in this article, retrieved from classical
sociological imagination and utilized by contemporary students
of ethnic and race relations, are some of the useful theoretical

building blocks.

NoTEs

*This essay by Chan Kwok Bun and Tong Chee Kiong was first published in
International Migration Review in 1993, vol. xxvii, No. 1, pp. 140-68. It is
reproduced in this volume with the kind permission of the Centre for Migration
Studies of New York, USA.

1 Skinner’s contribution to the study of the overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia
is indisputable. His use of historical analysis, particularly in his works on the
Chinese in Thailand, still remains the standard methodological tool for
interested scholars. Skinner was among the first to attempt a comparative
analysis of the overseas Chinese. He advocates the need for a cultural analysis,
adopting a more holistic approach rather than reducing everything to economic
and political factors. He denies a social mythology — the general belief that
the Chinese in Southeast Asia can be seen as a general category of people.
More than anyone else, Skinner has rekindled interest and discussion in the
study of the Chinese in Southeast Asia.

2 This study was conducted using qualitative fieldwork methods. Three field
trips to Thailand in 1984, 1989 and 1991 were made to collect the data. Two
major interview methods were used: (1) focused, open-ended, semi-structured
interviews guided by an interview schedule; and, (2) casual, interview-like,
“everyday life” conversations during the fieldwork. The interview schedule
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consisted of questions pertaining to, among other things, children’s Chinese/
Thai education and schooling, acquisition and use of Thai and Chinese
languages, personal and family life histories, meaning of being “Chinese”,
ethnic prejudice and social contacts between Chinese and Thais. Generally
conducted in Mandarin or Teochew, some during visits to families to allow
for observations of parent-child, between-generations interactions, these
interviews lasted between half-an-hour to one-and-a-half hours. The
interviewers made notes during and after these interviews.

A total of 40 informants and respondents were interviewed: 18
businessmen, 4 journalists of Chinese dailies, and the rest comprising clan
leaders, taxi-drivers, civil servants and students. The “snowballing” sampling
process was based on recommendations and referrals made by informants
and respondents during different stages of the fieldwork. When interviewing
the 10 (out of the total sample of 40) non-Chinese speaking Thai respondents,
an interpreter was used, who also assisted in translating Thai archival materials
at the library of Chulalongkorn University — a site housing many valuable
and rich materials on the subject of our inquiry. We also went through old
issues of English newspapers and archival records at Chinese schools and
clan associations; we managed to deepen, check and counter-check our analyses
through discussions with Thai scholars. We would like to thank, especially,
Professors Charnwit Kasetsiri, Suvanna Kriengkraipetch and Walwipha
Burusratanaphand.

3 Boonsanong divides his respondents into three groups:

Group One — less educated non-government employees;

Group Two — more educated non-government employees;

Group Three — government employees.

He suggests that there are differential rates of assimilation for the three groups.
Though his findings are significant, it must be pointed out that his selection
of respondents falls into a tautological trap. He purports to indicate that
government employees show the greatest assimilation. But the very fact that
they are government employees could be taken to mean that they have already
been assimilated into Thai society.

4 It is important to make a distinction between perception and reality. There is
a stereotypical perception that the Chinese in Thailand are rich and have
achieved this status through exploitation of the Thai people. Statistics available
in the 1960s showed that, in reality, the average income of the Chinese was
significantly lower than that of the Thai. This data, however, has not altered
ethnic perceptions.
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Pigtail: A PreHistory of
Chineseness in Siam *

Kasian Tejapira

Hangpia is the hair on a Jek’s head which is shaven off except at
the occiput into a round shape like a cake of brown sugar cane,
and is then plaited into a long tail. (Bradley 1873:757)

Challenging the reification of ethnic categories, this chapter examines
the genealogy of Chineseness in Siam before the early 20th century
by focusing on the pigtail as an alleged sign of Chineseness. A critical
scrutiny of G. William Skinner’s arguments in his Chinese Society in
Thailand and the political and cultural history of the pigtail in both
the Middle Kingdom and the Kingdom of Siam reveals the variable,
situational and pluralistic meanings of the pigtail. With the pigtail
as signifier being thus deconstructed, Chineseness turns out to be a
recent invention in Thai racialized discourse that had little to do
with the pigtail as such.

Prologue

Growing up in a Teochew community in Bangkok during the
1960s, I came to learn about my non-Thai ethnic identity primarily
through the Teochew dialect. It is a dialect in which claims of the
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following kind were heard: “We are Tung Nang who came from
Tung Sua to Hsien Lo or Mang Kok.” On almost every occasion
when cordial family conversations took place, my father, who
emigrated to Thailand from Kwangtung (Guangdong) province
in the 1930s and, till this day, still speaks only a few mostly abusive
Thai words, never tired of urging me and my brothers to recite
after him the name of the exact locale of his and hence our
homeland: Tung Sua, Kwangtung, Lo Ti Huay. In our Teochew
dialect, we never call ourselves Jin or Jek as the Thai call us, nor
do we ever call them “Thai”. In fact, the words Jin, Jek,and “Thai”
simply do not exist in the Teochew dialect. For us, the Thai are
all “Huan Nang”.

The discourse in Teochew of ethnic identity seemed
transparent and unproblematic enough to me at that time. In
modern English translation, Tung Nang refers to the Chinese, Tung
Sua to China, Hsien Lo or Mang Kok to Thailand, and Huan
Nang to the Thai, that is, there was a clear case of “us” versus
“them”. As for those more formal, written terms such as Tong
Kok (China), Tong Kok Nang (Chinese), and Khai Kok (Thailand),
they, of course, existed but not as a part of everyday speech. This
Teochew-mediated Chinese imagined community was my ethnic
identity and national reality. It was clear to me. I took it for
granted. It was mine.

My subsequent discovery of the dynastic roots of these all too
familiar Teochew-Chinese ethnic and national categories was a
cognitive shock indeed. It turns out that Tung Nang actually means
“people of the Tang dynasty (618-907)” while Tung Sua signifies
“the mountains of the Tang dynasty”, a term initially used by
Korean sea travellers. As for Hsien Lo and Mang Kok, the former
is derived from a combination of the names of the kingdoms of
Sukhothai and Lavo, whereas the latter is a transliteration of
Bangkok. Both are quite distinct from the nation-state of Thailand
today in time and place. Huan Nang is a generic term used by
ancient dynasties to refer to those tribes to the south and west of
their Middle Kingdoms, not only the Thais. In fact, “China”,
“Chinese”, and the like are non-Chinese terms invented by
foreigners, the use of which has imposed a continuity on the
discontinuous history of dynastic kingdoms in China. Even Tong
Kok, or the Middle Kingdom, was only a self-styled honourable
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title rather than a genuine name of any kingdom. The real political
identity of ancient Chinese kingdoms was a ruling dynasty, hence
the name of the kingdom constantly changed with every change of
dynasty. Therefore, strictly speaking, there was no single continuous
Chinese kingdom, only a discontinuous succession of Tai Shang,
Tai Chou, Tai Chin, Tai Han, and so forth (Liang, 1986:31-32,
83, 162, 206-7).!

What then is the relevance of this metamorphosis of dynastic
terms into categories of the nation in terms of a prehistory of
Chineseness in Siam? The relevance is twofold. First, it is a reminder
that in order to imagine a modern national community, to give life,
substance, reality, and history to it as an imagined collective entity
of pilgrims who have travelled continuously and heroically in epic
and immemorial ways through homogeneous and empty time to the
destiny of the nation-state of the present, people have to select and
re-interpret, remember and forget dynastic words and things of the
past. If this is granted, then it is expedient to look at these terms
with sceptical eyes for their meanings almost always readily lend
themselves to (mis)appropriation by our modern national imagination
and conceptual apparatus. For the dynastic past now lies shrouded
as it never was by the modern myths of nation.

Second, the demystification of the myths of nation and our
awakening from the nationalist slumber lie essentially in the study
of the prehistory of a nation. The task here is to rediscover and
salvage dynastic words and things of the past in all their ambiguities
and indeterminacy, to deconstruct the monolith of national meaning
through a plurality of dynastic meanings.?

This paper focuses on one single dynastic object of the Chinese
past, namely, the pigtail or queue as a guiding thread through a
prehistory of Chineseness in Siam during the late 18th and early
19th centuries. The main hypothesis is that the problem of the Chinese
minority within the Thai nation was constructed or created politically
by the joint efforts of the nationalist regime in China on the one
hand, and the racialized, absolutist regime under King Rama VI in
Siam on the other (Anderson, 1983:94-95; 1979:211-23; Skinner,
1957: [5]). This point, of course, is not new. It has already been
raised by Anderson and Skinner. However, the issue here is
approached from a different angle by proving the non-existence of
Chineseness in Siam before the reign of King Rama VI, that is, during
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the reigns of King Rama IV and King Rama V. The evidence will be
drawn from the pigtail.3

The Pigtail in the Qing Dynasty

The first question to investigate is what a pigtail originally meant in
the Middle Kingdom under Qing rule (1644-1911). The wearing of
the pigtail had its origin among certain Han and Mongol tribes. It
was later adopted and coupled with a shaven forehead by the
Manchus. After the latter overthrew the Ming dynasty and founded
the Qing dynasty during the 1640s, they imposed their pigtail hairstyle
upon the male population all over the realm in place of the traditional
Ming mode of gathering long hair in a topknot. The clear political
aim of this arbitrary imperial decree was to exact a manifest, symbolic
submission to the new dynastic rule from every male subject. Those
who defied the pigtail edict had to pay with their lives as the Qing
army declared everywhere it went: “Keep your hair and lose your
head, or keep your head and cut your hair.” Many people were killed
as hairstyle became a fatal political issue. The only safe way for men
to avoid wearing the humiliating Manchu pigtail was to become a
Buddhist monk, with a completely shaven head, or a Taoist priest,
wearing a topknot (Hookham, 1972:265; Liang, 1986:246).

So, at its origin, the pigtail signified Qingness, not Chineseness.
For the native people who maintained a residual loyalty to the Ming
dynasty, it symbolized a shameful submission to an alien, barbarian
dynastic rule, not national pride (Hookham, 1972:265; Spence,
1983:97).% Since then, the cutting off of the pigtails is a distinct act of
rebellion among those native people who rose up intermittently against
the Qing. The Taiping Rebellion, perhaps the biggest millenarian
uprising in the world in the 19th century, which involved Nanjing,
much of Central and South China, and threatened the Qing court in
Peking (Beijing) from 1850 until it was brutally crushed in 1864, had
all its male followers cut off their pigtails and re-adopt the Ming
hairstyle to release them from “the tail-wearing shaven-headed badge
of former slavery”. No wonder that in the Qing imperial documents,
the Taiping rebels were called the “Long-Hair Rebels” (Hookham,
1972:277-87; Liang, 1986:230-31; Franke, 1967:182). Although the
pigtail prevailed temporarily over the “Long Hairs”, the latter still
lingered on in popular imagination and later assumed a broader

44



Pigtail: A Prehistory of Chineseness in Siam

nationalist singificance in the National Revolution of 1911 (Spence,
1983:120-24, 162).

Naturalization of the Pigtail

Under the threat of death, men grudgingly wore a pigtail. Nonetheless,
in the course of over two centuries of Qing rule, force of circumstances
turned gradually into force of habit, and a remembered grudge gave
way to forgetful, natural acceptance. Ridiculous and ugly though it
looked in European eyes, the Qing subjects came to adapt themselves
and value the pigtail as part of their way of life (Hookham, 1972:279;
Kiernan, 1986:162; Spence, 1983:97). In the hot summer, people
usually coiled their pigtails on their heads or tied them in knots (Lu
Xun, 1977:101). In battles, Qing soldiers fiercely wound their pigtails
round their cleanly shaven caputs in a display of belligerence
(Hookham, 1972:281). And there might be such historically derived
reverberations in the stereotypical act of Qing characters in modern
Chinese films when they wrapped their pigtails around their necks
while engaging in boxing and strenuous manual work. Apart from
this, without a pigtail, one lost all chances of becoming a mandarin
and improving one’s status in the Qing social hierarchy (Lu Xun,
1977:77).

Hence, the pigtail as a sign of alien, barbarian Qingness was
unwittingly transformed into a sign of cultural nativism, highly
honoured and jealously guarded by ordinary folks. Lu Xun (1977),
one of the greatest modern Chinese writers, superbly captured this
transformed cultural meaning and value of the pigtail in his most
celebrated novella, The True Story of Ah Q. In this story, the pigtail
of one character, the son of a gentry family, “disappeared” when he
came home from studies in Japan. Due to the disappearance of his
pigtail, “his mother cried bitterly a dozen times, and his wife tried
three times to jump into the well”. Ah Q and the village folk called
him an “Imitation Foreign Devil” and “Traitor in Foreign Pay”. His
attempt to wear a false pigtail only brought him further scorn and
hatred. According to the story, in folk opinion, the pigtail no longer
stood for a shameful submission to Qingness. On the contrary, its
loss was considered an embarrassing, dishonourable, traitorous
imitation of foreignness, and a betrayal of proud native culture (Lu
Xun, 1977:77).
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Even upon the coming of the 1911 Revolution when some
opportunist villagers decided to join in the looting, they could not
bring themselves to cut off their own pigtails and chose to coil them
on their heads instead. Nor could Ah Q, the anti-hero of Lu Xun’s
story, think of a more suitable term to address the “Imitation Foreign
Devil” — now the village head of the Revolution — than “Mr
Foreigner” (Lu Xun, 1977:100-3). The villagers were afraid of going
to town during the Revolution for fear of some “bad revolutionaries™
who “made trouble by cutting off people’s pigtails”. And when a
member of the gentry, a character in Lu Xun’s story, suffered that

shameful misfortune, all his family lamented bitterly (Lu Xun,
1977:101, 112).5

Of course, those “bad revolutionaries” who cut off the poor
villagers’ beloved pigtails thought otherwise. They were a new
unfamiliar breed of people, namely Chinese nationalists, who
regarded the pigtail as a symbol of shame (Spence, 1983:97). They
were the products of modern Western-style education, telegraph
wires, and newspapers in reaction to the paralytic Qing rule on the
one hand, and European colonial aggression on the other (Kiernan,
1986:166). They included people like Lu Xun, who, during his
study in Japan, had his pigtail cut off and then at once had a
photograph of his shorn new look taken, on the back of which he
later inscribed a fiery patriotic poem for one of his closest friends.
He mocked the Chinese students in Japan who did not have the
courage to cut off their pigtails and kept them coiled up on their
heads instead “so that their hats stood up like Mount Fuji”. The
martial young Chiang Kai-shek also cut off his pigtail in military
school. So did Zhang Binglin, a brilliant radical polemicist and
editorial writer, in a Shanghai public rally (Spence, 1983:97). It
followed naturally that when the nationalists overthrew the Qing
dynasty in 1911, some revolutionaries would cut off other people’s
pigtails, no matter how “bad” such an action might appear. There
was simply no place for the shameful Qing pigtail in their imagined
community of modern China.

The political significance of the cutting off of the pigtail might
not have been understood by ordinary people. In their pre-nationalist
imagination, the nationalist revolutionaries perhaps represented
restorers of the Ming, appearing in white helmets and military garb
in mourning for the late Ming emperor, or the Long-Hair Rebels of
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Taiping in bygone times (Lu Xun, 1977:96; Spence, 1983:120-24,
162). And yet they did recognize the disappearance of the pigtail
and a bare nape as a sure sign of the revolutionary (Lu Xun, 1977:101;
Spence, 1983:162). As for those who opposed the Revolution such
as General Zhang Xun and his army, who had fought the nationalists
tenaciously at Nanjing in 1911, they persisted in keeping their own
pigtails (Spence, 1983:136). The nationalist campaign against the
pigtail raged on until the early 1920s when it finally became a dead
issue (Spence, 1983:184).

The long detour into the history, politics and culture of the pigtail
could be of use in finding out what the pigtail meant under the Qing.
The answer is elusive and uncertain. The pigtail could and did signify
Qingness, cultural nativism and anti-nationalism, depending on
historical context. Its meanings were thus pluralistic and situated,
even inconsistent and contradictory over time. The act of wearing a
pigtail, refusing to wear it, winding it on one’s head, wearing a false
one, cutting it off, and keeping it meant different things to different
people in different times and places. To attempt to find and fix a
single, immovable, consistent and transparent meaning would be an
effort in vain.

It was amidst this flux of meanings of the pigtail that the
“pigtrade” began (Kiernan, 1986:163). Hundreds of thousands of
Chinese were shipped by European firms to European colonies and
other destinations, such as Siam, greedy for cheap coolie labour
throughout the globe during the late 18th and early 19th centuries.
Many of them boarded the steamers of the Bangkok Passenger
Steamer Company, the Nord-Deutscher Lloyd Company, the Nippon
Yusen Company, and the Chino-Siam Steam Navigation Company,
and ended up in Bangkok, bringing with them the pigtails and all
their ambiguous meanings (Skinner, 1957:43, 45, 62, 65-67).

The Pigtail under the Chakri Dynasty

In the canon of academic works on Thailand is an excellent study of
the Chinese in Thailand that so far has stood the test of time, namely,
G. William Skinner’s Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical
History (1957). In the directory of things that Skinner deemed
important in his book, an entry reads: “Queue, as Sign of
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Chineseness” (p. 454). There is thus an authoritative statement in
unequivocal terms by Skinner that in Siam, a pigtail meant
Chineseness.

In the light of the earlier discussion of the pigtail, this statement
sounds strange. Among the many meanings of the pigtail in the Qing
realm that have been traced, none is directly identical with
“Chineseness”. The cultural-nativist meaning seems the closest to
this, but is still distinct from it while the others clearly contradict it,
especially the anti-nationalist connotations. However, since it has
also been part of the findings that the meaning of the pigtail was
always pluralistic and contextual, let it be assumed at this point that
the pigtail could possibly mean Chineseness in the new context of
Siam, and there might be some transformation of its meaning in that
direction once the pigtailed immigrants arrived in the Chakri
kingdom.

The next logical step is to specify the various contexts in which
Skinner identified the pigtail as a sign of Chineseness in Siam. A
reading of the text on a number of related topics yields the following:
the Chakri state’s taxation of the Chinese before 1910 (1957:71,
121), the Chakri state’s censuses of 1904 and 1909 (ibid:73), the
Chakri state’s ennoblement of Chinese leaders (ibid:151), cultural
assimilation of the Chinese into Thai society (ibid:128, 132-34),
and the aftermath of the abandonment of the pigtail in 1910
(ibid:254). It can then be concluded that there were two major
settings in which Skinner found the pigtail to be a sign of
Chineseness, that is (1) Chakri state-Chinese relationships and (2)
the spontaneous process of cultural assimilation. Apparently,
Skinner’s main concern when he discussed the pigtail in the first
kind of setting was to determine what was the most accurate number
of Chinese in Siam (ibid:71, 73). Hence Skinner the demographer
had to adopt, inevitably, the viewpoint of the Chakri state, albeit
with an admirable degree of scepticism in the reliability of available
statistics. In the second setting, he was mainly concerned with the
cultural reasons for which the Chinese chose to keep or discard
their pigtails in Thai society (ibid:128, 132-34). Here, Skinner the
anthropologist had to try to see the pigtail through the pigtail
wearer’s eyes. The problems here are whether the pigtail wearers’
subjective perception of the pigtail was the same as that of the
Chakri state, and how Skinner mediated between the two.
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Skinner came up with a clear-cut answer to the first question:
the viewpoint of the Chakri state concerning the pigtail was the same
as the subjective perception of the pigtail wearers in this matter. The
former was said to be unproblematically based on and derived from
the latter. Both concurrently saw the pigtail as a sign of Chineseness
(ibid:71, 73, 128, 132-34).

A scrutiny of Skinner’s text on this issue (ibid:71, 73) reveals a
structure of arguments by which he attempted to mediate the two
points of view. First, the Chakri state as tax collector and census-
taker considered all males who wore a pigtail as Chinese. Second, all
males who wore a pigtail showed by outward appearance that they
considered themselves Chinese. Third, the Chakri state therefore
actually considered as Chinese all males who considered themselves
Chinese. And fourth, all male Chinese who continued to wear a pigtail
did so because they were still culturally unassimilated into Thai
society.

The crucial linking arguments — or should we say sleight of
hand — appear as follows. On the first occasion, Skinner wrote:

The Chinese head tax was paid by all males over 20 years of age
who wore the queue i.e. who still considered themselves Chinese.
(ibid:70-71, emphasis added)

The two groups of people were identified with each other simply by
the i.e. without any further explanation.

On the second occasion, Skinner first wrote:

The census takers, then, attempted to record as Chinese all who
showed by outward appearance that they considered themselves
Chinese. (ibid:73, emphasis added)

And then, one paragraph later, he restates the same argument
with a minor but significant difference:

The 1904 results, assuming that the aim was to record as Chinese
all those who considered themselves Chinese, was certainly an
undercount for several reasons. (ibid:73, emphasis added)

Thus, by an almost unnoticeable omission of the middle term — the
outward appearance of pigtail, the viewpoint of the Chakri state’s
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official census-takers was identified with the subjective perception
of the pigtail wearers, asserting the concurrence of opinion between
the two on the meaning of the pigtail as Chineseness.

On the last two occasions, Skinner sought to establish a clear-
cut dichotomy of cultural and political choices facing the luuk jin or
male descendants of Chinese immigrants in Siam before 1910, the
year when the Chakri state abolished the triennial head tax on the
Chinese and made them liable to the higher regular capitation tax
paid by the rest of the population (ibid:162). As there was in Siam
no racial barrier to complete assimilation and the Chakristate’s policy
made it necessary for the luuk jin to identify themselves clearly as
Chinese or Thai, Skinner claimed:

They [the luuk jin] could either identify with the Chinese or
achieve complete acceptance by the Thai, and they were not
constrained by convention to take either course. ...Sons and
grandsons of Chinese immigrants either wore a queue or did
not... The Chinese descendant either paid the Chinese poll tax
or sought out a Thai patron; it was virtually impossible to do

neither. (ibid:128, emphasis added)

He either wore a queue, acknowledged the jurisdiction of the
Chinese headman, paid the triennial tax, and was marked on the
wrist, or he clipped his hair, paid an annual capitation tax, and
established client relations with a Thai patron. (ibid:298)

Thus, as far as the pigtail is concerned, the choices facing the
luuk jin were absolutely clear-cut. Either wear a pigtail, identify
with the Chinese, and pay the Chinese poll tax, or cut it off, be
completely accepted by the Thai, and seek out a Thai patron. “There
was no middle ground in the matter of identification ... a marginal
role midway between the two societies was unusual”, according to
Skinner. It follows naturally that those who opted for the first
alternative must have been culturally unassimilated into Thai
society.

In summary, it was through a series of arbitrarily connected
arguments, leading from state categorization, outward appearance
of the pigtail and self-identification to cultural non-assimilation, that
Skinner claimed the pigtail to be a sign of Chineseness in Siam.
Needless to say, this structure of his arguments is logically flawed,
and its resultant claims equally unwarranted. To begin with, it treats

50



Pigtail: A Prehistory of Chineseness in Siarn

the outward appearance of the pigtail as primarily an intransitive
reality which was passively recorded by the Chakri state, thus
underestimating the possibility that this outward appearance might
equally be, if not more so, a transitive reality actively enforced by
the Chakri state itself. Second, it took for granted that the outward
appearance of the pigtail showed a voluntary self-consideration of
being Chinese on the part of the pigtail wearers, thus disregarding a
possibility that some of them might do so only to appear outwardly
as Chinese for certain reasons while actually considering themselves
to be something other than Chinese. And finally, Skinner considers
cultural non-assimilation to be the prime reason for wearing a pigtail,
thus reducing the significance of motivations connected with tax
evasion and opium addiction in this regard.

We may conclude that the basic inadequacy of Skinner’s
reasoning about the pigtail lies in his failure to give sufficient regard
to political and economic factors involved in the contexts under
consideration as against cultural ones, and in his tendency to reduce
the relationship between the Chakri state and the pigtail wearers to
a problem of cultural non-assimilation. This results in an
interpretation of the pigtail as a mark of Chineseness and the
exclusion of the element of power from the power-ridden contexts
of the pigtail in Siam.

However, pure logical refutation is no substitute for empirical
disproof. If Skinner’s claim was that whenever you saw a pigtail in
Siam, you found a Chinese, the next task must be to search for a
Chinese with a pigtail who was not considered Chinese and a non-
Chinese with a pigtail in Siam. It is these trans-coiffured that are
next considered.

A State Categorization and Pigtail

On the basis of the earlier challenge to Skinner’s reasoning, the
points of empirical entry will be the logical breaches in his structure
of arguments. Accordingly, the first step is to find a case where the
Chakri state neither considered nor treated some males who wore
a pigtail as Chinese. The pertinent case is the Chinese within the
phrai system.

The phrai system was the fundamental structure of the Chakri
state during the early Bangkok period until it was eventually abolished
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by the administrative reform of King Rama V in 1905 (Chatthip and
Suthy, 1981:40, 498-501). Originally established in the period of
the Ayutthaya kingdom, the system functioned to determine the rights
and obligations of different strata of people in the kingdom according
to their sakdina or ranks. Essentially a corvée labour system, it divided
people into two basic strata: the moon nai (masters) in the upper
stratum who controlled manpower; and the phrai (serfs) in the lower
stratum who had to register with and work for a particular moon
nai. At the top of this hierarchical state structure was the king, the
Supreme Master and Lord of Life, so to speak. Thus, by gaining a
status of either moon nai or phrai, a person had all the differential
rights and obligations under the laws and norms of the phrai system,
and was considered fully assimilated into the Siamese state structure,
regardless of his or her ethnicity, culture and language (Sonsak,
1981:43).

It is important at this point to bear in mind the essential
conceptual difference between the traditional Siamese kingdom and
a modern nation-state, and its far-reaching practical consequences.
Whereas the latter is defined by its boundaries and population, the
former was defined by its centre and ruler, that is the king (Anderson,
1979:213).¢ Likewise, while membership of the latter is based on
nationality, that of the former was through the phrai system. In fact,
the traditional Siamese kingdom was a multi-ethnic state. There were
alarge number of Lao, Khmer, Malays, Mon, Thawai, Yuan, Persians,
Portuguese and Chinese mingling with the numerically dominant
Thai population as common subjects alike of the Siamese king since
the Ayutthaya period. The phrai among them had to have their wrists
tattooed, register with a moon nai, and perform corvée labour while
the degree of access to the king on the part of the moon nai among
them was not determined simply by their ethnic identity (Anderson,
1979:213; Sonsak, 1981:44). Therefore, traditionally, the degree of
a certain ethnic group’s integration into the Siamese kingdom was
not determined by their cultural assimilation into Thai society, but
by their political assimilation into the phrai-based kingly state. What
really counted in the king-cum-state’s eyes was not whether you were
a Chinese or a Thai, but whether you were a moon nai or a phrai.\

Thus, during the Ayutthaya period, the Chinese were never
considered foreigners by the Thai (Skinner, 1957:11). They had served
the Siamese kings in their capacity as either an ennobled moon nai
or a common phrai since the 15th century. When the Burmese laid
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siege to Ayutthaya in the 1760s, the Chinese valiantly joined the
Thai in defence of the capital. On their part, the Siamese monarchs
had a taste for Chineseness. They admired Chinese medicine, opera
and literature, and also married fair-skinned Chinese women. Apart
from the mixing of genes, the early Chakri monarchs also adopted
Chinese names to use in their diplomatic contacts with the Qing
empire. King Rama I was known as Tae Hua, King Rama II as Tae
Hok, King Rama III as Tae Hud, King Rama IV as Tae Meng, and
King Rama V as Tae Chia (Skinner, 1957:4, 11, 14-15, 19-20, 26,
118-25, 128, 143-54, 245; Phonlakul, 1972:14).

During the early Bangkok period, the need for a directly
exploitable labour force outside the declining phrai system, greatly
increased after the signing of the Bowring Treaty with Great Britain
in 1855. This led the Chakri state to adopt a policy of not forcing
the Chinese to become phrai. Thus the majority of Chinese subjects
in Siam were allowed to stay outside the phrai system, even though
they remained under the control of the Chakri state. The Chinese in
this category, who were officially called Jin phuk pi (wrist-tag wearing
Chinese), had to wear an official wrist tag and pay a triennial head
tax of 4.25 baht to the state. However, the Chakri state also continued
to give the Chinese an opportunity to enter the phrai system and
become phrai if they voluntarily chose so. In such instances, they
would receive the same treatment as any other phrai of whatever
ethnicity, that is, having their wrist tattooed, registering with a moon
nai, and performing corvée labour. The Chinese in this latter category
were thus considered as remaining within the phrai system in contrast
to their kin who stayed outside (Anderson, 1979:221-22; Skinner,
1957:133, 162; Sonsak, 1981:44-48, 80-86).

The most striking thing about these Chinese phrai was that they
were allowed by the Chakri authorities to continue to wear pigtails
and Qing dress despite their phrai status. This distinctive outward
appearance from that of other phrai signified their cultural non-
assimilation and earned them the special official name of Jin phrai
(Sonsak, 1981:47). And yet, in so far as they had their wrist tattooed
and registered with a moon nai in addition to their pigtails and Qing
dress, the Chakri state neither considered nor treated them as Chinese,
as the following royal decree of King Rama IV issued in 1867-68
made clear:

The word jin (that is, Chinese) means a person with a pigtail. If
sons or grandsons of the Chinese wear a pigtail but are tattooed
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on their wrist and registered in a list, then they are Thais. (Quoted
in Sonsak, 1981:46)

This means that the Chakri state regarded the Jin phrai’s tattooed
wrist as overriding their pigtail, and their phrai-ness as overriding
their Chineseness. The Jin phrai wore pigtails, yet they achieved
complete acceptance by the Thai and sought out a Thai patron
because, as far as the Chakri state was concerned, the Jin phrai were
Thai despite their pigtails. In this power-ridden context of the pigtail
and its meanings in Siam, political assimilation into the phrai system
took precedence over cultural non-assimilation into Thai society.

The case of Jin phrai, a category of Chinese in Siam largely
overlooked by Skinner, thus stands in direct contradiction to many
of Skinner’s arguments about the pigtail. The Jin phrai did not pay
a triennial head tax, were not considered Chinese by the Chakri
state, and were not subjected to a false dichotomy of cultural and
political choices asserted by Skinner (1957:70-71, 73, 128).” The
situation was the same with the Chinese leaders who were ennobled
by the Chakri state. These Jek sua, Jin khun nang, or kromkan Jin
still kept their pigtails despite their moon nai status (Sonsak,
1981:47-8).8 Together with their Jin phrai counterpart, they
constituted the non-Chinese pigtail in official recognition, so to
speak. The pigtails were not a sign of Chineseness for the Chakri
state.

Pigtail and Self-Identification

The next move against Skinner’s interpretation of the pigtail is to
find those males in Siam who wore a pigtail, and yet did not
consider themselves in any way Chinese, so as to sever the second
link in his chain of arguments between the pigtail and self-
identification. These pigtailed non-Chinese can be found in the
figures of the so-called Jin plaeng, that is, transformed or “fake”
Chinese (Sonsak, 1981:78).

The creation of this official category of pigtail wearers had
nothing to do with cultural assimilation. It was purely based on opium
addiction, administrative control and tax gathering. To begin with,
opium-smoking was by no means an alien vice carried into Siam by
Chinese immigrants only some time before the 19th century, as
Skinner implied (Skinner, 1957:120). In fact, natives of this land had
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learnt and loved to smoke opium continually since the beginning of
the Ayutthaya period. Due to a host of serious social, moral and
economic problems caused by opium-smoking, especially the loss of
working and fighting capacity among phrai addicts, the Siamese
monarchs prohibited opium from 1360 during the reign of King
Ramathibodhi of Ayutthaya. A criminal law issued by the king
contained a provision which stated:

Those who smoke, consume, or sell opium shall be subjected to
severe punishment, confiscation of all their property, three days
of public parade on land, three days of public parade by boat,
and imprisonment until they can give up opium. If they can give
it up, they shall then be released on parole guaranteed by their
kin. (Quoted in Sanguan, 1959:vol. 3)

Despite the official ban, opium continued to plague Siam up to
the Bangkok period because of the practical ineffectiveness of
monarchical power in the outer areas of the kingdom. The problem
became even more widespread and severe at that time, and threatened
to get out of the Chakri state’s hands with the immigration of an
increasing number of Chinese opium addicts into the kingdom. More
and more natives, including those of the moo#n nai status, turned to
opium in total disregard of the law. The successive attempts by King
Rama I, King Rama II and King Rama III to suppress it with stricter
measures all ended in vain. Moreover, the Chakri state’s ban and
suppression of opium even backfired since opium smuggling led to a
spread of ang yi (secret society or triad) activities, thus creating a further
security problem for the authorities (ibid:[vol. 3]254-63).°

It was King Rama IV who came up with a novel and lucrative
solution, that is, suppressing opium by selling it (and likewise
suppressing ang yi by patronizing it). Therefore, in 1851, the first
year of his reign, the new king decided to legalize, monopolize and
tax opium for the first time in Siamese history. However, the new
state regulations specifically allowed only the Chinese to smoke opium
freely but still forbade the subjects of other ethnic groups to do so.
The rationale and explanation of this policy were contained in an
orderissued by Chaophraya Chakrito governors all over the kingdom
as follows:

Opium is an evil thing. Whoever smoke, consume and become
addicted to opium, will be morally corrupted and commit crimes.
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Although the former great kings have proclaimed the laws
forbidding opium for many reigns, it appears that the number of
those who buy, sell, and smoke opium has not decreased. Thai
and Chinese subjects who smoke and consume opium have greatly
increased with every reign until opium spreads everywhere
throughout the country. Thai and Chinese who buy and sell
opium have smuggled money out of the country to buy opium to
such an extent that money in the country has decreased every
year... And those who clandestinely buy, sell and smoke opium
are among the Chinese more than any other language groups...
Hence it is deemed appropriate that the following officials...
will join together to farm opium tax and trade opium only among
the Chinese without selling it to hitherto Thai, Mon, Lao, Khmer,
Malays, Yuan, Burmans, Thawai, Brahmins, and Portuguese who,
being subjects in the kingdom, will be soldiers fighting against
the enemy. Also, now that there is an opium tax and tax farmers
will barter goods for opium, the money that Thai and Chinese
smuggle out of the country in great amount to buy opium each
year will remain inside the country.

Ifany hitherto Thai, Mon, Lao,Khmer, Malays, Yuan, Burmans,
Thawai, Brahmins and Portuguese, being subjects and prohibited
from smoking and consuming opium, hire a Chinese to buy opium
from opium tax houses for their own smoking and consuming, and if
they are proven thus guilty, they will be severely punished according
to the law. (Quoted in ibid:vol. 3)

A number of important points can be drawn from the quotation above:

1.

2n

The previous ban on opium had been based on moral
considerations;

Up till then, opium addicts in Siam included both Thai and
Chinese alike, though the majority of them were Chinese;

The ban on opium was lifted for administrative and financial
reasons;

The non-Chinese subjects were forbidden to join the Chinese in
opium-smoking for security reasons;

Note the word “hitherto” or doem in Thai, which always
accompanied the names of non-Chinese ethnic groups each time
their exclusion from the freedom to smoke opium was reiterated.

What can be made out of these observations? Two conclusions

can perhaps be drawn, and both of them directly contradict Skinner’s
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opinions on this issue (Skinner, 1957:120-21). First, Skinner put it
as if the main reason for King Rama IV’s decision to bar the non-
Chinese subjects from opium-smoking had been based on moral
considerations. Points 1, 3 and 4 make it clear that moral
considerations gave way to administrative, financial and security
concerns in the state’s conception of this policy (Sonsak, 1981:199-
200).

Second, Skinner tended to underestimate the number of Thai
opium addicts at that time, arguing that, normally, the Thai did not
engage in heavy labour and so had no need for opium. Point 2 and
especially the often-repeated “Thai and Chinese who smoke opium”
which crops up in the document show otherwise. We should not
forget that opium is, after all, a strongly addictive drug. It needs no
heavy labour to supplement its inherent addictiveness. And since
there is some evidence that a large number of Thai had already been
addicted to opium despite the official ban, it can be reasonably
inferred that the partial lifting of the ban and the consequently greater
availability of opium throughout the country — there were about
1,200 licensed opium retail shops in Bangkok alone, according to
Skinner — must have resulted in an even greater number of Thai
opium addicts thereafter. The opium tax farmers and retailers might
have felt rather reluctant to sell opium illicitly to the Thai, but they
had to pay for the costs, including the taxes from a system of tax
farming to the state. More opium addicts meant more customers
and more profits, regardless of their ethnicity. So, it might well have
been worth the risk of doing so. All things considered, Skinner’s
dismissal of the importance of Thai opium addicts after 1851 appears
to be unwarranted since it must have been practically impossible to
bar the Thai from smoking opium completely, and their number
was thus likely to rise (Sanguan, 1959:[vol. 3]273-74; Skinner,
1957:121).

Why did a usually cautious, scrupulous and critical scholar like
Skinner make such a rash judgement? The reason seems to be that
he could not afford to take the Thai opium addicts too seriously for
doing so would undermine his case for the interpretation of the pigtail
as a manifestation of Chineseness in Siam.

It is here that the Jin plaeng enter the scene as those Thai and
other non-Chinese opium addicts who could not give up opium-
smoking. As part of the new state policy of suppressing-by-selling
opium, King Rama IV with remarkable leniency, forbearance and
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humanity made provisions for those non-rehabilitable non-Chinese
opium addicts. They could continue their evil habit of opium-smoking
on the condition that they transformed their outward appearance
into Chinese by changing their hairstyle from a bun or a krathum-
flowered shape into a pigtail, registered with a local official, wore
an official wrist tag, and paid a special, higher rate of tax. If their
hair was still too short to be plaited into a pigtail, they could for the
time being tie a false pigtail to their hair. And even if their hair was
too short for this to be done, a false pigtail could be coiled on their
head. But in no instance were they allowed to cut off the real or false
pigtail from their head and sport a Thai hairstyle. If they were caught
doing so, they would be sent to Bangkok, punished, tattooed on
their face, and compelled to cut grass to feed elephants for the rest
of their lives. All these meticulous regulations on the fake and false
pigtails were aimed at making the Jin plaeng readily recognizable
“so that they can be summoned to wear a wrist tag and pay money
easily” (Sonsak, 1981:79, 86, 198, 202).1°

The Jin plaeng were further divided into two subgroups, the Jin
plaeng who had already been assimilated into the phrai system, and
those who had not. The two were treated differently by the state. In
the case of the former, if they had hitherto been ennobled moon nai,
they would be dismissed; but if they had already been registered and
tattooed on their wrist as phrai, they would have to remain under the
control of their respective moon nai, perform corvée labour, and in
addition, pay a triennial head tax of 60.75 baht. In the case of the
latter, they were considered to be unreliable persons who had despicably
forfeited their own tradition and language for the sake of opium-
smoking. Regarded asirreversibly transformed into Chinese, they were
not subjected to the control of a moon nai and corvée labour, but
were instead deprived of all legal rights. Furthermore, they had to pay
an unusually high triennial head tax of 60.75 baht. These moral, legal,
and financial forms of discrimination were aimed at discouraging any
untattooed non-Chinese from feigning Chineseness to avoid the phrai
system (Sonsak, 1981:80-90, 198-210).!

To conclude, “the Jin plaeng meant people who changed their
own original hairstyle into a pigtail for the sake of opium-smoking”
(ibid:79). They were the pigtail wearers in Siam who did not consider
themselves Chinese in any imaginable way. They had to make
themselves appear outwardly as Chinese because the pigtails, whether
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feigned or false — at least initially until they could grow their own
— were literally imposed on their heads by the Chakri state, for
otherwise they would have been sent to cut grass for elephants until
their death. And the state forced them to adopt pigtails essentially
for reasons of administrative control and tax collection under the
veneer of moral and cultural concerns. These fake Chinese or pigtailed
non-Chinese constitute another piece of pigtail evidence of the non-
Chineseness of the pigtail in Siam.

Pigtail and Cultural Non-Assimilation

Given the foregoing findings on the various kinds of pigtail wearers
in Siam so far, there is not much else left to do in refuting Skinner’s
final linking argument except to bury it: those males who identified
themselves as Chinese by continuing to wear a pigtail did so because
they were still culturally not assimilated into Thai society. The Jin
phrai and Jin khun nang pigtail wearers were fully assimilated into
the phrai system and were considered Thai by the Chakri state despite
their pigtails. The Jin plaeng pigtail wearers were indeed Thai and
non-Chinese people who belonged culturally to their Thai and non-
Chinese communities despite their pigtails. That all of them wore a
pigtail in common with the Jin phuk pi had little or nothing to do
with cultural non-assimilation but had everything to do with state
control, taxation and opium addiction. Their pigtails were not
primarily a sign of Chineseness, but one of administrative
categorization, tax value and opium addictiveness.

But does not this conclusion go a little bit too far? Is this
denying any possibility that a pigtail might indeed be commonly
held as a sign of Chineseness in Siam at that time, that there might
have been a number of Chinese people who wore a pigtail and
Qing dress because they considered themselves, and were
considered, Chinese culturally? In attempting to counter Skinner’s
cultural positivist interpretation of the pigtail, has the
interpretation of the pigtail been excessively politicized? After all,
the Dictionary of the Siamese Language, the first standard Thai
dictionary originally compiled by Dan Beach Bradley in
consultation with Ajaan Tad in 1873, had defined Jek and Jin as
“the name of people wearing a pigtail, shirt and pair of trousers
who came from China” (Bradley, 1971:141). And when the
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Chinese in Siam discarded their pigtails following the Nationalist
Revolution of 1911 in China, Nai Busya, a well-known Thai poet
in the reign of King Rama VI, complained in his Niras Sampheng,
a travelogue in verse about a well-known Chinese commercial
district in Bangkok:

Small road is crowded by Jek and Thai,
Unavoidably mingling, clashing with one another.
Jek mix with Thai beyond recognition,
Who is who, one can’t help but wonder.
Modern times deviantly mess up the place.
Jin cut off their pigtails and become Thai undetectably.
What an unconventional abnormality,
People surprisingly reverse their ethnicity.
(Nai Busya, 1985:32; my translation)

Is not all this evidence enough to demonstrate that culturally a pigtail
did mean Chineseness in Siam?

Perhaps it does. The inquiry may have veered too emphatically
in a politicist direction in reaction to Skinner’s cultural positivism,
but for good reasons. The probable existence of the cultural meaning
of the pigtail as Chineseness in Siam is not denied. That layer of
cultural consensus on the meaning of the pigtail might indeed exist
among the vast majority of people in both Thai and Chinese
communities alike. However, the main contention is that this cultural
layer of the meaning of the pigtail had been penetrated, meddled
with, overidden, abused and deflected by the Chakri state for its
own political and economic interests to the extent that the pigtail
lost its clear-cut original cultural meaning as Chineseness in the
process. The Jin phrai, who considered themselves Chinese, were
categorized as Thai by the state while the Jin plaeng, who considered
themselves non-Chinese, were categorized as Chinese by the state.
The tightly plaited meaning of the pigtail was thus loosened,
unravelled, and spun off in many different centrifugal directions until
it became ambiguous, pluralistic and situational. The pigtail in Siam
was thence made to mean different things (Chineseness,
administrative category, tax value, opium addictiveness) to different
peoples (Thai, Jin phuk pi, Jin phrai, Jin kbun nang, Jin plaeng and
the Chakri rulers) in different times and places. And all this chaos
was due to the inherently political nature of the context of the pigtail.
Of course, it would have been much easier to find and fix the single
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meaning of the pigtail in Siam but this is possible only if politics had
left culture alone.

Conclusion

Having reached the end of an engagement with Skinner’s arguments
is it therefore the conclusion that the notion of Chineseness existed
before the reign of King Rama VI? Granted that there had been
both the cultural meaning of the pigtail as Chineseness and that
the Chinese wore pigtails long before King Rama VI ascended the
throne, this by no means implies that the racialized overtones to
the meaning of Chineseness in the time of King Rama VI had also
previously existed.

First, consider the following facts. KingRama IV and King Rama
V were completely willing to accept Jin phrai and Jin khun nang as
Thai despite their pigtails, while King Rama VI insisted on regarding
the Chinese as Chinese despite the disappearance of their pigtails.
The two former kings looked at a Chinese phrai with a pigtail and
they saw Thai phrai-ness while the latter king looked at a Chinese
man without a pigtail and yet he saw Chineseness. King Rama V
stated, both publicly and privately, that he regarded the Chinese not
as foreigners but as “our men” and one of the components of his
kingdom, and that his government should rule them well so that
they would feel “we are the Chinese rulers” (quoted in Skinner,
1957:162-63; Phonlakul, 1972:213). On the other hand, King Rama
VI branded the Chinese as inassimilable, opportunistic, two-faced,
devoid of civic virtues, treacherous, secretive, rebellious, Mammon
worshippers, economic parasites and “the Jews of the Orient”. He
warned that the Chinese constituted a grave potential threat for which
the Thai rulers should be on the watch (Skinner, 1957:164-65). Why
the difference? Why such a drastic change?

What had drastically changed was not so much the Chinese as
the way the three monarchs looked at them. For King Rama IV and
King Rama V, the Chinese were just one ethnic group among the
multi-ethnic subjects of their kingdom. Their Chinese culture made
no difference in terms of their access to phra barom phothisomparn
(royal protection). However, for King Rama VI, the Chinese were an
alien minority within the recently conceived Thai nation. The
perception that they were of the Chinese “race” now automatically
disqualified them of a share in the state as it were. The Chinese
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found themselves ineligible for membership in the Thai-monopolized
imagined community. It was essentially this change from, shall we
say, a Chakri dynastic conception of Chineseness to a discriminatory
one in which Thai notions of a Chinese “race” were integral that
totally transformed the whole meaning of Chineseness in Siam. Some
kind of cultural Chineseness might have existed before the reign of
King Rama VI, but certainly not the Thai version of Chineseness
with its racialized overtones. The two were non-identical and
discontinuous. The latter was newly invented. It had never existed
in Siam before.

So, much to the dismay of the Chinese and to Skinner’s surprise,
Chineseness stuck to the Chinese even after they had cut off their
pigtails for a long time. With “the pigtail as a sign of Chineseness”
already removed, Skinner was left wondering why a culturally
intermediate Sino-Thai community failed to develop in Thailand
(Skinner, 1957:128, 254, 298-300). What he forgot was that after
1910 the thing that made one remain a Chinese in Thailand was no
longer his or her outward appearance, but his or her politically-
defined “race”. And in the thinking of King Rama VI, Field Marshal
Phibunsongkhram and Nai Kimliang Watthanaprida (Luang
Wichitwathakan), the traits that were despicable in the Chinese race
stuck to the Chinese and their descendants regardless of their cultural
adaptation (Anderson, 1979:212-13, 220). Thus, following the logic
of this racialized discourse, the universe of the Thai nation must be
racially divided into two, the Thai race and the non-Thai or Chinese
race, between which no intermediary middle ground was possible.
Given this dominant ideological dichotomy of the Thai and Chinese,
no matter how many Chinese individuals learnt the Thai language
in addition to Chinese, adopted Buddhism as their religion, combined
and interacted among themselves, it would still remain literally
unthinkable that they constituted an intermediate Sino-Thai
community. In the Thai racialized discourse, that was simply an
outrageous discursive impossibility.

Did Skinner fall unknowingly into the trap of this Thai
racialized discursive universe? The evidence seems to suggest so
since much of the information he himself gave indicates the\
possible existence of such a Sino-Thai culture and community,
yet he persistently interpreted it and concluded otherwise (Skinner,
1957:305-6, 310-15). But, alas, as Ah Q could well testify, those
without pigtails were actually neither Chinese nor foreigners but

62



Pigtail: A Prehistory of Chineseness in Siarn

jia yang gui zi (bogus foreign devils) or li tong wa guo de ren
(traitors in foreign pay).'?

Nortes

*This paper was originally written for Professor Benedict Anderson’s course on
“Plural Society Revisited” at Cornell University in the winter of 1988, and has
since been revised. Thanks is owed to Khun Khruu Ben for reminding me of my
absent pigtail and forgotten Chineseness.

The paper was first published in Sojourn: Social Issues in South Asia 1992 Vol.7
(No.1): pp.95-122. We thank the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies for permission
to reproduce the paper here.

1

The account in this part of the text is based on Liang Sathiansut’s Prawat
Watthanatham Jin [A History of Chinese Culture] (1986). Held in high regard
by Thai aristocrats, this octogenarian Sino-Thai scholar was the chairman of
the Committee for Research on Sino-Thai Affairs in Chinese Documents in
the Office of the Prime Minister in the 1980s. Filled with cultural anecdotes,
his Prawat Watthanatham [in is far from being a formal academic treatise.
However, Liang often displays an admirable critical and historical sensitivity
in this work. It is also worth noting how Thai-fied my generation of luuk jin
(male descendants of the Chinese) has become; we now have to trace our
Chinese cultural roots via books in the Thai language.

The conception of these two points is derived from various writings of Benedict
Anderson, Walter Benjamin and Jacques Derrida.

Within the context of the problem posed, there are, of course, other choices
of topic, for instance, a prehistory of Chineseness in China, or of Thainess in
Siam. The choice of a prehistory of Chineseness in Siam is simply because I
am a luuk jin and never had a chance to wear a pigtail.

At this point, one is reminded of one of the more brutal scenes frequently seen
in modern Chinese historical or martial arts films in which a Qing subject,
kneeling down with his hands tied behind the back, was pulled by his pigtail
so as to expose his stretched neck to the hovering sword of a Qing public
executioner. Though not necessarily true, this scene does forcefully express
how the pigtail could serve not only as a symbol but also as an instrument of
Qing dynastic domination.

There remains one disturbing question to be addressed at this point concerning
the thesis of the pigtail as a sign of cultural nativism: whether villagers really
thought about the pigtail in that way, or that it was only a caricature of rural
idiocy purely invented by Lu Xun. Knowing too little about authoritative
works on Chinese culture, a more credible confirmation of this thesis is not
possible. But some circumstantial evidence seems to point in its direction. For
example, it is known for a fact that Chinese immigrants in Siam still kept
their pigtails, and their male descendants continued to do so even when they
could no longer speak contemporary Chinese. Their motives for keeping a
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pigtail, according to contemporary observers, were based on both special socio-
economic benefits and a sense of cultural identity which it induced (Phonlakul,
1972:26; Skinner, 1957:132-34).

6 It is worth mentioning in passing that the Chakri state began to set up the
Division of Map Making only in 1875, and took the first incomplete official
census only in 1904 (Sanguan, 1959:[vol. 2]484; Skinner, 1957:73). This rather
late awareness of the importance of clear boundaries and accurate population
statistics on the part of the Chakri state testifies to its essentially traditional
kingdom-like nature in the period under consideration.

7 An objection against my criticism of Skinner may be raised at this point,
based on the temporal differences between my evidence and that of Skinner’s.
As I cite the royal decree of 1867-68, while Skinner used an official
memorandum on the 1904 census, could it not be the case that the Chakri
rulers changed their definition of Chinese over time from the reign of King
Rama IV to King Rama V? Without discounting that possibility, my criticism
would still hold for the following reasons: (1) the phrai system in general, and
hence the Jin phrai in particular, were not abolished until 1905, one year after
the census was taken; (2) the two official documents dealt with different
matters, the royal decree with providing guidelines for local administration,
the memorandum with census-taking; and therefore (3) it might be possible
that the Chakri authorities held two different definitions of Chinese
simultaneously as they were intended for different purposes.

8 Again, this conclusion runs counter to an instance cited by Skinner in which
an ennobled Chinese had his pigtail cut off in a public ceremony to change his
nationality (Skinner, 1957:151). This symbolic act need not be interpreted as
a change of nationality. After all, the Thai Nationality Act was proclaimed
only in 1913, 12 years after the ceremony had taken place. This cutting off of
the pigtail could also be interpreted differently as a change of political allegiance
from the Qing emperor to the Chakri king, or a sign of cultural assimilation.

9  Two anecdotes may be added about the so-called ang yi or Chinese secret
societies which became common in Siam during the 18th and early 19th
centuries. First, concerning the etymological origin of the term ang yi, Liang
claims that the word ang came from the family name of Ang Kuang, the last
Ming army commander to die in continued resistance against Qing rule after
the Ming dynasty had fallen. So as to honour their former leader, his followers
agreed to adopt ang as their common clan name and called their secret society
ang yi which literally meant the “ang” letter (Liang, 1986:222-23). Second,
although the ang yi organizations were initially introduced into Siam by
Chinese immigrants, they were by no means limited merely to the Chinese
communities, and later diffused into other ethnic groups as well. According
to a report to Queen Saowabha, the then acting regent to King Rama V, in
1897, several ang yi-type organizations were set up by some Thai and Indians,
and some of them even had a farang (a European) as chief. These non-Chinese
ang yi included the Samakkhi Sujarit Jaroensuk gang led by Luang Phakdi (a
retired noble), Nai Tuam (a Thai), and Nai Chom (a British subject); the
Katanyu gang led by Nai Rit; an Indian gang led by Nai Fa (a French subject);
and another Indian gang led by Bang Sen (a British subject) (Phonlakul,
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1972:53-54).

10 At this stage, the significance of point $ in earlier observations on the order
issued by Chaophraya Chakri becomes clearer. The almost unnoticeable suffix
doem or “hitherto” consistently attached to the names of the non-Chinese
subjects in that order might anticipate the fact that some non-Chinese opium
addicts would thereafter feign being Chinese, to whom the ban on opium-
smoking did not apply.

11  As to the situation of the Jin phrai opium addicts, they appeared to be a little
better off than the Jin plaeng phrai. While they were still subjected to all usual
pbrai obligations, they could smoke opium freely without being compelled to
wear a wrist tag and pay any special tax (Sonsak, 1981:202).

12 There was indeed such a Sino-Thai community in Siam and there was a Thai
word for it, Jin Siam. The Jin Siam were deeply committed to the Siamese
country, had their own associations and came out in support of the People’s
Party openly during the 1932 overthrow of the absolute monarchy. However,
the community became inactive and the word fell into disuse with the rise of
“Thailand” in the late 1930s (Nakarin, 1985:112, 132).
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Walwipha Burusratanaphand

This chapter argues that the Thai-Chinese relationship has still not
received adequate academic attention, especially in the failure to take
into account the rapidly changing social conditions and environment
in Thailand. Most studies on the Chinese community in Thailand
have relied on Skinner’s works (1957, 1958) as a standard reference
instead of examining the problem critically or developing new
perspectives in the face of changing social conditions. Based on these
studies, it seems that the changes in Thai society over the past 30
years have not had any influence on the life of the Chinese and their
relationship with other ethnic groups. We must move beyond
Skinner’s thesis.

This chapter seeks an answer to the question: Does an absence
of serious conflict between the Thai and the Chinese necessarily mean
that the Chinese people are assimilated and are not “aliens” in
Thailand? The answer is only possible by considering the trend of
the Chinese in Thailand and their ethnohistorical background, the
historical developments in Thailand, particularly the impact of
national policies on the various ethnic groups, and the cultural
changes within each ethnic group, whether Thai, Chinese, LL.ao or
others. Instead of merely saying that the Chinese are assimilated, we
should ask, and in the process, deconstruct “What is a Chinese?” or
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“What is a Thai?” Moreover, an understanding of Thai society is
only possible if we examine the alliance between Thai political leaders
and Chinese businessmen. Here, instead of using the assimilation
model, ideas such as interest-group alliances and multinational
networks are examined.

A Historical Perspective

Well over 95 percent of the Chinese in Thailand are drawn from
Cha’o-Zhan. Among the different waves of Chinese immigration are
two major influxes. The first large-scale arrival took place in 1782
under the reign of King Taksin, a half Teochew, half Thai monarch.
The second great influx of Chinese, who came as common labourers,
dated from 1918 to 1955, a period of massive construction of the
railroad and other infrastructures of a modernizing Thailand.

There are several interesting features of Chinese migration. Prior
to 1917, there was a continuous flow of migrants between Bangkok
and Swatow. Immigration was temporary and primarily a response
to the increasing demand for labour and commercial opportunities
in Thailand. For the immigrants, their aim was to fulfil their desire
for economic improvement and then return to China. We can observe
that there was a sudden and spectacular period of “arrivals” to and
“departures” from Thailand after the Chinese government repealed
an edict prohibiting emigration in 1893 (Skinner, 1957).

After 1918, Chinese arrivals exceeded departures (see Table 1).
It is estimated that the rate of the Chinese immigrants who remained
during this period was about S0 percent of the number of the Chinese
residentsin Thailand in 1957 (Skinner, 1957:176). Some of the factors
discouraging the return to China may have been several restrictive
measures, such as the Thai Immigration Act (1950) which limited
the quota of immigrants to no more than 200 persons per nationality.
From 1950 onwards, the Chinese immigrants to Thailand were those
who had already been to Thailand and had in their possession re-
entry permits (Purcell, 1965:197). These immigrants form the
generations of grandparents and/or parents of the younger Chinese
descendants. Thus, the Chinese living in Thailand today can be
classified into several generational cohorts:
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First generation overseas Chinese

Second generation local-born Chinese of overseas Chinese parents
Third generation local-born Chinese of local-born Chinese parents
Fourth generation local-born Chinese of local-born Chinese parents
Table 1

Estimated Total Arrivals and Departures of Ethnic
Chinese 1882-1955 (in thousands)

Year Total Total Total
of Arrival Arrivals Departures Surplus
1882-1892 177.5 99.4 78.1
1893-1905 455.1 261.9 193.2
1906-1917 815.7 635.5 180.2
1918-1931 1,327.6 827.9 499.7
1932-1945 473.7 381.3 92.4
1946-1955 267.8 107.8 160.0

Source: Skinner (1957:Chapter 2)

Trends on the Study of the Chinese in Thailand

Based on Skinner’s works, it has generally been accepted that Thailand
has no problem with the Chinese minority. Skinner will be mentioned
frequently in this article because his work, especially Chinese Society
in Thailand: An Analytical History (1957) has been widely cited as a
reference by Thai scholars, more so than other important scholars
such as Landon (1941) and Coughlin (1960). The attraction of
Skinner’s work lies in his assimilation theory which argues that third-
and fourth-generation Chinese in Thailand will be culturally
assimilated because Thai society and government policies facilitated
the assimilation process.

Skinner predicts that the Chinese community in Thailand will
finally disappear and be assimilated into Thai culture and society
for two reasons. First, in the near future, the number of Chinese
migrants will decrease due to the ageing of the China-born generation.
Second, the Thai government’s policy to reduce the number of Chinese
immigrants has been effective.! There are, however, several major
problems in the Skinnerean model. For example, the definition of
“Chinese” in the assimilation model assumes that descendants from
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immigrant Chinese who do not fully follow their own traditional
culture are not fully “Chinese”. There are two fundamental issues
here. First, which “Chinese” culture is to be used as a standard? The
Chinese culture of mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, or that of
Singapore, San Francisco, Hawaii, and so forth? Second, which group
of Chinese among the overseas Chinese should we consider as having
“Chinese” qualifications? If the way of life and social behaviour of
the overseas Chinese descendants have changed from their Chinese
ancestry in mainland China, do we still call them “Chinese”? The
scholar who does his or her research by binding himself or herself to
a culture which is taken to be the standard for assessing “Chineseness”
may conclude that these changes have resulted from assimilation.
Thus, any immigrant Chinese or their descendants who do not follow
“Chinese” culture are viewed as having been assimilated, or at least,
being less Chinese. If we follow this line of analysis, then within
three generations there will be no “Chinese” in Thailand. However,
if we take the view that identity and perception of an ethnic group is
not necessarily bound to any fixed culture and they can exist and
adapt to social and cultural changes, then the Chinese migrants and
their descendants will remain Chinese as long as they still believe in
their “Chineseness”, even if parts of their culture may be different
from those of their ancestors. This does not mean that the
development of ethnic consciousness and various overseas cultural
changes will all proceed in the same way.

Differences in the cultural developments of these communities
depend on economic, social and political conditions of the different
host countries. Moreover, various groups of overseas Chinese living
in the same country (such as Thailand) do not necessarily share the
same culture. The Chinese in Bangkok are different from Chinese
communities in other provinces, partly due to the size of various
communities, as well as variations in local economic, social and
political conditions. On one level, these communities are influenced
and pressured by the same politics of the central government (e.g.
the National Economic and Social Development Plan), but because
of the distance from the centre of authority, the degree of influence
may be different. Thus, it may be concluded that the identity of a
Chinese community in a given province is a function of cultural
development, ethnic consciousness and the pattern of relationship
to the Thai community in that locality. Although all Chinese
communities are the same in some ways, the lack of a Chinese
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organization at the national level reduces these similarities.

This is important because previous studies have tended to view
the “Chinese” in Thailand as a homogeneous group. While it is true
that most of the Chinese in Thailand are Teochew, internal conflicts
among the Chinese have not been sufficiently studied. While Skinner
acknowledges the differences among the Chinese, he still concludes
that there is strong co-operation amongst themselves: “Within a few
years after its establishment, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce
had assumed stronger powers and more functions than organizations
of the same name in Western countries. As the most important
Chinese organization in Bangkok, the Chinese Chamber of Commerce
soon became the organization representing the Chinese community
as a whole” (Skinner, 1957:171, emphasis added). This belief, which
is still prevalent, is problematic. First, the Chinese Chamber of
Commerce was the gathering of the Chinese for short-term pragmatic
considerations of protecting themselves and to be able to deal better
with Thai government policies at that time (such as during the Sino-
Japanese War and the Nationalism Policy by Pibun). Most of the
time, however, the Chinese community was divided and they
occasionally fought among themselves for economic reasons. When
they had problems with the authorities, the leaders of each group
would separately negotiate and ask for help from Thai officers instead
of working together. Because of the diversities of lineage principles
and localities, they are still not unified today. There is no one overall
Chinese organization which acts as the representative for all Chinese
in Thailand.

Second, each Chinese group and generation has different
experiences (and history) about living in Thai society, with different
points of view concerning ancestral China. The Chinese who migrated
after the Second World War have not enjoyed the same benevolence
from the Thai government as those who migrated from the end of
the 19th century to the beginning of the 20th century. The former
did not think about their homeland and the Chinese republican
government in the same way as the latter thoughtabout China during
the Qing (Manchu) dynasty.

These differences illustrate the point that scholars should be
more careful in defining the label “Chinese”. It is obsolete to use
the stereotyped definitions of Chinese, e.g. having small eyes, being
frugal and commercial in character. Researchers have to be very
specific in identifying the differences among the members of this
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ethnic group before studying the relationship between the Chinese
and other ethnic groups. National character can be determined by
both outsiders and members of that society. Even in one single area,
the definition of “Chinese” may have different meanings. Even the
numbers of the Chinese living in the same district are different,
depending on which set of figures and statistics are used. Moreover,
among the Thais, there is no consensus in their views of the Chinese
in Thailand. For some, the Chinese are seen as pioneers, bringing in
new technology to rural areas, as “a gap-filling and input-completing
function man” (Harris, 1981). For many others, they are the economic
elite trying to monopolize the trade market.

Skinner reports that the Chinese have accepted Thai culture
and traditions through the process of assimilation. But, Skinner’s
views were influenced by Thai nationalism and social norm of the
1960s. The political, social and historical discourse of that particular
point in Thai history warranted a unified Thai system of social
and cultural values. This phenomenon does not mean that all of the
Thai population who are descended from the Mon, Lao, Khmer or
other ethnic groups have been totally assimilated into Thai social
norms. Many differences still exist between the groups.

Chinese Culture in Thailand

The modern Chinese population in Thailand descended from
migrants' originating in southern and southeastern China. These
migrant ancestors were of rural background and had little access to
education. Their lifestyle was that of the peasants or the Han culture,
which was a blend of Mahayana Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism,
ancestor and deity worship.

This Han culture of the Chinese immigrants may be seen as
comprising two parts. On the one hand it is the peasant’s culture: a
minor culture that struggles against supernatural elements through
the ritual Chi Tien (deity worship or ancestor worship). These religious
activities are strictly home-based. On the other hand it is both
ethnocentric and superior, strongly influenced by Confucianism,
Taoism and Mahayana Buddhism. It responds to the community need
for mutual assistance (Anuman, 1932:2-3). The belief system of the
mainland Chinese ancestors of the overseas Chinese in Thailand is a
religious syncretism where a considerable degree of integration occurs
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between beliefs and practices of different sources, contributing to a
pattern which is distinctively Chinese.

The Chinese immigrants brought with them their religious
observances which helped them preserve their social behaviour. As a
social mechanism, religion and rituals created unity and cohesion in
the group, and reinforced mutual aid among the Chinese residents
in the land of strangers. More specifically, they underline the belief
in their cultural superiority. The Chinese, therefore, see the necessity
for maintaining the Chinese culture as a distinct segment.

State Policies

It is impossible to make sense of the Chinese in Thailand without
recourse to the role of the state, particularly the different and changing
policies towards the Chinese. To a large extent, these policies are
driven by economic and pragmatic considerations, with cultural ideas
being of secondary importance. Thus, whether the Chinese were an
alien community in Thailand depended, to a large degree, on national
policy. If one compares this to a play or a drama, the plot of the
story is that the state needs capitalists (a.k.a. Chinese) in order to
maintain the prosperity of the state; at the same time, the growth of
capitalism in Thailand needs political support from the state
(i.e. Thai elites).

To understand this, we have to return to the period when ancient
Ayutthaya was defeated by Burma. The traditional Thai “state” was
organized such that all Thais were enlisted in the corvée system.
Labour was at the disposal of the state. Thais paid taxes in the form
of expensive materials from each village and these materials could
be turned into goods and products for export by the state. This corvée
system later became obsolete because many commoners were taken
to Burma as prisoners-of-war, died in the battlefield, or were exiled
from the country. Hence, the state could not rely on the corvée system
as a catalyst for economic growth. The state, therefore, needed the
support of the Chinese traders in the kingdom, especially for trading
with China and Southeast Asian countries. The Chinese brought in
capital and technology to transform raw materials into finished
products which were in great demand, such as producing sugar from
sugarcane. The Chinese-operated export of goods and services
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inadvertently expanded the Thai economy substantially prior to the
signing of the Bowring Treaty.

With the introduction of the tax-farming system, the role of the
Chinese traders was to stimulate and transform a “self-sufficient
economic system” into an “exchange-based economic system” in
which the state played a supportive role by creating an attractive
environment for the overseas Chinese to do business in Thailand.
These Chinese traders, in return, acted as agents of the government,
performing an operative function of improving and developing the
economic system of Thailand. However, the status of the Chinese
trader at that time was still that of an “outcast”. This was chiefly
because the government used the idea of corvée labour to identify
those who were inside or outside the system, that is, those within the
corvée system could be considered as “Thai” citizens.

The tax-farming system opened up opportunities for the
government to be involved in business, from manufacturing to the
sale of goods and services. It also enabled the government to have
greater control over the utilization of national resources. Chinese
tax farmers created many new forms of income for the government,
including the cxploitation of natural resources and taxation. This
was evident during the reign of King Rama V when there was a
reorganization of the whole public administration system throughout
the country: new and modern equipment was introduced for the
army, infrastructures such as the railway system, as well as state and
capitol buildings were built, public servants were paid salaries, and
so forth. In one sense, the Chinese were behind the growth of the
absolute monarchy after the reign of King Rama V because without
the Chinese traders, who played a significant role in the Thai
economy, the absolute monarchy would not have been firmly
established in Thailand at that time.

Since the Chinese were engaged in almost all kinds of business
activities and had become wealthy, why, then, could they not try to
control the Thai state themselves? Anderson (1978) argues that it
was because the Chinese were not Thai, they looked different and
they were treated as foreigners — hence, they were politically
handicapped. This is not quite true when we look at the situation
after the signing of the Bowring Treaty.

It is not simply Thai government policies that affected the
Chinese, but the international relationship between China and
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Thailand as well. For example, in 1909, the Manchu government
passed a bill stating that all overseas Chinese were under the Qing
dynasty. This caused a threat to Thailand and led to tension between
the Thai and the Chinese. The idea of creating a Thai nation-state
also created antagonistic feelings between the Thai and the Chinese.
However, after 1932, with the abolition of the absolute monarchy,
the attitude towards the Chinese changed significantly. Policies to
allow the Chinese to acquire Thai nationality were intensified.

This was partly because the government needed the support of
the Chinese capitalists. At that time, Thailand had three dominant
sources of capital: European agency houses; King’s Property Bureau
and a group of royalists; and Chinese rice-mill owners and rice-
exporters. The European agency houses were being forced to wind
up so that the government could take over all the economic activities
and build its own economic base. The royalist capital group was
totally disregarded because the government wanted, for political
reasons, to destroy it. So, the government worked with the most
viable group, the Chinese capitalists.

But, after the Second World War, during the Pibun period, the
government, wanting to promote “Thai Economy for Thai”, adapted
the policy of nationalism.? Strict rules were introduced to check the
activities of foreigners, especially the Chinese capitalists. For example,
although Chinese capitalists were not expelled from Thailand, they
were forced to choose whether they wanted to be Thai or not. The
government’s policy was to give economic freedom but not political
freedom to the Chinese capitalists. The Chinese in Thailand chose to
forsake the former identity and became Thais for the sake of their
own economic well-being. This is a basic difference between the
Chinese in Thailand and overseas Chinese elsewhere.

Thailand, during this period, pursued other anti-Chinese
policies.* Many Chinese businessmen, especially those who were
brought up during the Second World War and who did not have as
much power as the old tycoon families, such as Lumsum or Wanglee,
had to try to establish links with the authorities by paying large
sums of money. The economic policy of that period was to oppress
the Chinese and to help the Thais. However, it should be noted that,
covertly, one wing of the government had secret business deals with
the Chinese; “the relationship between General Phao and Chin
Sophonphanich and many other overseas Chinese” is one example
(Somjai, 1987:38). Thus, the government encouraged the Chinese
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capitalists to expand from commercial business (the rice business)
to the financial sector (banks). Banking provided capital for the
government, such as the Bangkok Bank (Chin Sophonphanich) and
the Agricultural Bank (Suriyon Riwa). Both banks gave contributions
to General Pibun’s political party (Seri Manungkasila Party). In return,
Chin and Suriyon were offered concessions in the insurance business
and the export of agricultural products. They also invested in
agriculture which has been the important source of capital from that
period until now. Both businesses are still dominant in the Thai
economy today.

Many methods, such as increasing the alien fee, restricting the
Chinese to certain residential areas, and enacting laws to reserve
land and buildings in the vicinity of railway stations for Thais only,
were used to force the Chinese to change their nationality.* These
policies greatly affected the Chinese in their business transactions,
especially those engaged as middlemen. Furthermore, an anti-
communist policy affected the Chinese indirectly. However, these
policies were enforced on the basis of nationality, not race, and so
did not affect the great majority of the local-born Chinese. Indeed,
“the whole anti-Sinitic movement in Thailand appeared to have had
an artificial origin ...” (Chang, 1940:154).

The alliance of Chinese business leaders (who became Thais for
the sake of economic well-being) with Thai political leaders ensured
that there was no serious Chinese opposition to government policies.
Despite the 14 October 1973 event in which students, demanding
participation of all Thais in ruling the country, destroyed the social
contract between the Thai military and political leaders and the
Chinese capitalists, it turned out to be a period of rapid growth for
the capitalists. At present, there is a movement of capitalists to gain
more power by participating in political activities.

“Thainess” vs. “Chineseness”

In order to study the relationship between the Thais and the Chinese
in Thailand, let us re-examine the words “Thai” and “Thai national”.
The word “Thai” originally evolved from the word “Siam”. The
meaning of the word, in a way, expresses a unique characteristic of
the country, i.e. having the Thai language as a means of
communication among the people of Thailand. However, besides
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the Siamese-Thai, there are also those who are of mixed-blood, e.g.
Mon-Thai, Malay-Thai, Cambodian-Thai and so forth. Even those
who originally descended from the Tai or Thai ethnic groups still
possess different characteristics of their own subgroups such as
Laotian, Vietnamese and Chan. Differences in tradition and lifestyles
among these subgroups, to some extent, have some influence on the
pattern of the relationship, attitudes and reaction towards the Chinese
in Thailand, especially those born in Thailand. The three major
geographical regions of Thailand (the north, northeastern, and central
areas) are distinctive in that they have different traditional attitudes,
ways of life and languages — some obvious, others more subtle —
which, in turn, affect the relationship between the Thai and the
Chinese. In the past 40 years, even though there has been an attempt
to create a unified Thai identity, it would be misleading to conclude
that the relationship between the Thai and the Chinese, say in
Ayutthaya, Khonkhaen and Lampang, are similar. In some provinces
such as Pisanulok, Sukhotai or Phetchaburai, the relationship between
the Thai and the Chinese is much more complex. If this is the case,
one may ask “What exactly is Thai culture?”

Yet the absence of such a definition does not render “Thainess”
less real. The interpretation and definition of its meaning is meant to
be an aggressive measure of standardization — like the way one
legitimizes power. The most standardized person is the individual
who is made a part of the collectivity from where the definition comes
into being. Instead of asking the question — what “Thainess” means,
one can proceed the other way round by trying to define what
“otherness” is; or what isnon-Thainess or the enemy of “Thainess”.

Thais have many words to categorize “otherness”, often using
ethnic characteristics as a mode of differentiation. For example, Thais
are accustomed to identifying themselves as distinct from farang
(foreigner), a word which refers to all outsiders, whether American,
English, French, Italian or others. The word farang determines the
state of “otherness” in contrast with the “Thainess”. By this reverse
procedure of definition, the meaning of “Thainess” becomes relevant.

Another example is the appellation Kaek. The word Kaek can
be used in many senses, all of which signify “non-Thainess”. Thai
people use the word Kaek to describe members of several ethnic
groups such as the Malays, Javanese, Indians and Ceylonese. Kaek
also includes Arabs and Persians in the Middle East. It is also an
appellation for adherents of certain religious communities such as
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the Hindis, Sikhs and Muslims. Kaek, which has undergone a long
historical process, delimits both the perception and mental state of
its interlocutor. It undeniably conveys the feeling of religious and
ethnic differences of the “other”. The awareness of “otherness” is
indispensable in retaining the sense of Thai identity.

It is said that “Chinese and Thai are not strangers but brothers.”
Yet, in historical perspective, the most important “other” for the
Thai has been the Chinese. This is because the Chinese occupied a
dominant position in the economic life of the country at the beginning
of the 20th century. The power of the Chinese was demonstrated in
a Chinese general strike as a result of the development of Chinese
nationalism (San-Min-Chu-i). The nationalist feelings among the
Chinese were quickly felt throughout Southeast Asia. At the same
historical moment, the Bangkok government tried to instil a spirit of
Thai nationalism. The ensuing reaction against the Chinese, who
would not accept “Thainess”, could be seen in titles of press articles
(“The Jews of the East” or “Thailand, Wake up!”); in the
promulgation of the Nationality Act of 1913;as well asin the Private
Schools Act of 1918 extending government control over all Chinese
schools and requiring the instruction of the Thai language and civics.

Early 20th-century Thai nationalism is characterized by a push
to build a “nation-state” under the monarchy and the conservation
of the Thai identity. This is unlike the more aggressive nationalism
of 1938-55 when the emphasis was on territorial aggrandizement
and the racial superiority of the Thai, exemplified in the creation of
a national “Culture Assembly” and programmes such as Thai-
ification of the economy, calls on Thai patriots to buy goods
manufactured by Thais only and to abandon the Thai policy of
assimilation by intermarriage. All these measures were meant to
arouse the sense of the Thai ethnic identity. As one commentator
noted, “the government tried to rebuild the national cultural identity
on an individual and community level from public life right to the
kitchen life” (Thongchai, 1989:71). The Thai state’s attempts to
determine what should be the “cultural standard” enabled it to
impose Thai citizenship on the Chinese through different measures.
According to Rattaniyom (1939), the Thais were held by civil
obligations to protect and fight for the nation and not to act or
speak in favour of foreign countries. Apparently these impositions
were very effective. In 1955 when the “Thai nationalism” period
came to an end, more than 6,000 Chinese expressed their desire for
naturalization, yet only 2,000 petitions were granted (Tawee,
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1973:123). The government was also pleased that the new policy
towards the Chinese was well received by the diplomatic circle and
was considered to be just and in the interest of maintaining
administrative order (EO. 436/7 Sir Josiah Crosby. Enclosure in
No.148).

This attempt at Thai-ification stirred up reactions among the
minority groups, particularly the Chinese. The Chinese community
responded with attempts to unite and define who was “truly
Chinese”. Thus, the Chinese who gave their support to Chinese
nationalism, whether they were Sino-Thais of the second generation
or local-born Chinese who had become Thai citizens, would be
classified as “truly Chinese”.

This period also saw the rise of a rivalry between Chinese
nationalist and the Sino-Thai, seen in the assassination of a Chinese
leader by the secret societies.” This strengthening of ties with the
homeland and activities of the Chinese underground organizations
created an undefined sense of Chineseness, in other words, the
awareness of the otherness or of its enemy — which is “Thainess”.

In more recent years, with the rise of communism in China and
its influence in Thailand, the Thai government saw communism and
Communist China as a dangerous enemy of “Thainess”. However,
the return of Thai student leaders who had fled the city to join the
clandestine Communist Party of Thailand in the jungle during the
Democratic Revolution (1973), who were disillusioned with the
politics of Chinese-backed PCT, led to political changes. The Thai
government adopted a more liberal attitude. Chinese studies came
out into the open, and communism was taught openly. Moreover,
people began to recognize the weak points of Thai society: social
and economic inequalities, economic monopoly, corrupt bureaucracy,
and a general lack of political democracy (non-participation of the
citizens in politics), all of which are now accepted as being an internal
part of “Thainess” along with Buddhism, tradition, political
sovereignty and monarchical institutions, andare no more considered
as inappropriate qualifications. In the perspective of contemporary
international politics, China does not constitute an important
“other”. For example, several returned overseas Chinese in Cha’o-
Zhan were interviewed on the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
policy towards them. Their response was unanimous. According to
them, the Peking government discouraged any strengthening of ties
between the overseas Chinese and their homeland and wished to see
their complete assimilation into the host country.
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The returned overseas Chinese are treated as second-class citizens
and their disenchantment could not be concealed. When there was
trouble in the motherland, these Chinese were ready to leave the
place where they could make money, return home and become the
Red Guards or even fight in the Sino-Japanese War. It is evident that
because of international political reasons, the Chinese government
refused to make any cultural claim in the host country where the
overseas Chinese were residing, but in domestic affairs, it regards
the Chinese cultural standard as the most quintessential. As a Thai
specialist of Chinese affairs stated, “China is not a great power — or
at least not a super power and will never want to be a great power
because China clings to ancient traditions” (Kien Teeravit, 1976).

Conclusion

Most previous studies have tended to overemphasize the degree and
powers of assimilation and viewed both the Chinese and Thai as
homogeneous, monolithic groups. The foregoing discussion attempts
to deconstruct the meaning of Chineseness and Thainess, and
demonstrate that the relationship between the two groups is a
complex one. Factors such as local conditions, different historical
experiences and different subgroups have to be considered. More
thinking is needed on the question of “Chineseness” and “Thainess”
in Thailand.

One cannot derive an understanding of the position of the
Chinese in Thailand and their construction of identity simply by
looking at cultural or socio-ethical factors. Rather, one must focus
on a historical understanding, especially the impact and reactions of
the Chinese to government policies at different historical moments.
In some periods, the policies towards the Chinese were conciliatory
and positive, at other times, they were very discriminatory — and
conflicting. These policies only make sense within the political and
socio-economic context of Thai society. The Chinese were
commercially important, but were always regarded as outsiders.
While there was an alliance between the Thai elites and Chinese
businessmen, the relationship was primarily pragmatic, not a product
of long-term cultural assimilation.
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Nortes

1

See Skinner, Chinese Society in Thailand: An Analytical History (1957), Ithaca:
Cornell University Press; and Leadership and Power in the Chinese Community
of Thailand (1958), Ithaca: Cornell University Press, for a discussion of
assimilation in Thailand.
For example, in 1938, the leader of the militaristic right wing and exponent of
hypernationalism, Pibun, became Premier (up to 1955). He promised radical
changes in areas of national life which affected the Chinese. He compared the
Chinese problem in Thailand to the Jewish problem in Germany and implied
that the Nazi solution might be applicable.
If we look at economics in Thailand from the point of view of the nationalist
government’s role, economic nationalism stands out as one of the major themes
of the administration in nationalist era. The campaigns were for: 1) Economic
assistance to and vocational education for ethnic Thais; 2) Economic restrictions
on aliens; 3) An expansion of the state’s role in industry; and 4) Encouragement
of semi-governmental “Thai enterprises” in commerce and finance. These
campaigns were accompanied by a much more thorough set of restrictions on
alien economic activities, thus reinforcing the secure atmosphere surrounding
the livelihood of Chinese aliens. None of them could be sure that their means of
livelihood would not be threatened. The restrictions on economic activities are
as follows:

— An Occupational Restriction Act of 1938 barred aliens from 20 occupations,
including hairdressing, salt manufacture, metal inlaying, driving of buses,
pedicabs and motor tricycles for hire, taxi driving, manufacture of charcoal,
umbrellas, the accoutrement of monastic service, operating private wharves,
and commercial fishing, women’s haircutting, hairdressing and dressmaking.

— The Act of Alien’s Resident Area Restriction of 1941, 1942, 1943, forbade
aliens to live in 14 Changwat (cities), from all 71 Changwat, where they
accumulated their capital, and made them move out within 90 days.

— The Salt Act of 1938

— The Liquid Fuel of 1938

- The Vehicles Act of 1938

— The Act for the Slaughter of Animals for Food of 1938

— The Thai Vessels Act of 1938

— The New Revenue Code of 1938 (Label)

— The Act for the Preserving Bird’s Nests of 1939

— To permit only Thai food hawkers in all government schools and offices of
1939.

These acts and activities concerned the Chinese aliens’ occupations from the

worker to the capitalist. The only answer for the alien is to transfer title and

surname to Thai citizen.

Moreover, the loss of Thai nationality was proclaimed in the law on nationality

as follows.

Section 17: A person of Thai nationality by reason of birth within the Kingdom

whose father is an alien may have his Thai nationality revoked when it appears

that:

(1) he has lived in the country of his father’s nationality or former nationality
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continuously for more than five years from the date of becoming sui juris.

(2) thereis evidence to show that he uses the nationality of his father or mother
or is a partisan of the nationality of his father or other nationality.

(3) he does any act which affects the security or conflicts with the interests of
the State or is in contempt of the nation.

(4) he does any at which conflicts with the peace, order or good morals of the
public ... and

Section 18: In appropriate circumstances, for the security or benefit of the State,

the Minister is empowered to revoke the Thai nationality of any person who

has Thai nationality by reason of birth in the Kingdom whose father is an alien

or whose mother is an alien if it does not appear there is a legal father, when it

appears that:

(1) the father or mother of such person had been allowed to reside in Thailand
by virtue of a special and individual dispensation.

(2) the father or mother of such person was authorized to enter the Kingdom
only temporarily, or

(3) the father or mother of such person entered Thailand without authorization
under the law on immigration.

(From Law Directory, 365-366)

S This was a serious blow to Chinese-Thai community relations since the Chinese
leader had a significant role in bridging gaps between the Chinese community
and its outside world.
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Chinese Settlers and their
Role in Modern Thailand

Amara Pongsapich

This chapter attempts to analyse the status of the Chinese in Thailand,
from sojourners or temporary migrants to middlemen or marginal
Sino-Thai settlers, and finally, to participants in the present
multinational capitalistic system. The relationship between the Chinese
and the Thais hence gradually shifted from exclusion of the Chinese
from the Thai social structure in the early Bangkok period to inclusion
via the process of intermarriage and incorporation of the Chinese in
the Thai school system and government offices which were traditionally
dominated by Thais only. When mainland China was closed off from
the rest of the world after the Second World War, the Chinese in
Thailand were suspected of adhering to the communist ideology. But
when China opened up the country to welcome the capitalistic
economic system, the Thai government became confident that the
Chinese in Thailand had abandoned the communist ideology and that
there was no reason to doubt their loyalty to their host country.

Traditional Thai Buddhist Values and Ideology

The study of values is made difficult because of the lack of agreement
on an appropriate methodology to study value systems, and the
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ambiguity of the concept itself. The concept of “values” is related to
other concepts such as “world view” and “ideology”. World view is the
cognition and perception of the world surrounding a person, while values
constitute the evaluative aspect, concerned with judging situational
elements in terms of some value standard of the society. “Ideology” is
the value standard of society which has been accepted at the
superstructural level as the guiding principle to be adopted and followed.

In a collection of papers entitled Traditional and Changing Thai
World View issued by CUSRI in 1985, Buddhist beliefs and traditions
are identified as being the basis for many Thai beliefs and practices
(Pongsapih, et al., 1985). The collection discusses the impact of
doctrinal Buddhist teaching, and of popular Buddhist beliefs and
practices, on certain aspects of the Thai social order. Manifestations
of the Thai world view are seen in areas such as social hierarchy,
bun and bap (merit and demerit), and bun khun (favour rendered
hence establishing an obligation of gratitude).

Other papers of a more contemporary nature describe the
contemporary world view and value system reflected in folk songs,
games, movies, and short stories. These, as well as papers reporting
on more formal research, show that while the more traditional values,
essential for maintaining the social order, are still stable, changes are
occurring, more noticeably among the urban Thai. The man-to-man
world view seems to be one of harmonious co-existence. It is
combined with the pragmatism of adaptability and flexibility.

Traditionally, Buddhism has been treated as the national religion
or ideology of Thailand. In his article “Civic Religion and National
Community in Thailand”, Frank Reynolds (1997) draws on the
concept of “civil religion” coined by Jean Jacques Rousseau in the
18th century and taken up again by Robert Bellah in his analysis of
civil religion in the United States. Coleman defined civil religion as
“a special case of the religious symbol system designed to perform a
differentiated function which is the unique province of neither church
nor state. It is a set of symbolic forms and acts which relate man as
citizen and his society in world history to the ultimate conditions of
his existence” (Reynolds, 1977). Based on Coleman’s definition,
Reynolds describes how Buddhist religious beliefs and symbols have
been used by the state either to provide legitimacy for itself, or as a
mechanism to deliver certain messages. Specific forms of religion
associated with the life of the national community were in evidence
both during the monarchic period — during King Taksin’s reign in
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the early Bangkok period, up until the reign of King Rama VI — and
after 1932, when Thailand adopted the democratic political system
with the king as head of state (Reynolds, 1977:275-76).

Reynolds further states that in the past, the established form of
Thai civic religion had proved to be a deeply rooted and highly
resilient tradition that had both influenced and adapted to the various
crises in the life of the national community. Today, the resources and
vitality of this tradition are being integrated into the life
of the national community and are being tested in a variety of ways.
The nation’s success in these areas will depend on the dedication
and creativity of those who are responsible for nurturing and adapting
the symbols, activities, and institutions that constitute the specifically
religious dimension of Thai national life.

Many scholars who studied the function of Buddhism in
Thailand have proposed that Thai society and the Thai social order
should be seen as having a religious base. Hanks (1962, 1975), for
example, believes that “the essence of Thai world view is a cosmic
hierarchy whose levels are defined in terms of ‘merit’ (bun) and
‘demerit’ (bap)”. He sees patron-clientage as the main relationship
in Thai society manifested in many traditional relations. Akin
Rabibhadana’s work (1969, 1975) brought the patron-client concept
to full discussion. The concept was further reviewed by Jeremy Kemp
(1980, 1982), and by Akin Rabibhadana himself (1982). The patron-
client relationship as a principle of social structure might have had
Buddhist support in the past, but with the introduction of a new
national development concept, although the relationship remained
operational, it was without the implications of a Buddhist religious
base.

What one sees emerging at the superstructural state level is another
national ideology which would function as a factor unifying people of
the country. The role of the national development plan introduced by
the government has been to present new developmental concepts,
mostly capitalistic in nature. While the poor farmers still have difficulty
interpreting and accepting the new ideology, the upper- and middle-
class people have been able to make adjustments reasonably well. The
hypothesis proposed here is that in Thailand today, the new capitalistic
development ideology is replacing the traditional Buddhist ideology
still adhered to by most villagers.

Another ideology introduced and being promoted is that of
“democracy”. Available reports show democratic ideology operating
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neither at the superstructural level (as evidenced by the February 1991
coup d’état and the May 1992 incident), nor at the infrastructural
level (as evidenced by the vote-buying incidents). More needs to be
known about the operation of democratic ideology in Thailand.

Thai Development Ideology and
Changing Social Values

Development strategies in Thailand had shifted from an emphasis
on agricultural rural development to that of greater industrialization.
The earlier development plans emphasized economic growth, with
little concern shown for its impact on social conditions and ways of
life. The social aspects were recognized only a decade later. Strategies
were based on Western models and technology transfer, with diffusion
being seen as the process by which development was to take place.

The diffusion model based on Western experience tended to
introduce new development concepts in a top-down manner. Eager
to achieve success, implementing agencies were anxious to introduce
development projects and get them to work. This brought out two
undesirable attitudes. One was the attitude of the Thai implementing
agents towards the villagers, whom they considered to be stupid and
slow if they did not immediately accept what was being proposed.
There was no attempt to try to understand why certain items or
ideas were difficult to accept or were rejected. Since most projects
were introduced from the top, implementing officers felt that the
projects should be accepted without question. They were also
frustrated if the projects did not gain acceptance for their promotions
depended on the successful implementation of these projects.

The second undesirable attitude was the tendency of villagers
to take the new benefits for granted and without obligations on their
part. They became used to receiving free goods and benefiting from
free development projects and were unwilling to contribute labour
or money in exchange for them.

During the 1960s, the diffusion model of development, in effect,
presupposed that for economic development to take place, one had to
“change the people”. Many studies on attitudes of people towards
innovation and/or technology transfer were made, but the results were
usually negative. Thailand was still backward and undeveloped. Max
Weber’s “Protestant ethic”, or a Buddhist version thereof, was not in
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evidence. Consequently, there was no “spirit of capitalism”. Although
one may say that this had nothing to do with Weber, some would
retort that this proved that Weber was right. Buddhist values, they
claimed, were not conducive to capitalistic development.

It is undeniable that Thailand has been subjected to “directed”
change following the capitalistic model of development, at least since
the introduction of the First National Development Plan. The Thai
government did not question the capitalistic development model
advocated and practised by the United States. The role of the United
States and the World Bank in the development of Thailand is an
irrefutable fact. If Thailand were to develop following Weber’s thesis,
the religious institution which strongly influenced the world view
and value system of the country had to change.

In 1963, in his article comparing Japan and Thailand, Eliezer
Ayal made the point that if we attempt to relate these values to the
economic propensities essential for economic development — to
accumulate capital, to co-operate, and to apply oneself to systematic
hard work — we have to conclude that these were hardly present.
As for the propensity to innovate, there was little to suggest that the
Thai value system opposes absorption of new ideas. The primacy of
personal values over political values reinforced Thai non-activism
since the Thai were deprived thereby of a compelling goal requiring
co-operative action (Ayal, 1963:50-51).

The National Cultural Commission must have thought along
the same line. To celebrate the Bicentennial of Bangkok in 1982, the
Commission launched a spiritual development programme called
“Five Basic Values” to attempt to change the value systems of the
Thai people to promote development (Chulalongkorn University,
1982). The Commission identified 12 Thai values to be changed.
They were 1) immorality; 2) materialism; 3) weak work ethics; 4)
lack of national sacrifice; 5) lack of Thai nationalism; 6) preference
for individual gain to group benefit; 7) spending beyond one’s
economic status [fum fuey]; 8) consumerism; 9) “acting big or tough”
(nak leng); 10) living beyond one’s economic status (soft life — kin
di yoo di); 11) fatalism and belief in magic; and 12) abandoning and
looking down upon the rural way of life.

The Subcommittee on Research and Cultural Development
identified nine desirable values but felt these were too many to advocate
and propagate. So they selected five for the campaign; these five were
similar to the Japanese values identified by Ayal as having helped make
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Japan more advanced than Thailand. They were: 1) self-reliance,
diligence, and responsibility; 2) frugal spending and saving; 3) discipline
and abiding by the law; 4) a religious ethic; and 5) adhering to “Nation,
Religion and Monarchy”.

It was clear to the public that there was a need to develop and
change the values. People had become materialistic, selfish and lacked
spiritual norms. Ayal claimed that these values retarded economic
development and were the reasons that Thailand could not follow
Japan in her development path.

Thailand was implementing the Fifth National Development Plan
when the Five Basic Values Programme was launched in 1982; it was
the same period during which the world was experiencing an
economic recession. The Fifth National Development Plan focused
on poverty eradication. The nation’s economic growth rates of the
country were between 2-5 percent annually. In 1990, only eight years
after the Five Basic Values campaign was launched, Thailand’s annual
growth rates hovered around 10 percent. Is this due to the new ethics
and the spirit of capitalism? What took place during the last two
decades which led to such development?

Although attempts to advocate national social values had been
made, it was widely agreed that the increasing economic growth had
nothing to do with them. There was no proof or claim that the Five
Basic Values had been recognized and adopted by the populace. At
the same time, the government continued to operate using extension
workers as agents to disseminate the national development ideology.
There was no doubt that “development” had become the national
ideology in tandem with the Buddhist ideology. Many even felt that
capitalistic development had replaced Buddhist ideology. The question
remained whether “democracy” had become another Thai ideology.

Thai Nationalistic Ideology and the Chinese

Up to the Second World War, Thai government had viewed Thailand
as an ethnically homogeneous country consisting of Thai people only.
Those who were non-Thai ethnically were outside the Thai social
structure. They lived as separate groups but mixed with Thais by
means of free cultural and economic exchanges. After King Rama
VI (1910-25), the Thai government adopted a democratic form of
government. The constitutional government was formed after the
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1932 coup d’état and political activities became its preoccupation.
The ethnicity/nationality issue did not come up until after the Second
World War. During the Phibun regimes (1938-44 and 1948-60), a
nationalistic stance was adopted, endorsing segregation and
discrimination policies with regard to non-Thais. Phibun introduced
the policy of nationalism or rathaniyom and changed the name of
the country from Siam to Thailand.

The nationalistic movement that took place after the two world
wars brought about conflict and distrust among the people of different
ethnic origins, including the Chinese. The Chinese reaction to the
Depression and the government’s economic “Thai-ification” policies
resulted in two important developments within the social structure.
First, hard times led shopkeepers and merchants in almost every trade
to organize among themselves. Business associations became the most
widespread form of Chinese formal organizations. Through them,
members of trade associations could exchange information, formulate
concerted action in the face of government regulations, operate to
avoid excessive competition and restrict the entry of new
entrepreneurs into the trade. The other Chinese response took the
form of secret societies, which were organized along dialect-group
lines with the primary aim of preserving each group’s share of the
rapidly diminishing economic pie. The legitimate trade associations
were established almost exclusively in Bangkok, while secret society
activity was, up to 1937, largely restricted to the provinces (Skinner,
1962:245-55).

In Southeast Asia, secret societies became powerful during the
early 19th century, robbing and demanding protection money from
villagers. To some, they were considered “outlaws” to be eliminated
by the government. To others, the activities of “secret societies” may
be viewed as philanthropic since they provided assistance and
protection to certain groups of people. These are desirable Buddhist
values and reactions of local Thais towards the Chinese secret societies
were mixed: some felt antagonistic while others did not.

Skinner elaborated that Chinese dialect-groups and clan
associations were set up to meet many needs. They protected the
special occupational interests of members; helped new immigrants
from the home districts or migrant areas to find jobs and get
established; built and maintained temples for the gods of the home
district and cemeteries for the use of those who could not afford the
cost of sending their deceased to China for burial; provided the locale
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and occasions for social gatherings of those from the same district
or migrant area, and so on.

One of the most notable developments in Chinese formal
organization during the early 1900s was the rapid increase in the
number and scope of mutual help and welfare associations. Since
the Thai government was slow in extending public social welfare
facilities, the local Chinese society fostered intracommunity self-
help. Poor Chinese still counted on raising their occupational status
and becoming upwardly mobile. The social values of the average
labourer were radically oriented towards the struggle to get ahead.
Nevertheless, Skinner felt that the poor were still poor and
inadequately provided for. The elite therefore provided assistance
through generous, morally motivated philanthropy. This
paternalism and highly sanctioned philanthropy became the
foundation of most of the Chinese associations formed or expanded
during the 1920s and 1930s.

Another type of welfare organization that became prominent
in Bangkok at that time was the benevolent society. Several small
benevolentsocieties were founded in the 19th century on strict dialect-
group lines, but by the early 1920s, one of them, the Pao-te Shan-
t’ang, was recognized as the most important benevolent society in
Bangkok. Founded on highly eclectic (Confucian, Buddhist and
Taoist) religious sanctions, its major activities were the collection
and burial of corpses from the streets and those unclaimed from the
T’ien-hua Hospital, the provision of free coffins and burials to
destitute families and the organization of relief to victims of fires
and floods. It maintained a free cemetery on the outskirts of town.

Another type of essentially mutual-aid organization was the
Buddhist society. The most important of these, Chung-hua, Lung-
hua and Yi-ho, were founded in 1930, 1932 and 1935 respectively.
Aside from contributions from wealthy members, the societies relied
on regular monthly or annual membership dues. On the death of a
member, a Buddhist society contributed substantially towards his
funeral expenses and held religious services designed to secure the
early release of his soul from limbo (Skinner, 1962:257).

Among dialect-group associations, the Cantonese Association was \
the most advanced in this regard. It had founded a cemetery in 1884
and a clinic in 1903. Another significant trend in Chinese formal
organizations was evident between 1927 and 1938 — the strengthening
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and reorganization of the major community associations, for example,
the Chamber of Commerce and the dialect-group associations. The
intense reorganizational activity which characterized this period was
a response to the increased pressure put on the Chinese by the Thai
government. The Hakka Association was the first to reorganize. A
new constitution was drawn up in 1927, membership was regularized,
and the Association was registered. It was not until 1936 that the first
steps were taken to organize the Teochew Association in Bangkok.

The Chinese Chamber of Commerce also underwent significant
changes during this period. In the year 1932-33, it organized relief
for the Shanghai war refugees, arranged for an exhibition of Chinese
products in Bangkok, mediated the rickshaw-pullers’ strike, arranged
for the return to China of girls abducted to Bangkok for immoral
purposes, assumed full responsibility to the Thai government for
several hundred Chinese immigrants detained for failure to meet
immigration requirements (eventually securing their legal entry), and
founded and operated the biggest and best Chinese middle school in
the country.

Historical studies indicate that the status of the Chinese in
Thailand and the interethnic relations changed from period to period
depending on the government policies and the ways in which they
adjusted to or coped with them. During the Phibun regime, when
the government adopted nationalist and anti-foreigner policies,
ethnic conflicts were obvious. After the Phibun regime, Thai-Chinese
relations gradually improved.

Hence the benevolent deeds of the Chinese associations had
helped produce a positive image of the Chinese among local Thais.
At thelocal level, the Thais learned to accept Chinese welfare activities
because they fitted in well with the local Buddhist values of bun and
bap, merit and demerit. Both the Chinese and the Thai values have
their bases in both the Mahayana and Hinayana sects of Buddhism.

The Role of the Chinese in the Economic Sphere

The introduction of export activities after the Bowring Treaty in
1855 did not bring about change in production technology. The
Thais practised broadcasting and transplanting as the two methods
of production up until after the Second World War when new
varieties, double cropping and mechanization, were introduced.
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Changes which took place after the Bowring Treaty and before
the Second World War were the commercialization processes. Rice
traders set up rice mills with simple machines, invested in the rice
trade, and were the first group of entrepreneurs who became
millionaires. They comprised mostly Chinese immigrants who
were wage labourers or entrepreneurs and formed an
entrepreneurial class of Chinese traders. During this period
Chinese merchants could enter the noble class of the Thai social
system by bidding to become tax-farmers. As tax-farmers they
had ranks and titles similar to noblemen who were ethnically Thai,
comprising chao nai (members of the royal families) and/or
khunnang (government officials).

Before 1932, rice trading involved the investment of rice
merchants who accumulated, expanded and became very influential
traders. Additional activities of these merchants included investment
in rice mills, saw mills, and import-export trades. Rice exporters
with multiple economic activities were the Chinese ancestors of many
leading merchant families in Thailand.

After 1932, Chinese merchants established trade associations
including the Rice Mills Association, Rice Traders Association and
Chinese Traders Association. A new rice traders group of Chinese
immigrants came into the rice trade sphere at this time. This group
did not have any ties with the nobles and princes but established a
new relationship with civil government officials who came into power
after 1932. A form of patron-client relationship was established.

At any rate, when the civil government adopted “nationalistic
capitalism” as the economic policy, the intention was to do away
with foreign investors and set up “Thai” government enterprises.
But in practice, groups of Chinese merchants, i.e. those who had
immigrated earlier and had become tax-farmers and nobles, and those
who immigrated later and had no titles, established close connections
with Thai government officials. Joint investments were then
considered “Thai” investments. Other activities carried out by the
rice merchant groups included the establishment of other government
enterprises as well as companies. These were, for example, the Thai
Insurance Company, the Thai Agricultural Products Company, Bank
of Asia, and the Metropolitan Bank of Thailand.

After the Second World War, a shift in economic policy was
made by the 1947 coup leaders. “Government capitalism” was
announced as the policy though, in practice, this did not differ very
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much from “nationalistic capitalism”. The “government capitalism”
policy, however, enabled government officials to be members of the
Board of Trustees of two government enterprises. As Board members
they were entitled to monthly salaries as well as annual bonuses. As
aresult, most of the high-ranking officials (both military and civilian)
and the business investors were incorporated into the politico-
economic system, which expressagain, another form of patron-client
relations.

The rice farmers in the Central Region were the main rice
producers in the country. Rice mills established throughout the central
provinces belonged to rice merchants who had close connections
with government military and civilian officials in Bangkok. There
were Chinese rice merchants who were locals and had their residences
in the provinces or influential rice merchants living in Bangkok who
had their clientele supplying paddy to them. These strong links
between Bangkok and the Central communities helped make the
Central Region an extension of Bangkok. The patron-client relations
established through the process of exporting rice were multilevel
and therefore somewhat different from the former two-tiered
“patron-client” relations.

To survive in this fierce competition and to maintain control of
the national economy, holding companies and related firms were
established. Monetary institutions in the forms of banks and finance
companies were instituted and expanded. The fact that the Ministry
of Finance became a shareholder in some banks certainly helped
strengthen the bank tremendously, both economically and politically.

The national development plan introduced the construction of
many infrastructural facilities including dams and roads which greatly
benefited the farmers in the Central Plain. The export policy was
also included in the first national development plan. Some rice traders
moved into construction work and rice exporters diversified into
exporting other products, such as cassava, maize and jute. Other
rice export activities took the form of the Bangkok International
Rice Trade which was the joint investment of two Thai political
elites and one Chinese company, each holding approximately one-
third of the total shares. This company was given a higher quota
and allowed to export inferior quality paddy without being punished.

During this period, it was also reported that rice exporters had
the upper hand vis-a-vis the government. The Rice Trade Union was
established in 1959 and comprised paddy and steamed paddy
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exporters. A request was also made to establish a rice subcommittee
to guard the rice trade; its members were from the rice inspection
committee, the rice price committee and the rice quota committee.
As a result, the rice trade was mostly controlled by merchants with
representatives from the Ministry 