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1
Modern Tai Community

Andrew Walker

is book provides a new approach to the study of community in the
Taiworld of mainland Southeast Asia.

‘Much of the current ethnographic work in the Tai world is con-
strained by a conceptual framework that associates community with
ch{zon, locality and subsistence economy. This traditional commu-
s_'commoniy portrayed as being undermined by the modern
5 :of state incorporation, market penetration, globalisation and
()_p. latiori mobility.

In this volume, we rake a very different view. We challenge the
'dely held view that communiry is a tradicional social form rthat is
derrhined by modernity. Using case studies from Thailand, Laos,
Bu maand China, we explore the active creation of ‘modern commu-

40.0f Taos, the Shan of Burma and the Dai of southern China.
¢;- each of these categories is problemaric; they are all the
oducts of historical circumstance rather than being natural
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Figure 1.1 Mainland Southeast Asia, with locations of the case studies examined in this

bock (numbers refer to the chaprers).

Modern Tai Community 3

ssumptions about a common identity or a sense of shared history.
TIndeed, our primary goal is to critically examine contemporary notions
of belonging in this Tai world.

. The Tai world is a particularly interesting place to examine ideas

aboiut community. For some, the Tai world itself is a transborder com-

unity of historical linkages, cuirural commonality and shared idencity.

AsiCold War political tensions in the region have declined and as
' portunz{zes for cross-barder contact have proliferated, the cultural
e;‘hpiate of “Tai-ness” has been promoted as a cultural foundation for

jonal integration in a globalising world. Advocates of modern Tai

nt'egr.ation argue that a culrurally authentic community of transborder
clonging has persisted despite the disruptions of colonialism, state-
biilding and warfare. One of the elements of this revitalised cultural
commonality in che Tai world is the form of the local community itself.

éh'y_ recent observers of the Tai world have made reference ro a parti-
lar type of {rural) community that is seen as representing authentic

ai-ness: “the village community is the basis for the economy and
ulture of the Tai including the Thai of Thailand” {quoted in Farrelly,

: 33). Those constructing this modern imagery of traditional

ommumty’ ofren look across borders to find versions of it that are

‘e in keeping with their vision of authentic Tai-ness.
-‘In the modern Tai world, the idea of focal community is mobilised
projects of state building, economic development and grassroots

ﬂipdwerment In Thailand, during the 1990s there was a persistent

mpaign by non-government organisations (NGOs), academics and

ublic intellectuals to develop a policy framework that was more sym-

atheric to community-based approaches to development and nacural

esolirce management. This culminared in a much-cited provision of
he former constitution which granted “persons so assembling as to be

i original local community ... rights in the management, maintenance,

aieand use of benefits from narvural resources and the environment

a:balanced and sustainable manner” (Government of Thailand,
97) 2 Exactly what is meant by an “original local communiey” is not
pletely clear, bur it conveys a strong sense of longstanding resi-

ence, a predominantly local focus and the persistence of what are

cen‘as traditional practices. This particular constitutional provision was
en cited as adding high-level legal legitimacy to the strengthening of
mimunal resource management institutions. Across the Mekong River
os, community has an even more prominent position in public
scourse. In the national campaign of poverty eradication — driven to
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a significant extent by international development agencies — rhe village common identification with key commodities, ephemeral alliances
community is the key site of implementation and resource mobilisa- around development projects and forms of bureaucratic organisation.
tion. As High (2005: 69} writes, these local communities are seen as _ -'Modern Tai community extracts community from its normative and
being the site of poverty: “the causes of poverty are to be found there, ~nostalgic embeddings in tradition and presents i as one problematic
and it is through communal action within the village thar poverty is dimension of sociality in the modern world.”

to be addressed.” And at a national level in Laos, one of the reactions i

of the modern state to the impacr of globalisation has been an appeal : TRADITIONAL TAI COMMUNITY

to traditional symbols of communal artachment “to create a national
identity that is distinct from those of neighbouring states” (Rehbein,
2007: 79).

One of our key aims, then, is o document some of the ways
the idea of community is deployed in academic analysis, government
policy and NGO advocacy throughout this region. However, we intend
to go beyond documentation in two ways. First, the book explores the
usctulness of community as an analytical concept — we are contri-
buring to the long sociological tradition of critical reflection on the
nature of community. As in other contexts, one of the key themes of
crirical reflection is the usefulness of the commonly assumed distine-
tion berween community and modernity. Our second strand of critical
engagement is with the straregic or political use of community in the
Tai world. It is often argued thar the importance of community lies
not in its analytical precision but in its ability to provide a basis for
various forms of empowerment, political mobilisation and economic
development. We document these strategic uses of community in a

':F(_)i.: many commentators, the traditional Tai communirty is a form of
total community in which diverse economic, social, cultural, political
-and environmental elements are subjected to the normative force of
.mmunity regutation (Delanty, 2003: 21-5). 'This imagery of total
ommunity is built around che rural Tai village in which economic
tivities are primarily oriented to subsistence p10duct10n {Charrhip,
999). Production of rice for local consumprion is seen as underpin-
mg local economy and sociality. Rice production is supplemented by
ushrooms and wild vegetabies from the surrounding forests and from
he abundant fish in the streams and paddy fields. in these subsistence-
riented communities housing is made from timber, bamboo and grass,

while farm rools are fashioned from readily available local products. Of
ourse, it is well recognised that some essential items, such as iron and
salt, may have been obtained through local and long-distance trading
relations, but these external economic ties are seen as being peripheral
o 'local systems of production (Ireson, 1995). Similarly, aristocratic or

mercantile elites may have had some interest in “skimming a surplus
number of contexts but we also argue thar the strategic benefits of com- : ut of the villages” but they had litde interest in transforming local

munity cannot be taken for granted. Communiry is a highly malieable . “production systems. The image is of a “radically dual economy” in
notion and it can also contribute to marginalisation, disempowerment which subsistence production within the community was relatively
and bureaucrartic incorporation. - n disconnected from the external forces of state extraction and mercantile
A new orientation to community in the Tai world emerges from o ransformation (Baker and Pasuk, 1999: 122).
this critical discussion. The term ‘modern Tai community’ is an explicit ' © These rural Tai villages are commonly portrayed as being built
statement of the view that there is no necessary tension berween com- around rhe communal management of resources “ranging from the
munity and modernity,. Community is symbeolically and practically ' temple, the cemetery, the school, the irrigation system up to the forest
constructed in new political and economic contexts. This does not _&self”. These resources are seen as the “heritage of the ancestors that
mean that familiar ideas of village community should be abandoned, i “the villagers have to protect and manage for the collective benefir ac-
but it does suggest thar the experience of community by people o cording to agreed rules and traditions of the community” (Anan, 2001:
living in villages — or anywhere else — is not inevitable, natural or 121). Most iconic in accounts of communal resources are the local
all-embracing bur subject to diverse processes of social and symbolic Cirrigation systems that require considerable extra-household coopera-
construction. The idea of modern Tai community also extends the idea . tion for construction, maintenance and operation, A study of village
of community well beyond its stereotypical village setting to include, - 3 rrigation in Laos concludes thar the “patterns of cooperation” pro-
for example, senses of belonging based on spatially dispersed networks, > side for “effective and egalitarian management of common resources”
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(Tresory, 1995 555; see also Uraivan, 1995), Another iconic institution local wisdom {phum panya) that provide a basis for sustainable resource
is reciprocal labour exchange in which farming households contribute ~ management. One account of northern Thai local wisdom describes
Jabour to others to assist with important agriculrural rasks such as e ways in which the subsistence production of the region’s farmers
rice planting and harvesting. Large labouring groups are said 1o create ‘s based on technologies and practices that “harmonise lifestyle with
a communal style of sociality, equality and generosity that is absent he natural environment”. Forest product collection is governed by
in more individualistic production processes. Some also see these ap- local wisdom that comes from villagers' observation of narure and
proaches to production as reflecting a long-standing emphasis on com- _ . eIIII\IfiI‘<'M”M'I'1€miél1 cycles” (Ekawit, 2001: 21, 77). Other publications have
munal property arrangements. Anthropological accounts from many :documented the precepts, ritual prohibitions and raboos that reflect
parts of the Tai world have proposed that rice fields were communally “the sympathetic relationship berween local Tai culrure and the encom-
owned or subject to strict communal regulations, which prevented the _ -passing environment: “you should not cut down big trees. It is not good
dispersion of land to non-members (Pratuang, 1997: 132; Chatthip, :ro ‘make paddy-fields or gardens, or to build a house in those areas.
1999: 10; Tanabe, 1988: 6). f:you live there, there will be no happiness” (Khomnet, Buntha and
The tradirional Tai community is also seen as naturally self- "Silao, 1996: 49). Communal action taken to protect forested areas is
governing: “self rule is the ideal of villagers” writes Chatthip (1999: 10}, often regarded as one of the important antecedents of the modern com-
He adds, “It is a blessing from the past which villagers long to retain.” munity forestry movement throughout the region (Walker, 2004), In
Authority is exercised by community elders, kinship groups and ritual “these various ways the moral force of community is extended to incor-
leaders who draw on the moral force of local spirits. Disputes are re- © .iporate the natural environment (Rose, 2000).
solved internally. Communities sought to maintain their indepen- _ o Of course, it is widely recognised that much of this has changed.
dence from urban centres of power, often flecing to more remote areas ‘Drawing on one of the classic tropes of Western social science, writers
when the predations of central authority became excessive. According : .on the Tai world regularly lament the evolutionary transition from tradi-
to Turton (1972: 242}, “the princes were feared more than tigers and _ ‘tional community to the individualism and anomie of modern society.
bears”. Political independence was ritually expressed in local spirit “The key forces that have brought abour the fragmentation of the toral
cults that distinguished local forms of authority from the centralised _ Tai communicy are the market and the state. With the emergence of
authority of the chiefly elites. Those entering or leaving the village had _ .cash-crop production and the undermining of local handicrafts by
to make appropriate representations to the village guardian spirit and manufactured imports, rural houscholds have come ro depend on the
during the annual offering to the spirit, villages were ritually closed, iy market for a wide range of subsistence goods normally produced within
with passage in or out forbidden (Tanabe, 1988: 10). “Such pracrices E the household. Consumer goods were often offered on credit by “shop
demonstrated village autonomy and, more significantly, the coliective ivkeepers and merchant teaders aspirfing] to optimise market potential®
feeling of antagonism direcred both against adjacenr village commu- “(Uraivan et al., 1988: 101). Farmers were drawn into the production of
nities as well as against oflicial intervention from the... authorities” cash crops so they could repay their debts and fund furcher purchases.
{Tanabe, 1988; 10-11). The high costs of agriculeural inputs and volatile market prices forced
Subsistence production, communal resource management and " “many further into debt and led ultimately to the loss of their land.
self-governmenc are often portrayed as underpinning an intimare rela- : ‘Previously cooperative communities were divided into socio-economic
tionship with the environment. Locally oricnted economic systems pre- “ieclasses with differential access 1o resources. Diverse forms of labour
vented over-exploitation of natural resources, while local institutions - oiicooperation and nerworks of support collapsed as wage labour relations
provided a basis for the sound management of resources by those ' proliferated. As systems of communal regulation broke down, sustainable
who were most directly dependent on them. Dependence on the local ¢ management of local resources came to be replaced by a free-for-all
environment is said to have generated diverse forms of ccological i wragedy of the commons. And the rise of individualism was mirrored
knowledge and conservationist cultural practice. In recent discussions : in spiritual orientations as communal rituals were increasingly replaced
of Tai community, considerable emphasis is placed on various forms of by ritual observances at a houschold level {(Anan, 2001: 123).
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The state is seen as playing a key role in this transformarion, In onservative and progressive intellectuals” with the former seeking to
what is often described as a process of “territorialisation” (Vandergeest, omanticise the past in order to evade class tension and the latcer glori-
1996), state extension of power has undermined local systems of com- fying the past in order to sharpen their critique of capitalism (Bowie,
munal resource management. States have seized forest land, often £11992: 819). Bowie (1992: 797) argues that these various accounts “have
encouraging unsustainable resource exploitation by external commer- been vircually unanimous in their characterisarion of the pedsant eco-
cial forces such as logging companies, forest-product rraders and nomy as a subsistence economy”, a paradigm that promotes an image
agribusinesses. Furthermore, states have promored systems of indivi- “iioiof the Thai peasantry as “homogenous, egalitarian, self-sufficient, non-
dual land tenure at the expense of less legible communal arrangements. ‘marker and unchanging”. To counter this view, she argues for the
Political incorporation has created new forms of local leadership, importance of trade in the premodern Thai rural economy, constructing
marginalising the eraditional leaders whose authority relied on a holistic ‘an - alternative vision of a rural economy thart is based on “a complex
mix of personal charisma, ritual legitimacy and the ability o offer ‘division of labour, class strarification, dire poverty, a wide ranging
protection. In many parts of the Tai world, state development initia- ade network, and an unappreciated dynamism” {(Bowie, 1992: 819).
tives have also encouraged the adoption of market-oriented economic ave made a similar argument in response to the common view that
strategies, State extension efforts, infrastructure construction and inter- wrural Laos was characterised by a “natural economy” in which market
national trading agreements have facilitated the penetration of com- xchange was peripheral, local production systems were relatively staric
mercial agriculture into what were previously subsistence-oriented agri- :_{_l‘ld the focus of rural economic activity was on self-provisioning {Walker,
cultural systems. : 999). Focusing on northern Laos, I argued thar trade berween rural

However, this picture of community destruction is not uniform, and- urban areas — particularly in rice and foresr products — was a
Some observers argue that many aspects of community culrure still - key feature of pre-colonial rural social relations and underpinned the
persist. Tai community persists in the more remote regions of Thai- urvival of inland trading centres such as Luangphrabang. “A rudimen-
land and, in particular, in the peripheral regions of Laos, Burma and éu:y system of political-spatial specialisation occurred where lowland
southern China where contact with the capicalist system has been brief : séttlements concentrared on handicrafis and trade, while the uplanders
(Chatchip and Pornpilai, 1998). A key thrust of recent anthropological focused on agricultaral production” (Walker, 1999: 39; see also Giersch,
scholarship in the Tai world has been to document the origins and “#2006; Masuhara, 2003; Hill, 1998; and Koizumi, 1992).
persistence of Tai community in areas outside Thailand. This venture, - Of course, there is some risk in overstating this critique. Even the
which Yos (2001: 16) describes as “construct[ing] the distant past : most ardent advocates of the self-sufficient Tai community recognise
by studying the geographically distant” is most clearly represented he existence of local and regional trading refations. As Evans (2008:
by the Project on Tai Social and Cultural History led by Professor 514) points our, “any serious consideration of the anthropological
Chatthip Nartsupha. This project seeks to mobilise ethnographic and ' literature on the peasantry... would make it clear that peasants are
ethno-historical material from the region as a critique of the impact : part of larger political, cultural and economic networks”. But it is
of modernity in the Thai heartland. also clear that much of the literature on the Tai peasantry not only
: plays down the importance of these external networks bue often sees
REVISIONIST VIEWS OF TRADITIONAL TAI COMMUNITY e tf}ém as being zu-atithetical to an authentic or rraditional sense of Tai

i sacommunity. Critics may occasionally erect straw men of aurarchy, but
These images of Tai community have generated significant critical here is little doubt that there is a predominant concern in much of the
commentary and debate. An important contribution was made by literature on traditional Tai community with what Evans (2008; 514)
Bowie (1992} in her attempe to unravel “the myth of the subsistence : fers to as a “high level of self provisioning” and, more importantly,
economy’. Bowie traces the creation of the imagery of self-sufficient hat localised production (rather than exchange) is seen as the basis
rural communicies in royalist, post-royalist and Marxist accounts from of local sociality. Overall, a preoccuparion with self provisioning has
Thailand. Provocatively, she describes an “odd convergence between ' frawn arrention away from the extenr to which external economic
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relations shaped premodern settlement patterns, marriage pracrices,
ritual networks, occupational specialisation, social differentiation and
agriculrural innovation.

A more fundamental critique of the imagery of the Tai commu-
nity emerges from considering more contemporary developments. The
work of a number of revisionist researchers suggests that the commonly
cited distinction between traditional community and modern society is
unsustainable. Community emerges as a thoroughly modern phenom-
enon, constructed in dialogue with both the state and the marker.

Kemp’s work (1987; 1989; 1991) on the “seductive mirage” of the
Thai village is a good starting point. The argument presented by Kemp
is that Thai villages are a quite recent product of the extension of state
administrative action to local levels. He suggests that the village is a
creation of the administrative reforms of the 1890s, which introduced
a new form of territorial administration: “The changes in Siam marked
the modernising elite’s incorporation of an outsider’s image and model
of the village community into the new administrative structure and
its subsequent imposition on the countryside” (Kemp, 1991: 313).
According to Kemp, this fixed territorial organisation (in which the
village was the primary unit) displaced previous forms of government
based on multi-stranded and Hexible linkages between people. In other
words, the idea of discrere, bounded and distinet villages — which is
the core image of the wadidonal Tai community — is a product of
modern state incorporadon. Kemp’s argument applies better to the
central plains of Thailand than, for example, the mouatainous north,
where there has long been a nucleated settlement pattern. Nevertheless,
his critique does usefully highlight the role of state administration in
generating sentiments and institutons of local belonging that are not
necessarily an inevitable product of co-residence.

Reynolds (Chapter 2) explores more recent phases of this adminis-
trative consolidation. In his exploration of the genealogy of the Thai
term for community (chumechon), he identifies the importance of the
community development discourse adopted by sections of the Thai
bureaucracy, especially during the influx of American aid money in the
19505 and 1960s. Reynolds points to the institutionalisation of com-
munity within the powerful Ministry of Interior through, for example,
the creation of the Department of Community Development and che
burcaucratically produced Community Development Bullerin. “In this
sense,” Reynolds writes, “community belongs to the history of the
structuring of village society by the state”. In relation ro an even more
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zcent historical phase, Rigg (1994) shows how modern development
nitiatives have encouraged mobilisation along community lines. The
nrernational discourse of ‘participation’ has been crucial in this crea-

ion: of community: “the state has not only created the *village’, bur it
has introduced policies to ferment and then cement a sense of village
dentity” (Rigg, 1994: 131). Often the only way in which local people
can effectively engage with state development initiatives is by adopting
¢the key symbols and institutional forms of local community.

. The productive interplay berween state and community points to
the role of the community in modern forms of governance. Drawing
nspiration from the work of Foucault, a number of writers have sug-
gested that community embraces sets of meanings, institutions and
norms through which srate power is embedded in local practice (Herbert,
'_(")05; Rose, 2000; Marsden and Murdoch, 1998; Agrawal, 2001a;
001b). Agrawals work on the “regulatory community” is a useful
discussion of the ways in which forms of environmental governance
(%environmentality”) are achieved through local resource management
nstitutions. As states seek to shed traditional regulatory functions,
the community emerges as a key site for the enforcement of dispersed
tandards of responsible cirizenship. In the Lzo context, High (2005:
8--9) argues that many community development initiatives can be seen
‘aga form of state-led “participatory corvée” based on “views of villages
45 stable, cooperative units, prone to group effort for the common
good”. The classic cultural trope of cooperation is used as a basis for the
extraction of labour, time and resources from rural residents rowards
‘state projects”. With more than a litle irony, High (2005: 69) notes
tthat “the term for this extraction is ‘participation’™.

3 Nevertheless, it would be unfertunate if the role of the state in the
creation of community was perceived in purely negative terms. There
is a risk of reintroducing the modern-traditional distinction through
a view that state-mobilised forms of community are necessarily more
authoritarian and coercive than more authentic forms of local socialiry.
In many situations, local residents and state agents actively collaborate
in the creation of modern community. In fact, many community con-
texts are characterised by the lack of a clear boundary between state
officials and local residents, In Chaprer 6, [ describe the proliferation
“of tocal development projects which have become one of the key pre-
occupations of northern Thati village politics. These projects, such as the
construction of a handicraft cenere or the upgrading of an irrigation
- system, are sites of institutional elaboration where forms of communiey
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organisation represent the blurred interface between state and locality.
They are the sites where local residents, often under the legitimising
banner of collective endeavour, participate irn local projects of state-
making. Another local perspective on the state’s role in community
formation is provided by Singh {Chapter 7) in her account of the
“dormitery community” of state officials in central Laos. This important
contribution places communiry firmly within a bureaucratic context,
but in a way that highlights the ambiguities of state formation in a
peripheral region. Singh’s dormitory of marginal state officials can be
scen as a state-creaved space of intense and intimate community where
a proliferation of “transparent moments” renders formal and simplified
statements of authority problemaric.

S, the modern state can be seen as a participant in the forma-
tion of Tai communiry. But what about the modern capitalist marker?
As we have seen, accounts of Tai community typically point to the
intrusive and disruptive effect of modern marker relations. Of course
there is nuance in these accounts that should not be overlooked. In
some cases the communicty is seen as being complementary to the
marker: providing forms of livelihood support, social security and
cultural resilience not catered for by the market. In other cases, the
community is seen as a basis for strategic engagenient with the marker.
This is one way of interpreting the “sufficiency economy” theory,
promoted by Thailand’s king, which emphasises the importance of “a
firm foundation of selt-reliance” prior to moving onto higher stages of
economic development (UNDP, 2007: 28). These perspectives point
to the potential for non-destructive relations berween community and
market, but community and market are still treated as fundamentaily
separate domains and there is little recognition of the productive role
of commercialisation in actually constituting community.

However, there is good evidence that capitalism can be creative,
rather than destructive, of community (Shigetomi, 1992). Exchange
labour is often seen as a marker of Tai community and its decline is
attributed to the proliferation of wage labour arrangements under the
regime of capitalist agriculture. But this is an overly simplified narra-
tive of community decline. In fact, growing pressure on local labour
resources can lead to intensified labour-group cooperation. Local pres-
sures on the work force arise from intensive schedules of cash-crop
production combined with the diversion of young people to the urban
labour force. In this labour-scarce context, exchange labour can become
more prevalent than in the past — when it was mainly associated with
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ice planting and harvesting — because of the need to meet strict agri-
altural production schedules set down by commodity buyers. These
xchange labour groups can also provide a structural basis for the provi-
E_dﬁ of credit and agricultural inputs. Agricultural brokers cultivate the

solidaricy of these groups — including hosting parties at various stages
i the production cycle — to enhance productivity and reliability. For
hiese commercial agents, groups provide a more manageable commer-
44l environment, particularly in relation o enforcing the repayment
f.credit. Of course, more individualistic wage labour and contracting
._;_":r_angements are also common, but these too are ofren cutrurally framed
1 the idioms of community: exchange labour, cooperation berween

<in, and helping out in times of peak labour demand.

Similar observations about the recent creation of community can
__l_sb be made about cooperative irrigation systems that are common
hioughout the Tai world. In the past, these systems functioned mainly
1o provide supplementary water during the wet season, especially early
n'the season when abundant water was required for field preparation,
nd in mid-season when changing monsoonal influences often meant
Jack of rainfall. The widespread market-led adoption of dry-season
agriculrure throughout the region over the past few decades has placed
these systems under unprecedented pressure. They are now required to
provide virtually the entire water supply to agriculcural fields during
he dry season. Given the low stream-flow that often prevails during
‘the dry season, this requires a much higher level of local cooperative
ﬁanagement involving the development of new community-based
"1nétituti01ls for water sharing, dispute resolution, system maintenance

and infrastructural improvement. In many cases, this amounts to a

egulatory elaboration of communal managemenr previously unknown.
n:some cases, it also encourages higher levels of cooperation in relation
.to:land use, with cultivation consolidared in dry years on better-watered
reas of land,

These observations focus on the relation berween community
nd market-oriented production. But whar about consumprion? Here
again there is evidence of the formation of new types of community
based on the shared consumption of commodities. Part of the social
life of commodities is that, through human networks of circulation
and exchange, they become sites for the production of meaning and
he generation of new forms of attachment. In a recent contribution,
Rehbein (2007: 112-22) describes the proliferation of hybrid genyes
of popular music in Laos. This contemporary music has a strong
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Western and Thai influence in style, melody and instrumentarion but of the reassuringly familiar narrative of community decline in the
mainrains a distinctly Lao orientation in the lyrics: “the language and face of modernisation. Yet, selectivity may be not such a bad thing in
content of these songs make it clear thar these are Zao relationships” ome contexts, especially when community is deployed as a strategic,
(Rehbein, 2007: 119). This combination of global and local influences ather than analytical, concept in pursuit of political mobilisation and
in consumption patterns and forms of cultural expression — what ssertion of basic rights:
Rehbein calls “glocalization” ~— contributes to new dimensions of G
belonging, particularly among upwardly mobile groups of entrepreneurs,
government officials, aid workers and academics. According to Rehbein
(2007: 86), these elite groups are now “defining their position within
the global order, not within the nation”. “than subtle ones, when deployed in a macro policy context (Li,

This theme is taken up by Mayes (Chaprer 8) who provides a fasci- 1996: 504). ’
nating account of a group of marginalised urban Lao men creating :
shared forms of transnational identity based on their membership of - -Some may even see academic scrutiny of tradirional representa-
the Vientiane Vespa meotor-scooter club. This is a form of belonging o s-of community as irresponsible, given that it threatens to under-
thar is built around the ambiguous European-Asian origins of the Vespa . ine the claims for self-determination, resource control and political
in Laos and it is a form of belonging very different from the officially epresentation made by powerless and marginal people. Simplified con-
promoted ‘imagined community’ of the Lao state. While Rehbein + cepts of community may indeed embrace mythical representations of
emphasises the increasingly globalised community of the elite, Mayes illage life bur they may also provide a mythical charter for action in
shows that there are also forms of eransnational identity accessible to he contemporary resource struggles of late capitalism. Central to this

- Ethnographic accuracy is not the relevant crirerion upon which
- such representations should be judged .... Their analysis may fail
to convince or impress anthropolagists, but this is presumably
“not cheir goal: simplified represenzations can be more effective

more marginal segments of the Lao population. Diana’s contribution trategic community’ line of thinking is the view that community opens
{(Chaprer 9) also suggests the importance of consumption-based aspi- ip.a space for alternative representations of sociality, economy and
rations in strengthening some forms of belonging, while weakening culture. Simplified representations of community are seen as valuable
others. For the Chinese Tai girls who are the focus of her study, the = 7 inichallenging and shifting dominant nationalistic, bureaucratic and
commercial impoverishment of the Lao markets across the border - commercial frames of reference and in opening up alternative spaces
underlines their commitment to Chinese modernity. Common notions - oi-mobilisation and resistance (Li, 1996; 2000; Liepins, 2000: 28).

of a seemingly inevitable transborder Tai community are challenged  In rhe Tai world, communicy has been widely used as a basis for
by her account. The young women she describes seem more closely @7 political campaigns of advocacy and empowerment. In these campaigns,

connected to the lure of livelihood mobility and conspicuous con- waged by NGOs and activist academics, the imagery of communiry s
sumption represented by the globalised Chinese cities of Shanghai and = deployed as a critique of the adverse impacts of both the staze and the
Beijing than to the drab Lao townships just across the border. Being market, and to provide a basis for grassroots mobilisation. There are a
Tai is by no means irrelevant in their lives but, in contrast to the number of elements to this empowerment campaign. First, community
marginalised Vespa owners of Vientiane, a highly commodified version .10 is'seen as providing an alternative to state power, both in the sense that
of ethnic minority ‘Dai-ness’ provides them with a niche within the o it represents a domain of localised resiscance against state incursion and
Chinese national community. i the broader sense that the transnational network — or community
' of Tai communities subverts the modern territorial borders of the

THE STRATECIC COMMUNITY | nation-state. This anti-state politics frames and motivates many discus-

ons of Tai community: “we oppose the state, we oppose all states in

Revisionist views of Tai community open the way to a more creative he region, we want to build networks berween all Tai communiries”
exploration of the diverse relationships between forms of sociality, - (quoted in Farrelly, 2003: 34}. A more specific anti-state orientation is
state formation and commercialisation.? They highlight che selectivity also signalled in the various community-based forms of development
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that are promoted as an alternative to the predominant state emphasis
on infrastructure, commercialisation and national integration.

A second and related element in the empowerment campaign is
the advocacy of community righes. In an important contribution, Anan
(2001: 5] argues that viewing community simply as a form of social
capital through which people may cooperate and help each other is
ineffective without adequate recognition of community rights, Exactdy
whar is meant by community righes in the Tai world is not always clear.
Much of the research in this area focuses on traditional regulations and
ritiral pracrices relaring to the management of land, water and forest
resources. Anan (2001: 133-4) distinguishes between “use rights”,
whereby resources stch as fand are temporarily allocated to commu-
nity members for their productive activities, and “natural rights”,
whereby members of the communirty can access resources provided free
by nature (such as mushrooms or ants’ eggs) even if they are found on
land where another member holds use rights. There is a strong historical
dimension in many discussions of community rights, but contempo-
rary ethnography is also drawn on to assert that communal institu-
tions continue to form part of the repertoire of local capability. The
community rights of the Tai of southern China have attracted much
interest because they are seen as relatively successful in maintaining
forms of communal organisation dating from che carly stages of Tai
state formation (Ratanaporn, 2000). The community rights campaign
argues that legislation, which has privileged state property on the one
hand and private property on the other, needs to recognise the status
of longstanding processes of communal decision-making and forms of
local knowledge that regulate resource use.

These dimensions of empowerment and political engagement are
certainly important, and they highlight some of the politically produc-
tive uses of simplified images of Tai communiry. But can the strategic
usefulness of community be taken for granred? One of the objectives of
this book is to engage critically with this form of advocacy. While there
is no denying that the conceprt of community may provide a liberating
space of manoecuvre, consideration also needs to be given to the extent
to which the contemporary language of community acts as a pathway,
channelling diverse aspirations in pre-determined directions. Often,
the language of community produces standard and highly simplified
images around which appropriate claims to rights and benefits are
framed. It is hard not to be disturbed by the extent to which econemic
development projects judged appropriate in community-based discourse
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‘normatively constrained by anti-commercial, anti-state and environ-
nentalist stereotypes that do not necessarily express local aspirations.
here is a real risk that the political uses of community normatively
confine people within narrow frames of sociality and economy. As a
olirical tool, community cannot escape from its various histories. As
Delcore (2003) has argued, some popular images of community can
berseen as a form of nostalgia by rural elites for times past when local
uthoriey structures were more immune from external influence.

- The normative use of community in political campaigns lies at
the heart of what I have referred to as the “limited legirimacy” of much
ommunity rights discourse (Walker, 2001b). In assessing communiry
ghts campalgm in northern Thailand, I have argued that while they
make a “strong case for the legitimate presence of [minerity] commu-
nities in upland carchments”, they do this “on the basis of an idealised
ral lifestyle based on subsistence-oriented, self-sufficient and non-
commercial agricultural production” (Walker, 2001b: 155). This. no
doubr, can be viewed as a strategic simplification but its erasure of a
history of long-term commercial exchange and agricultural intensifica-
tion runs the risk of undermining the claims of marginal farmers for
scarce agricultural resources (such as dry-season irrigation water) and
state development assistance. This limited legitimacy is underlined in
the:longstanding Thai campaign for community forest legislation. The
ill; which has been a rallying point for communircy rights campaigners,
renders agriculrure illegal in community forest areas, despite the fact
at a key objective of the campaign is to secure the tenure rights of
smers whose lands fall in forest reserve areas (Walker, 2004). The
bill' is based on an idealised notion of communal co-existence berween
vlﬂ_agers and the forest and, as such, creares a regulatory framework
thar is disconnected from primary livelihood concerns.

Haughton {Chapter 3) makes a useful contribution to rethinking

'how community may be deployed in contemporary empowerment
_campaigns. His chaprer suggests thar the distincrion between analytical

nd strategic usefulness may be unproductive. He proposes that the
approach commonly adopted in NGO local development projects is
ased on a misreading of Thai economic history and that this mis-
ading contributes to practical outcomes quire different to what is
ntended. As an alternative to notions of community based in tradition,
Haughton argues for contemporary “communities of common interest”
based, for example, on achieving access to affordable capital or the

shared experience of urban employment. A similar argument is also
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made by Farrelly (Chapter 4) in relation to the Shan of the Thailand-
Burma borderlands. The Shan are disadvantaged and marginalised in
multiple ways, but this is often elided by a discourse of transborder
Tai community mortivated by an anti-modernist vision of subsistence
economy and local community cohesion. “Living in contested, milirarised
or uncertain areas, the Shan cannot be divorced from their jumbled
and speculative engagement with Southeast Asian modernity, conflict
and economics” (Farrelly, Chapter 4).

SYMBOLS AND SOCIALITY

Our ethnographic objective in this volume is to consider the ways in
which community is created and maintained, as one form of sociality,
in diverse modern contexts, We aim to rescue the concept of commu-
nity from its over-immersion in notions of tradition, subsistence live-
lthoods and local wisdom and instead promote it as a “term which
continues to represent sets of practices, meanings and political possi-
bifities for lay and academic activities alike” {Liepins, 2000: 28). Our
choice of the term ‘modern Tai community’ is a deliberare attemprt to
subvert the assumption that modeenity is opposed to communirty. The
various essays in this volume explore the ways in which communicy is
being creatively reworked in modern political and economic contexts.
While the notion of modern Tal communiry may be disconcerting for
those who seck to mobilise community against the predations of state
and market, the view presented here is that engagement with contem-
porary aspirations, including aspirations for diverse forms of communal
belonging, provides a much sounder basis for empowerment.

What might the dimensions of this modern Tai community be? A
useful starting point is the important book on the symbolic construc-
tion of community by Anthony Cohen (1985). Cohen moves away
from debates abourt the structural features of community ro focus on its
symbolic construction. He makes two main points. First, community is
imagined, not just at the national scale as famously argued by Anderson
(1991), but at the local scale of face-to-face interaction. Cohen rejects
naive assumptions about the simplicity of [ace-to-face interaction and
argues thar people involved in direct sociality require symbols that
provide a basis for common orientation. These shared symbols are
socially orienting and serve to define social boundaries, marking out
the community of ‘us’ from ‘them’. Cohen’s second important insight
is that these shared symbols of community are effective because they
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are vague. Unelaborated symbols are able to accommodarte a diversity
£ meanings that more elaborated or specific symbols could not. In this
important sense, symbols of community are aggregating rather than

mt_égra{éng. Cohen (1985: 21} illustrates this nicely:

A courting couple may exchange an expression of sentiment:
‘I love you!
- love youl”

- without feeling the need ro engage in a lengrthy and complicared
-disquisition on the meaning of the word ‘love’. Yer it is, of course,
“a word which masks an extremely complex idea. So complex is it
" that were our two lovers to attemprt to explain their meanings pre-
‘cisely they mighv well find themselves engaged in Aerce argument.
._ _.Symbols are effective because they are imprecise ... transform{ing]

“the reality of difference into the appearance of similariry.

“Anthony Cohen’s argument provides important insight into dis-
cussions of community in the Tai world. In particular, from Cohen’s

pefs'pectivc, cultural and social phenomena that are often promoted
as being key elements of Tai community can be seen as aggregaring
syfnbols Exchange labous, for example, can be understood as a simpli-
fied symbolic form that embraces diverse labour recruitment arrange-
méhts. Rarher than it comprising a central scructural component of Tai
ec’bhomy, the various linguistic and culeural markers of exchange labour

ount to an ideological statemens abour a morally valued domain of
_collecrwe endeavour. Discussions abour the details of labour recruic-
went often lead to arguments but general appeals to cooperation and
mutual help can conuibute to a broader sense of common purpose.

Similarly, ‘community forest’ is a sufhiciently vague notion that it can,
nisome contexts, symbolically unify people with diverse approaches to

-forest use and management. Rather than representing a specific insti-
tutional form, livelihood orientation or ecological zone, community
forest can be understood as a symbol that enables diverse local and

non-local actors to express a commen commitment to vaguely defined
environmental objectives. Given the diversity of meanings conveyed by
“these symbolic components of community, it may well be unrealistic to
expect them to carry the administrative weight thar NGOs, develop-
meént workers and state agencies often place upon them: “Community
thus exists as a false floor, ready to collapse when laden with excessive

ﬁblitical expectations” (Herbert, 2005: 853). It is a mistake to assume
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that symbolic forms thar are emblematic of community are, in facr, mmon cultural or other external attributes of their members and
structural components of it. b "_n.ccessaz‘ily linked by any dense, multiplex, or systematic web of
One of the key benefits of recognising the symbolic construction interpersonal connections”.
of community is that it deraches community from its embeddedness i 'This debate has important implications for the Tai world, where
in locality. Sentiments of belonging and common purpose can be con- : ; has been considerable interest in forms of transnational commu-
structed around mobile, spatially dispersed and even de-terrirorialised nizy; For many commentators, cross-border cultural commonalities pro-
symbols, what Liepens (2000) calls “stretched-out communiries”. Of de 3 basis for a sense of transnational Tai community that challenges
course, this is not to argue that localicy is unimportant, as the sym- 16 '_ounded imagined communities of the region’s nation-states. A
bolism of neighbourhood, village, birthplace and landscape are regu- raﬂsndtlﬁﬂal Tai community (and even family) is asserted on the basis
larly drawn on in creating, and manipularing, sentiments of common "f hngmsuc similarities, historical connections and similarity in cultural
attachment. However, shared attachments to locality need not represent actice. Some recent Thai scholarship has suggested that these histo-
a uniformity of meaning, value or agreed-upon rights. Village, home, -l connections are now being enlivened by the modern circulation
and kin are vague symbols that embrace diverse local interpretations . »f commodities across national borders, creating a “culture of brother-
and these interpretations are shot through with the symbolic influence ood” informed, in part, by the desirable status of goods produced in

of other extra-local referents of belonging.

Nevertheless, there are risks in overstating the symbolic dimen- hi
sions of communiry. Some writers have argued that Cohen’s primary . 0 .?"_Circulation of music, videos and publications (Davis, 2003;
emphasis on the symbolic construction of community draws atcention s, '._2()()5), participation in regionally oriented religious festivals
away from its social dimensions. Amit (2002h), for example, is the ohen, 2000a; 2001) and involvement in cross-border commerce
editor of a collection on “realizing community” in which communicy - drid '_co:"s'lsumption (Walker, 1999; Aranya, 2007} may well contribure ro
is not so much imagined through symbols as realised through pacterns sense of connection between Dai, Lao, Shan and Thai, but questions
of day-to-day interaction and communication. Realizing Community need to be asked abour the strength of this regional Tai community in
argues thar the maintenance of community is difficult in the absence the context of numerous alternative frames of belonging and day-to-
of direct interpersonal relationships. This is a view thar sees community day:livelihood preoccupations. To some extent, rhe transnational Tai
as emerging out of ongoing processes of communicative action rather édmmunity is a compelling construction only o the extent that it is
than residing in orienfating symbols (Delaney, 2003: Chapter 6). Of ab tracted from more quotidian and socially embedded concerns. This
particular interest is Amit’s scepticism about accounts of diasporic ' action can result in a cultaralist orientarion in which a hollowed-
community in which community becomes a vircual phenomenon that ' pohtlcs of identity displaces a more grounded engagement with
relies on categorical similarity and is seripped of any meaningful social - elihood. struggles and aspirations. So, while a symbolic approach
content. Others have argued that notions of de-territorialised commu- an_ help- liberate community from a narrowly defined preoccupation
nity, including Internet-based communities, lack a sense of engaged vith the: local, close atrention needs to be given to the ways in which
and embedded commitment to the welfare of others (Willson, 1997; - _m_b_pl_s ‘gain salience through forms of day-to-day social interaction
Cathoun, 1991; but see Wilson and Peterson, 2002}, In these virtual iana, Chapter 9).
or diasporic communities, membership of broad categories and afhli- Aﬁcher reservation abour Anthony Cehen's work arises from his

ation to shared symbols replaces commitment to fellow community Gmph_asié on the boundary of community. For Cohen, symbols of com-
members, resulring in a thin sense of commonalicy thar lacks the real- A

world political commitment which some see as inherent to meaningtul

community experience. As Calhoun {1991: 107) has argued, “there isa | Fh&t lies within it — a position dearly influenced by Barth (1969) Few
great deal of difference berween the social groups formed our of direct ouls lisagree that communiry can sometimes involve drawing sharp
relationships among their members ... and social categories defined by - istinctions between inside and outside. The clear demarcation and
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enforcement of village boundaries during important Tai rituals is one
obvious enactment of this symbolic boundary. Yet it is also evident chat
sentiments of community often focus on cultural and social components
thar do not necessarily serve a boundary-marking function. Community
is often constructed around imporrant resources or assets, a sense of
shared enterprise, forms of interpersonal communication and, in some
cases, the immediacy of physical assembly. Here the emphasis is on the
core cultural content of communicy, rather than on the symbolically
marked boundary (Gray, 2002).

In fact, rather than marking boundaries, key components of com-
munity often point to linkages between ‘inside’ and ‘ourside’. In the Tai
world, the Buddhist temple is a good example. Of course, the temple
can be used as a basis of differentiation from other communities — “our
temple is more beauriful” or “our monks are more virtuous” — but the
temple is also the focus of an extensive network of relationships with
other places. The temple is a core institution of local communicy but
its grandeur and spiritual potency is based on nerworks of relation-
ships that are reproduced through festivals and elaborate institutions
of inter-temple reciprocity (Walker, Chapter 6). Other forms of com-
munity based on shared orientations to commodities or lifestyles are
not necessarily informed by a desire to mark boundaries bur by desire
to participate in a cosmopolitan world of connections.

ELEMENTS OF MODERN TAI COMMUNITY

In the chapters that follow, the symbolic and social construcrion of
community is explored in three different ways. The firsc part, Crirical

Engagements, examines the development of the Thai concept of chum- =

chon (community) and its application in contexts of national develop-
ment, local empowerment and regional scholarship. In these various
accounts, the common imagery of Tai community can be seen as 2
form of contemporary symbolic simplification. The selecrive and simpli-
fied imagery of traditional communal livelithood has been sufhciently

vague and alluring ro encourage widespread agreement and desire. As .

the chapters demonstrate, its symbolic referents lie in rural areas, but
it is hard to escape the sense that the imagery is most compelling for
its acrivist and academic advocates who live in urban Thailand. For
these advocares, traditional Tai community does appear to function as
a boundary-marking symbol — it sets them off from what they see as

an undesirable mainstream preoccupation with narional integration,

economic development and rampant consumerism.
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A rather different perspective on local community emerges in

ctsof. community creation. Thus, community comes to be scen
ork:in progress.

the nation-state. In other cases, however, there is a more nuanced
gagement. With state power and its modeimst aspmmons State

m{etsecmons between officxaf policy and personal orientation.




