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i. Introduction

It is generally believed that the Chinese in Southeast Asia exhibits a
strong sense of cultural persistence and continuity. Mallory points to the
"amazing loyalty of the Chinese to their own culture céntury after century

s0 that they perpetuate their language and social customs and hold
1

firmiy to them." More recently, Ohki suggests-that "Chinese culture is

highly resistant to being worn down by other cultures during  the
2

acculturation process"”.  Though there is some truth to this observation, I

think 1t is fa]?ac1ous.to assume that the Chinese migrants would react 1in
the same way in the vastly different physical and social environment of
Southeast Asia. In Thaitand, for example, existing research literature
seems to suggest that the Chineée bear more attributes of social
integration and assimilation into Thaj society than of conflict. Both
Amyot and Ossapan, for example, argue that the combination of Thaj
government policies and the lack of formal Chinese education has led to the
assimilation of the Chinese in ThaiTand.3 Similarly, Skinner found that a
majority of the descendants of Chinese immigrants in each generation merge
with  Thai society and become indistinguishable from the 4ndigenous
population to the extent that fourth generation Chinese are practically
non~existent.4 He feels that the reason why many Western and Chinese
observers have grossly overestimated the number of Chinese in Thailand was
due in part on their failure to see the extent of compiete assimilation as
“they note the large migration of Chinese, but fail to see that a large
proportion of the Chinese migrants in each generaticn merge with Thal
society".5 Furthermore, Skinner suggests that the cultura) persistence of
the Chinese “community 1in Bangkok is witness not to a peculiar
unchangeableness on the part of the Chinese, but rather to a continual

5
reinforcement of Chinese society through immigration,



If Skinnmer 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 1949.7 It follows that the Chinese
minority will be eroded away and in two to three generations, there should
be ' no ethnic Chinese community in Thailand. Yet, in present day Thaf]and,
there is stil] a substantial number of ethnic Chinese. Punyodyana suggests
that ethnic Chinese form one-tenth of the Thai population or close to four
million persons and China-born residents of Thailand who are aliens number
nearly half a mi1]ion.8 Similarly, Szanton, based on ethnographic data
collected in Sri Racha 1n 1983, found that many Chinese still maintain
themselves as sociologically distinct segments and intermatriage between
the Chinese and Thai is not as strong as previously suggested.9
Furthermore, in present day Thailand, especially around the Bangkok area,
there are still many Chinese associations, both economic and religious,
which continue to look after the interests of the ethnic Chinese. It is
further noted that there are still many private Chinese scheols in Bangkok.
A simple yet significant question is raised. Why are there still so many
Chinese in Thailand today?

1t is the aim of this paper to reexamine some of the majer hypotheses
regarding the assimilation process of the Chinese in Thailand. It will be
argued that assimilation cannot be seen as a unilineal process of the
Chinese becoming Thai. At the very least, it is a two way process, which
{n the long run will leave the Thai with something Chinese and the Chinese
with something Thai. Furthermore, it will be shown that most scholars have
over—emphasized the powers of the assimilation process and failed to see
the many different 1levels in which the interrelationship between the

Chinese and Thal can take place, for example, the failure to consider the

effects of class differences on the rate of assimilation. Skinner assumes
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that assimilation 1n Thailand is the process of ethnic Chinese becoming
ethnic Thai. The question is, '"What is an ethnic Chinese?", or for that
matter, "What is an ethnic Thai?" This paper will .argue that what has
happened in Thailand is not the complete assimilation of the Chinese into
Thai society,- but instead the adoption of a "dual identity”,%O that s,
becoming ‘more Thai' does not necessarily mean that the Chinese become
'less Chinese'. Rather, we have tc look at the interaction between the
Chinese and indigenes as occuring at twoe levels, the macro and the micro-
Tevel. At the macro-level, that is, in the public sphere, the exigencies
of survival have necessitated a degree of integration in Thai political and
economic life, but at the micro-level, the domestic environment, there is a
greater tendency to retain elements of Chinese cultural didentity; albeit
colored with That values. This paper is exploratory in nature and will

attempt to generate new insights which can serve as a spring-board for more

detailed investigation.

ii. Problematics in Chinese Assimilation

Before we proceed further, let me recap on some of Skinner's major
ideas on the assimilation of the Chinese in Thailand. Firstly, he 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 ha?f.li
Secondly, the assimilation rate of the Chinese in Thailand is at least of
the same order of magnitude as that of Europeans in the United States.lz
He notes that "one may cite similarities between Thai and Chinese cultures
as 1important proassimilation factors. The Thai cultural inventory has
always had many points in common with that of the Southeastern Chinese.

The preferred food staples for both people, for example, are rice, fish and

pork, The Thai commitment to Theravada Buddhism was no barrier to social



intercourse or cultural reapproachment in view of the familiarity of the

Chinese to another form of Buddhisml In addition, the differences in the
physical appearance between Chinese and Thai are reiatively s"light“.l3

In .his’ comparison of the assimilation patterns of the Chinese and
Java, Skinner singles out certain factors as having primary effect on the
assimitation rate of the Chinese in Thai]and.14 Firstly, he suggests that
the historical experience of the Thai, with ne direct subjugation by any
colonial power, has resulted in the Thai's pride and security 1in the
manifest excellence of their tradition. Thus, Thai culture by virtue of
its vigor 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 "throughout the
new residential suburbs in Bangkok, Chinese are found residing among the
Thai 1in 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.“l5 If we accept the
hypothesis  that the assimilation rate is related to the size and
composition of the ethnic community, then this greater access and contact
of the Chinese with the Thai will result in a faster rate of assimilation.
Moreover, the Chinese 1in Thailand were free, .on reachipg maturity to
identify as either Chinese or Thai. One of the reasons for the
acceleration of assimilation in Thailand is the availabjlity of "structural
avenues" which were conducive to and in fact, encouraged the absorption of
the Chinese into the dominant indigenous cuiture.

Except for certain periods, the Thai government reacted favourably

towards the Chinese and adopted a pro-assimilationist policy. This can be
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seen in its educational and economic policies. Skinner notes that as early
as 1898, the Tﬁai government had adopted a scheme for national education
which actively sought to integrate Chinese schools into the national
educational system.-16 Bearing in mind that education represents a major
source of socialization, and at an age when the individual 15 most
susceptible to behavioral and character moulding, the acceptance of Thai
language and education by the Chinese will greatly accelerate the
assimilation of the Chinese into Thaj society. As one Thai author puts it,
"without a doubt, compulsory education in Bangkok, where most Chinese
congregéte, 1s 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 al] intents and purposes, be
Siamese“.l7

Economically, the Chinese play a vital role in Thailand. The Chinese
migrants were needed to provide manpower for agriculture, shipping as well
as for expansion of trade. Skinner notes that in Thailand,' unTike the
Javanese case, mass migration has meant that the Chinese are 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 1liberal
policy towards the Chinese so that al] persons born in Thailand were
automatically Thai c1tizens”.18

These measures; Skinner notes, assured the Chinese in Thailand that

they were desired and gave them security, Thus, Chinese culture 1in

Thailand underwent changes in the direction of Thai culture, gradually



closing the gap between the twe ways of life and less sharply distinguished
from the larger Thai society. By the 1950's, the basic administrative
distinction between the Chinese and Thai was wiped out. The chiidren of
mixed marridges grew up as Thai and the social visibility of the Chinese

decreased vis-a-vis the Thai. First and second generation Chinese might be

more Chinese oriented, but by the third and fourth generation, the Chinese

in Thailand are in all practical consideration, Thai,

But I feel that Skinner has overemphasized the powers of the forces of
assimilation, which in a sense, has colored his perception of the Chinese
in. Thailand. This can be seen in the anomalies that arise when we .Jook
more closely at the situation of the Chinese in Thailand today. In the

issue of language acquisition, 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 s
often accompanied by the adoption of the cultural values and social
institutions of the society. Undoubtably, and Skinner is correct in
pointing this out, many Chinese in Thailand have acquired thg use of Thai
tanguage. Exigencies of social and economic survival in Thailand has
necessitated this. But, most Chinese in Thailand are not monolingual. In
fact, Punyodyana found that although every Chinese person he interviewed
speaks Thai, nearly all of them also speak Chinese.19 Moreover, a Jlarge
number of respondents also speak cne 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 culttural

values are ifnternalised first and Thai cultural values come later. This

empirical fact furnishes significant proof of the cultural influence of
20

parental Tlanguage on the respondents’ early socialization. When the



respondents were asked why Chinese was used, some of the common reasons

given were, "it 1is more natural for me to speak Chinese in my family
because we are Chinese", "Chinese 1s 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".

Although it can be argued that the Chinese in Thailand .use Thai
language in a large area of social diécourse, the learning of Thai has not
led to the demise of the Chinese language. Instead, we see the development
of bilingualism, 1in which different languages are used in different social
situations. In the domestic environment, Chinese has a high percentage of
usage, especially when speaking to parents and older relatives. Chinese
Tanguage is also more widely used when talking with other Chinese. OQutside
the home, especially when dealing withrTha1 bureaucrats and Thai in
general, there 1is a greater necessity to use Thai. Punyodyana's data
indicates that for the "Group One" Chinese, over 76% of the respondents say
they use Chinese more than Thai at home.21 Though there is a reduction 1in
the usage of Chinese at home for the Group Three respondgnts, that 1s,
those who are supposed to be the "most assimilated” group, a significant
20% still claim that in the domestic environment they speak Chinese more
often than Thai.

Closely related to the problems of language acquisition is the role of
education in the process of assimilation. We have a]reaQy noted Skinner's
argument that the integration of Chinese schools 1into the naticnal
educational system, and the influx of Chinese inte Thai schools where
Chinese students are strongTy persuaded to speak Thai and pledge allegiance
to That symbols, facilitated the assimilatiocn of the ethnic Chinese 1into

That society. In a Tater study, Guskin arrived at the same conclusion:

"the results of the law-of Thafland, 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

(Chinese children) are committed to attending Thai schools and it
22

would seem, ts normatively integrated into them'.

succeed,

It is true that Chinese education has been affected by Thai government
policies. There is the realization on the part of many Chinese parents
that there are practical) values to be accrued from a knowledge of Thai and
atso recognition that Thai education is an important source of upward
mobility. But this view is not held by all Chinese in Thailand. In fact,
according to my informants, there are still some Chinese parents .who
deliberately avoid sending their children to Thai schools, preferring to
send them to Chinese schoois instead. There are even some parents who
prefer keeping their children from attending schools for the sake of having
extra labor for business and commercia} activities. Contrary to Skinner's
position, Coughlin argues that Chinese education was in a stronger pesition
in the 1960's <than in the 1950's.  He notes that although thére was a
marked decline in the number of Chinese schools, there were,’however, more
chT]drep attending Chinese schools: 17,000 in 1938 apd 63,000 in 1960.23
There is zlso no evidence that the Chinese community has given up its
desire for separate Chinese schools. The existence of Chinese schools help
for perpetuate Chinese culture and nationalism. This has been the basis to
the government's oppositicn to these schools from‘the beginning, but it is
also one reason for the Chinese community’s desire to .maintain them,
Chinese schools provide virtually the only means by which spoken and
written Chinese can be ]earned.z4 To a certain degree, Coughlin's

observations are accurate, but I feel that in attempting to place himself

in opposition to Skinner, he has overstated his case.



What is significant is the fact that even today, there are Still many
Chinese schools in Bangkok and even some 1in the regional provinces.

According to my informants, many Chinese parents still prefer to send their

children, or at least some of their children, to Chinese schools, There

are even parents who send their children to Taiwan to receive what they
25

consider a proper Chinese education. These can be taken as indications

of the Chinese desire to retain some degree of Chinese identity, But, it
is also important to remember that Chinese schools in Thailand today do not
teach the type of nationalistic Chinese education prevalent in the 1940's
and early 1950's. There is a growing recognition that education cannot be
entirely Chinese 1f it i< to be of any use 1in Thailand. Thus, the
curricula in these schools are fitted to the needs of the Chinese in modern
Thai society, incorporating the teaching of Thai language and histery with
that of Chinese fanguage and culture. QOne strategy that-is adopted by many
Chinese parents is to send some of their children to Thai schools and the
rest to Chinese schoois. This s based on the premise that a Thas
education would lead to the acquisition of an administratiye post in the
Thai bureaucracy while the children in the Chinese schools would acquire
Chinese values and can help in the business enterprise of the family. It
is often said that there is to be nothing more advantageous than for a2
Chinese businessman to have a brother who holds a high position in the Thai
administrative or political elite.

We now turn to the issues of economic organizations and interests. If
Skinner 1is correct in his analysis of Chinese assimiiation in  Thailand,
then we should find that the Chinese have undergone a process of
'structural éssimﬂation',26 that is, there must be a large scale entrance
of Chinese individuals iqto cliques, clubs and institutions of Thai

society. Coughlin argues that the very commercial success of the Chinese



An -Thafland is due in large part to the development of tight social and
economic organizations which serve the functions of encouraging c6~
operation among the Overseas Chinese and providing protection for them in 2
hostile -environment. These Chinese associations, which tie together
individuals with similar interests; familial, economic or religious, are
the very baﬁkbone of the Chinese community in Thailand. He further notes
that 'these overseas associations in thefr totality are 1influential 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 Tndefinite postponement of any major
move towards a more thorough assimilation of the Chinese minority in
Thai]and”.z7 Many informants indicated that they regularly send money %o
their relatives in China. This is an indication that there are still ties
with the "homeland" in China.28

Presently in Thailand, there is stil] a large number of associations
that continue to serve important functions for the Chinese. Most important
of these are the economic organizations, such as the Chine§e Chamber of
Commerce and occcupational guilds. It is noted that Chinese businessmen
still make substantial financial contributions to these associations. 1In a
sense, this 1is an indication of their usefulness as the Chinese would not
put  money into any organization that has passed its usefulness,
Furthermore, these asociations still provide the social Prestige structure
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 persistence of these associations s

significant because they indicate a failure of complete ‘'structural

assimilation', this point %hould not be overemphasized. Most of the

10



Chinese businessmen who join Chinese associations are also members in Thaj
assocfations, Tike ﬁhe Thai Chamber of Commerce. Undoubtab]y, this i
because of an awareness among Chinese businessmen that in ordep te succeeqd
in Thailand they have tg Cooperate with the Thaj elites, who contrg] the

poTitical, military and administrative arenas, byt lack the eConomic base

to bolster their pelitical and military powers, Thus, alliances were made
between  the Thai elites and - Chinese businessmgn, a complementary
re?ationship which serves - tha Tnterests of both groups, Chinese

businessmen reorganizeqd their commercial Corporations to include Thai

elites with 'good Connectiong!, Many Chinese—Thaf ventures ware set  up,

officials Providing '‘Drotection! and giving official Priviledges and
government Contracts,

Furthermore, there is the existence of , strong sense of GCcupationg]
division of labor between the Chinese angd the Thai that Persists eyen in
Present day Thaitand. Punycdyana Notes that Wi¢ is clearly evident ip the
interviey responses which point in g matter-of-fact way to an aprigrj state
of affaérs In which some OCCupations gre Chinese OCCupations apd Others are
Thai O0CCupations. Furthermore, it seems largely taken fop granted that
Thai should do certain kinds of wWork and Chinese othep kinds', Close to
three*fourths of  the respondents ip Groups One and  Two 1ip Punyodyana‘s
SUrvey  say that Chinese master greater skill ip trade and Commerce thap
That. Perhaps nore significant]y, 58.3% of those ip Group Three that is,
Chinese government employees, agreed with this statement . Simi?arly, in

Sri Racha, the Chinese tendeq to define theip Chineseness in term of degree
30

Both the Chinese and That seem tq accept the ethnic stereotypes_ that

11



Some  reasons given by respondents are: "Trade and commerce fit well with
the character of the Chinese peopfe”, 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 contacts (phuak) and relatives {yaat) in the
government". The continued existence of ethnic stereotypes can be taken as
an indication that ethnic differences stil] persist in Thaijand today.

Coughlin takes 3 stronger position. and argues that the occupational
separation of the Thai.and Chifese s a major source of friction between
the two peoples. He reasons that "“this occupational seéparation has given
the Chinese minority immense economic power, but at the same time have
excited fear, resentment, and a growing measure of intolerance on the part
of many leading Thai. Their present economic position, related as it i to
s0 many fundamental institutions and values, s tﬁe major obstacle to the
further .integration of the Chinese minority".31 There is certainly some
degree of truth to this statement, especially 1f we are referring to the
period between the 1930's and 1950's, where strong Thai nationalistic
fervor ted to criticisms of the economic control of Thaj1and by the
Chinese, The Chinese were perceived as subtly undermining the tivelihood
of the Thai people and were often referred to as the '"Jews' of the Orient.

Occupational separation, to a large degree, stil] 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. There is also a growing awareness amongst many Thai who feel that
'Thai can be businessman too' and who are increasingly engaging in
commercial activities,

But, it can be argued that at the elite Tevel, this occupationa)
differentiation s maintained. The situation is not one of tension, but of

complementary functions. The Chinese businessmen, in order to protect

12



_their  financia) interests,  haye formed alljances With leading Thai'
politicians and mititary men, who in turn retain high renumerations py
Serving as directors in such companies, Thus, a case can be made that
there s o desire or Recessity for the Chinese elites to he assimilated
into Thaij society as thig will disturb the finely balanced re!ationship
between the two groups. On the Thaj side, the assimilation of the Chinese
elites could be S€en as an incursion and would threa?en their interests.
If  we were to Took at the ethnic Chinese minority in Bangkok today, it s
Tiké?y that a large proportign of the remaining ethnic Chinese are the
wealthiey People who, in a Sense, have more to gain by maintaéning the
status quo. ”Becoming Thai' would lead to a conflict of interests with the
Thai elites. In this sense, the Chinese ang Thai eliteg can be seepn as
sub-groupings of different ethnic tategories which assume complementary
economic rojes ip the Toea) environment, They enjoy a selective advantage,
for they reduce competition between culturally distinctive groups., By
0Ccupying exclusive economic riches, these groups maintain their separate
cultural identities, ‘ _

With regard to the issye of religion, Skinner suggests that the basic
similarities between Chinese and Thai religious 1ife 15 conducive to the
Process of assimilation, "The Chinese popular religion, with Mahayana
elements, g similar to Theravada Buddhism. Chinese religious sertiments
is eclectic and syncretic rather than exclusivistic. Thus, religion is no
barrier tq Chinese assimilation ip Thailand. To say that because both
Thai  and Chinese practice Buddhism and therefore religion is no barrier tg
assimilation q¢ like saying that since both Protestants and Catholics are
Christians, they should get along very well, which we know is not the case.

There are stgnificant differences between Thaj Theravada Buddhism and

Chinese Mahayana Buddhisnm. " The That, for exampie, wWorship at Buddhist
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'wats', 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 ancestral rituals. Thai and Chinese religious beliefs
are not irreconcileable, but their similarities should not be exaggerated.

In Thailand today, we stil] find a large number of Chinese who continue to

carry out ancestral rituals. This observation receive support from

Punyodyana's survey, which indicates that nine out of ten Chinese
34

respondents  were engaged in ancestor worship. The observance of

ancestral rituals is central to Chinese religious 1ife and contributes
substantially to the integration and perpetuation of the family as a basic
unit of Chinese social 1ife. Moreover, ancestor worship is linked to the
idea of 'xiao' or filia) piety, 1in which children owe their parents
obedience and are committed to the perpetuation for the family name and
Tineage. In addition, the Chinese 1in Thailand also maintain the
celebration of Chinese religious festivals, especially the Chinese New
Year. D‘her important festivals which are celebrated are the Qing Ming,
Zhong  Yuan and Mid Autumn festivals.  The continued practice of ancestor
worship and the widespread cefebrations of religious festivals point to the
persistence of Chinese cuttural values in present day Thailand.

Again, we have to qua]ify this statement, for the very same Chinese
who continue to practise Chinese religious rituals also perform rituals at
Thai 'wats' Many Chinese claim that they make donations to the Thai wats
on & regutar basis. The Chinese in Thailand celebrate both the Chinese New
Year and the Thai New Year. Even in the funerals, we see Chinese
performing rituals which are distinctively Chinese in origin and content,
but are carried out 1in the confines of the Thaij wats. Undoubtably, Chinese

ritualistic behavior observed in a Thai setting testifies to an overt

14



admixture of Chinese and Thai customs, Yet this mixture does not mean the
demise of Chinese >ritua]s and fits replacement by Thai ones, but a
modification of both customs to become "partly Chinese and partly ~ Thai".
Finally we turn to issues of intermarriage and family 1ife. Here we find
some discrepancies in observations. Cn one hand, Skinner notes a high
degree of intermarriage between Chinese and Thai, especially before 1893,
where there was a dearth of Chinese women immigrants to Thailand.
Likewise, Punyodyana found that between 30.3% (Group One) to 63.7% (Group
Three) stated that they have Thai members in their househo]d.35 On  the
other hand, Coughlin argues that intermarriage between the Chinese and
Thaf, especially in the Bangkok area, is not as prevalent as many has been
led to believe. In his random survey of one hundred and forty-five
marriages, representing a full range of socio-economic levels, he found ne
instance in which a Chinese girl had married a non~Chinese and only two men
who had married Thai girls. He suggests that the reason for thic is partly
due to the trend towards numeral equality of the sexes and the cultural
differences between the two. "The Thai consider the Chingse uncouth and
raucous 1n public...and are grasping, excessively materialistic, interested
only in making money." ° Obversely, the Thai are characterized by the
Chinese as indolent, untrustworthy and slippery in business dealings. It
is certainly true that there are cultural differences between the two
ethnic groups, though I feel that Coughlin has overexaggerated the extent
of ethnic prejudice. Nevertheless, it is significant to note that a large
percentage of the Chinese in Thailand teday claim that they would prefer to
marry another Chinese instead of a Thai. Punyodyana notes that over 68%
(Group One) said that they prefer Chinse Spouses.37 Some reasons given for
this attitude were; "My parents wouid approve of it and would be happy with

a Chinese in-law"; "As Chinese, we would understand our customs better,

15



ii1. New Directions

It is time to refiect on some of the guestions raised in this paper.
: Why are there still so many Chinese in Thailand today? How do we explain
the persistenice of Chinese schools and associations? Why the continued

practice of Chinese religious festivals, especially the cult of ancestor

worship?

Most previous studies on the Chinese in Thailand have assumed the
Chinese to be a monolithic group, with similar reactions to the new social
environment. They did not consider the different ambience and social
experiencés of each successive wave of migrants coming into Thailand. What
I am suggesting here is that we cannot expect the Chinese migrants to react
the same way to Thai society during the Chulalongkorn period compared to
the Phibun era. Furthermore, many studies fail to see that assimilation
cannot be taken &s a simple, one-level, unilineal process. Gordon suggests
that assimilation can be seen from at least three interrelated dimensions.
There s ‘'cultural assimilation', which refers to the acceptance of the
cultural and behavioral pattern of the host society. Then there 1is
"identity assimilation', that is, the development of a sense of people~hood
based exclusively on the host society, and 'structural assimilation' or the
entrance into institutions of the host society. For complete assimiiation
to take place, all three levels of integration musi have occurred.38

Throughout the paper, it has been clearly shown that the complete
assimitation of the Chinese 1in Thailand has not taken place, The
persistence of Chinese schools and associations, can be seen as incompiete
'structural assimilation'. The continued performance of Chinese religious
rituals also points to the desire of many Chinese to maintain some

sembience of Chinese ethnic identity. Yet to say that very Tittle

assimilation has taken place, which I think is the crux of Coughiin's
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argument, is also inaccurrate. My point:is that assimilation is occuring,
but not to the degree as previously thought. We observe that most Chinese
In Thailand today do speak Thai, go to That schools, joinsThai associations
and celebrate Thai religious festivals. It can be said that most CHinese
have adapted, i many ways, to Thai society. But, the adoption of Thai
values has not led to a proportionaté decrease or demise of Chinese
cultural values. Most Chinese in Thailand speak both Thai and Chinese,
worship in both Thai wats and Chinese temples, join Chinese as well as Thai
assoclations, Thus,  the 'classical' model of assimilation cannot
adequately answer the unique case of the Chingse in Thailand. At best, the
"rate . of assimilation" approach can give a broad, but crude, picture of
what actually goes on in Thai society.

I feel that a sociclogically more interesting question is mot whether
the assimilation of the Chinese in Thailand is occurring, but rather the
nature of the interrelationship between Thai and Chinese in different
social environments, The position of the Chinese in Thailand cannot be
seen as an either/or phenomena, that is. either assfmi]ate of not
assimilate. Instead, it 1s a more complex relationshiﬁ affected by the
intefp]ay of many factors, such as, residential patterns, length of stay,
degree of social contact with the indigenes, occupational patterns,
changing governmental pociicies, and external political developments,
especially those in China. The interrelationship betweep the Chinese and
indigenous group runs along a continuum from low to high, assuming diverse
forms in different historical perieds in Thailand. For example, during the
1930's to 1950's, when Thait nationatism was extremely high, the
interrelationship between the Chinese and indigenous Thai was strained,

Thus, at various points in Thai history, we see an oscillation between pro-

and anti-Chinese sentiments. -
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A concept which is helpful in gaining new insights into the case of

the Chinese in Thailand is compartmentalization. Singer suggestis that when

a group of people is faced wjth new and foreign eiements,. they are tried
out in ‘neutral' areas and then selectively integrate them.39 Peopie
coﬁpartmenta1ize their  Tives, allowing for differential rate of
assimilation to occur at different levels. For example, 1t is suggested
here that the Chinese are not completely integrated into Thai society but
selectively compartmentalize their activities. It is observed that in the
domestic environment, the Chinese tend to be less integrated and maintain
more Chinese cultural elements, This can be seen in the use of Chinese
language and the performance of ancestral rituals. But in the public
sector, the exigencies of survival in a foreign environment demand that the

Chinese adopt Thai values and behavior. In a sense, fintegration 1is

dictated by the necessity of one's livelihood but yet at the same time,

there 15 a desire to retain some elements of Chinese culture. We can no
longer .speak of the lineal assimilation into Thai culture. As MNewman
points out, Yassimilation and pluralism can coexist. While society is

composed of diverse groups tending towards homogeniety in some respects,
the character of each group is being transformed in such a way that each

is, 1in some ways, becoming different from others and from society as a

40
whole "

The concept of class is an idea which has been Jargely overlooked in
the study of the Chinese in Thailand. It can be said that persons who have
different class standing subscribe to different sets of values, regardiess
of ethnicity. I will suggest that in Thailand, the 'lower ciass' Chinese
are more readily absorbed into Thai society. This is due 1in part to the
overwhelming forces of assimilation and the awareness among the poorer

Chinese that integration into Thai society would offer a  greater
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opportunity for upward mobility, such as a position in Thai administrative
service.  Empirically, 49t 1is noted that Chinese migrants brought into
Thailand 1in the nineteenth century to build the’ railway, telegraph lines
and other infrastructures simply blended into the rural population and were

quickly assimilated. On the other hand, the wealthier Chinese would have a

slower rate of integration. Empirically, this can be observed in the

relatively larger group of ethnic Chinese businessmen in Bangkok.  As one
_ : 41

Thai succintly puts it, YAl1 the Chinese in Bangkok today are rich. " [

have argued that the assimilaticn of the Chinese elites into Thai society
would lead to an inbalance in the finely-tuned relationship, in which the
Thai elites have political and administrative controi while the Chinese .
have financial and economic resources. Assimilation would lead to an
overlap in roies and would therefore threaten the interests of both groups.
It has been suggested that the Thai economy is dominated by a handful of
1afge commercial - banks owned by leading Chinese familjes, One of the
biggest bank in Thailand, for example, 1is owned by a Chinese. Many seats
on the Board of Director, however, are taken by Thai po?itﬁ?é? and military
e]ites.42

Finally, we examine the question of ethnicity. Until now,
assimilation has often been viewed simpiistically as the absorption of one
ethnic group by another ethnic group, that is, the Chinese become Thai.
But, what is Thai? I feel that there is the existence of a myth among many
Thai that modern Thailand Ts a direct evolvement of the old Siamese
kingdom. Historically, this is clearly untrue and as Anderson points out,
this myth is promulgated by the Bangkok elites to consolidate their
power.43 It is my argument that previous studies on the problems of

Chinese assimilation in Thailand have failed to differentiate between 'Tai?

as an ethnic group and 'Thai~land' as a modern nation, a political entity.
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It 1is unfair to criticise these studies on this point as even the Tai
themselves do not make the differentiation. As Anderson says, "There is no

word for the Thai:that prevents them from semantically monopolizing the

nation. 'Thailand' the term for the contemporary state, ruled from Bangkok

- is .the product of the opportunist chauvinism of the Phibunsongkram -
44

Luang Wichit ideological duumvivarate of the late 1930's." The question

is raised as to what is an ethnic Tai culture: "We may note that.the thrust
of Jit Phumisak's last work was precisely to combat ethnic Thai chauvinism
by showing the heterogeneous ethnic origins of the Thai themselves and
their close interaction with non-Thai groups.“45 Furthermore, the symbol
of the Thai nation, the monarchy, has an interethnic mix, with clear
evidence of Chineserancestry.

The dominant Thai culture, as we know it, 1is the culture of the Thai
of. the central plains, and not a unitary culture of the whole of Thailand.
There are differences between the culture of the central plains and those
of the North (Khon Nor or Lanna) and the Northeast (E-san). Actually,
there are more lLao people in the Northeast than there are Thdi} A note of
caution 1s.fn arder. The Thai of the central plains and cutlying regions
are all Tai, that is, ethnic Tai, but the dominant culture of Thai-land may
not exactly coincide with those of the outlying region. With this in mind,
we can no longer talk of the absorption of Chinese intc Thai society, but
also the integration of outlying Tai, and other minority groups, 1into the
dominant culture propagated from Bangkok. The position of the Chinese in
Thailand must be locked at from two levels, the macro and micro levels. At
the macro-level, that is, at the level of the state, the Chinese (and the
regional Tai) are clearly assimilated into the modern political state.

Most Chinese in present ‘day Thaiiand would consider themselves as Thai and

not China citizens and pledge allegiance to the Thai flag and monarchy.
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The very success of the Thai state attests tg the fact that assimilation at
this level has occurred. But, at the_micro—]eve1, that.is, the cultural
level, the Chinese still retain many elements, albeit g;cu1turated with
Thai ideas, of Chinese cultural identity. Finally, there is a need to
reexamine the concept of ethnicity and develop new conceptual models to
understand the position of the Chinese in Thailand. One fruitful apprecach
is to examine ethnicity from a cultural perspective. = I am suggesting that
ethnicity cannot be seen as:a static or fixed concept, but that it can be
transformed. People construct and reconstruct their ethnic categories
through' a situational interpretation, from the actor's point of view, of
what constitutes the boundary of the ethnic group. People can assume
different identities in different social situations. The key question is
no longer whether the Chinese in Thailand are assimilated, but rather, in
what contexts, and under what historical and economic conditions, would the

Chinese want to call themselves Chinese or Thai.
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