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Cultural Identity Modification of Akha Ethnic Group under Environmentality for
Natural Resources Conservation by Arabica Coffee Growing Business:
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Hybrid Standardization and the two-Facedness of Flexibility: The implementation of
Public Schools Building Program in Thailand during the 1910s-1930s

Siricururatana Pornpas (REKZ - Br)

While it is a well-known fact among experts that after the first educational plan in 1898, Thailand’s
early public mass education was made possible by utilizing the existing temple network around the
country, how Thailand dealt with the mass construction of “schools” afterwards remained unclear.
Numbers of public school in the provinces rose from 2,936 schools in 1910 to 16,063 school at the
end of the 1930s. With a focus on the initiation and implementation process of the school building
program, this study set out to clarify how one of the earliest Mass Construction in Thailand, the
Public Schools building program in the 1910s-1930s was implemented during this “pre-
industrialized” period.

This study used three types of sources; 1) A government document related to the school
construction and the mass education policy from National Archive of Thailand especially from the
Ministry of Public Instruction (Former Ministry of Education) and the Ministry of Interior during
the 1890s-1930s 2) A statistic book recording construction data of schools constructed in
Ratchaburi Province during 1914-1936 3) Secondary Sources by academics for contextual
background and comparative analysis. By analyzing data as mentioned above, especially by
comparing the policy from the central government with actual construction data in Ratchaburi
Province, the study suggested the hybrid character of Standardization which rely heavily on the
autonomy and support from the local community.

Although the data of the Ratchaburi cases showed a strong hierarchy of sangha organization and
confirmed the validity of the central government’s strategy of utilizing existing temple and monk
network, it also revealed how much these constructions have relied both financially and materially
on the involvement of the community. More than half of school building projects were
initiated collaboratively between monk, aristocrats, and civilians.

Another important finding is the “flexibility” embeds in typical drawing and specification
sheet from a government institution. The mass construction was guided through typical drawing
and rough specification sheet which actively advised the hybridity in the system such as separating
the “permanent” structure and the “rough-temporary” others or combining “modern” RC structure
as stilts with a locally existing wooden structure on top. The Ratchaburi cases confirmed the
existence of the model plan but also suggested distinct regionality between districts.

Whereas the study of Standardization in mass construction tends to focus on the role of
“centralized organization”, this paper argued that discrete actors and the existing local network
could play equally vital roles in the implementation process. This case of Thailand suggests a
strategy to cope with the limited resources by not aimed at architectural perfection but rather at
pragmatic completion. This Standardization process systematically locates Flexibility to the
external factors and visually locate identicality to the overall appearance. It is noteworthy that while
the early expansion of public education to the provinces was a part of the centralization process,
the period which made it possible was during a comparatively decentralization period of the 1930s.
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Cultural Identity Modification of Akha Ethnic Group under Environmentality for Natural
Resources Conservation by Arabica Coffee Growing Business: A case study in Chiang Rai,
Northern Thailand

Sawang Meesaeng (PhD Student, Hiroshima University)
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This study examines the cultural negotiations by the Akha people in their cultivation of coffee as a
commercial crop to support forest conservation in highland areas. The Thai government has
promoted the conservation of forest areas. The Thai government and agencies not only enforce
strict measurement to control conservation areas, but they have also created economic incentives
such as promoting coffee cultivation in the highlands because Arabica coffee is well cultivated on
areas with high elevation, cool weather, and covered by the shade of big trees. Moreover, Arabica
coffee also has high economic value. Therefore, coffee is an important commercial crop that has
been promoted to cultivate in highland areas. In the case of Pangkhon village, Muang District,
Chiang Rai Province, which is a village of the Akha ethnic group. There is a Royal Development
Center for Highland Agricultural Development to promote coffee cultivation in the area. Governing
from a distance, the government has established regulations in highland areas through institutions
that work as intermediaries between the state and local communities. Under this process, the Akha
minority farmers have not been left inferior to government power in the control of natural resources,
and neither can the local Akha people be considered as mere subjects being subordinated and
governed. On the contrary, they have deliberately applied and modified their identity and traditional
culture for the coffee market and their daily lives.

Keywords: Akha, arabica coffee growing, ecogovernmentality, cultural modification
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