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ABSTRACT 

This research uses an ethnographic approach to study leadership, viewed broadly as social 
influence processes, in the Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram slum in Bangkok, Thailand. The 
purpose of the study was to develop a cultural account of how leadership is perceived and 
practised both within the community itself and in its broader relations with the state. 
Previous research on leadership in Thailand has tended to be either descriptive and lacking 
a theoretical base, or focused on verifying Western generated theory among highly 
educated subjects. This research was designed around the theoretical frameworks of 
attribution theory, implicit leadership theory, and cultural models, all of which are 
sensitive to issues of culture. Systematic data collection was used to establish baseline 
sociolinguistic data and then interview and participant observation data were added to 
establish a series of models and key concepts. The analysis explores the configurations and 
interrelationships of these models and concepts, and examines how they are utilized in 
social action. The research findings include the Thuukjai Leader Model (TLM) 
representing an implicit leadership theory of culturally preferred leadership in the 
community, the trustworthy (chuathuu) leader who exhibits a constellation of behaviours 
related to TLM giving and task behaviour, the Sakdi Administrative Behaviour Leadership 
Heuristic (SABLH) that affects both leader practice and follower perception, and the role 
of groups made up of primarily horizontal relations in task accomplishment. Community 
leaders also relate to the state, which brings both development and the forces of eviction. 
The community cannot simply be seen as playing the client role to the state-as-patron. 
Instead both a public and hidden transcript can be observed, and everyday forms of 
resistance are practised as state views are modified, rejected, or resisted in various forms. 
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NOTES FOR THE READER 

1. I have followed Thai convention by identifying Thais by their first name, and listing 

them by first name in citations and in the bibliography.  

2. On transliterating Thai words in the text I have chosen to simplify the 1997 edition of 

the ALA-Library of Congress Romanization Tables for Thai with the goal of helping those 

who do not read Thai to have some sense of how the word sounds when spelled in 

Romanized script. The ALA-LC already leaves out tone markings, and I have not included 

the diacritical marks of that system. For those who read Thai, when a tone marking is 

critical I indicate it next to the term as mid, low, falling, rising, or high. In general I double 

long vowels and have used ‘aw’ for the Thai consonant อ. Exceptions to this are well-

known names, places, or terms with spellings that are commonly used in English language 

publications.  

3. In the bibliography, titles in Thai language are given in transliteration and then followed 

by an English translation in square brackets.  

4. To simplify matters in the text and bibliography all dates are AD rather than the 

Buddhist Era (BE) which is 543 years more than AD dating (2006 AD is 2549 BE).  

5. Thai currency is called Baht and I have listed all amounts with this term first, as in Baht 

2000, followed by a US dollar amount in parentheses. For most of the time during the 

course of the research the exchange rate was around 40 baht to 1 US dollar.  

6. I have chosen not to use any names when referring to people in Lang Wat Pathum 

Wanaram. People were often times uncomfortable sharing their name and I felt it would be 

more appropriate due to the sensitivity of the material to use either a unique record number 

for the interview or only a first initial in the case of those who became key sources. Where 

I share interview segments I represent myself as A. and the interviewee by their first initial. 

In some cases first initials overlapped and I use a second letter to identify the person, as in 

D. and De. 
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7. I used the Endnote program to organize all of my data and this program gives each entry 

a unique number in the database. In the text I identify any material by an abbreviation 

indicating the type of material and then a unique record number. The abbreviations that I 

use for the different types of data that appear in the text are listed below. 

PO  participant observation 

I  interview 

DI  domain interview 

LFRL  leader free-recall listing 

NLFRL nonleader free-recall listing 

DQI  direct question interview (inquiring about leaders in the community) 

DS  daily summary 

8. Thai words and phrases as generally always translated in the text. Most of the time the 

English word or phrase appears first with the Thai in parentheses after it. In some cases for 

emphasis or to preserve some sense of how it was spoken I put the Thai first and its 

translation in parentheses. In the case of frequently used terms, the first time it appears it is 

translated and then used later in the text on its own. Any Thai term used repeatedly and 

standing alone in the text can be found with a translation in the glossary before the 

appendices.  
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Chapter One 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Daily Summary 24 Jan 2003 

I had made an appointment to do interviews with the committee at 7:00 PM….got in after 6:30. 

D. [committee president] and L. [committee secretary] were at the table where D. always is at. She was 
singing and dancing with a group of her usual friends.  

[Comment: This whole karaoke thing is interesting – there is a number of rather large women who hang 
around and they seem to drink and sing loudly. D. right in the middle of it. What does this mean?] 

D. went with me to the med centre and got chairs. Interesting interchange between D. and L. – L. wanted 
to use the PA system to call people as they had been told about 7:00 PM. D. said people were not ready. 
She asked [me] "are you free another time" indicating that it was not convenient. I said I would work with 
whoever was free. There was a sharp interchange between D. and L. … D. won out and said no. L. 
dropped it. Ta. the adviser [to the committee] came in.  

Doing the Questions 

They dived in before I could explain at all. All three were talking and confused. D. said it was a big 
headache. She did not seem very happy. I get a feeling like I'm disturbing her – much more from her than 
the others. 

They did not let me explain the questions so I had to jump between people helping them. L. once she got 
it answered all easily, she is a high school grad. The more educated seemed to have the easiest time and 
generate more words.  

D. had the most problems, only could give a single word or so…. 

Impression – everything is fluid. D. seems to have little control over the group. Can't call a meeting, 
people come and go as they please.  

Left close to 10:00 PM. 

The above, in a slightly edited form, is an excerpt from the log of daily summaries I kept 

during my research. It was my first attempt at collecting some data using a form I 

developed that I thought would make things easier. As a method for collecting the data I 

wanted, it was a disaster. Any illusions I had about being able to easily collect data with 

pen and paper exercises were dashed.  

Beyond the fact that this single experience let me know I needed to adjust my 

method, was my constant and utter sense of confusion through the whole process of data 

collection. How was D., a female in her mid-50s, with a fourth grade education, who sells 

food from her table near her home, chosen to serve as the community committee president? 

I had set out to study leadership in a slum. When I began, the slum was a background, the 
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canvas on which I would paint a picture of leadership. But as I studied the slum – asking 

questions, probing for information, looking behind surface action – I found that in my own  

Photograph 1 West entrance to Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram 

intellectual process the slum ‘studied’ me as well, challenging my assumptions about the 

nature of leading. At the end of the day I realized that to draw a picture of leadership using 

a social setting as a backdrop is to disembody it from what makes it leadership in its 

setting. To study leadership in the slum I found that I had to study the slum as a whole in 

terms of how things were done and who was allowed and entrusted to do them. Only then 

would D. as committee president make sense. 

My interest in studying leadership was not purely theoretical. For the past 20 years 

I have worked with a Thai organization whose institutional survival is predicated on 

developing people who can lead well. In my own work with urban poor I am keenly aware 

that a major factor in improving the quality of life for people who live on the physical, 

economic, and social peripheries of their societies is effective local leadership. I undertook 

this study with the conviction that in order to strengthen local leadership, everyone 
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involved, from the community level through state agencies and the institutions of civil 

society such as non-governmental organizations, needs to know what both good and bad 

leadership looks like in their particular sociocultural setting. I will argue in this research 

that much of leadership happens at the implicit and non-discursive level of life; thus 

cultural values are deeply implicated in its conduct. Until we understand and grapple with 

the unseen parts of leadership perception and practice we will see little advance in 

leadership effectiveness by feeding people disembodied theory and principles derived from 

completely different social settings.  

The underlying assumption of this project is that what is most powerful about 

practising good leadership, and thus the keys for improving it, are local, particular, and 

context bound. The results of grand theory, globalized, universal principle-seeking 

leadership research can be most profitably utilized when there is a solid understanding of 

the dynamics of leadership in a local setting. Thus leadership research is a both/and 

proposition requiring comparative studies and larger theoretical perspectives, as well as 

exploratory and lower level theoretical generation that explicates a single local setting. In 

this study I take up the latter task and develop an analysis that explicates leadership, 

broadly conceived of as the social influence processes involved in task accomplishment, in 

a single slum community in Bangkok, Chumchon Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW). 

1.1 The personal and intellectual background to this study 

It is an interesting literary device in the writing of a thesis that what you do last in terms of 

the chronology of the project comes first in the final written presentation. While this is 

convenient for the reader in terms of laying out what will happen in the course of the 

document, this practice is dangerous for several reasons because of what it obscures. First, 

it hides the many twists, turns, and the sense of confusion that were all a part of the course 

of the study. All the correct spelling, proper grammar, and orderly headings create the 

appearance that the project proceeded in an orderly fashion from A-Z. I doubt this is true 

of most research projects, and it was manifestly not true of this one. Second, it helps to 
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sustain the fiction that something hard and fast was gained here. I finished this research 

with more questions than I started with and the nagging feeling that if I could have asked 

another question or conducted another interview I would have discovered something else 

vital. The final product came about as I reluctantly crawled out of the stream of fieldwork 

and question-asking onto the banks in order to put some things on paper. So while this is 

normally the place to begin the detailing of objectives, research questions, methodology, 

researcher credibility, choice of site, and so on, I feel it is more illuminating to provide 

answers to some of these points in the context of my own background and intellectual 

journey. In participant observation, ethnography, and many forms of qualitative research, 

the researcher is the instrument, so this section is analogous to a quantitative study 

introducing and explaining a research tool such as a survey questionnaire.  

Research projects do not grow out of a vacuum. I started this in mid-life with a 

great deal of experience in Thailand and a high level of fluency in the language. My family 

and I arrived in Thailand in 1986, and after studying Thai full time for 15 months we 

moved to a central area province named Lopburi. I continued studying Thai and began 

working with a Thai couple in pioneering a local church from scratch. By nature I am a 

curious person and love to ask questions. Prior to moving to Lopburi I cannot remember 

really thinking about leadership; I was too busy working. It was the new perspective 

provided by cross-cultural encounter that started me thinking about leadership. I often 

illustrate it in this way: the intersection of the two streams of my own and my Western 

colleagues’ ways of leading with that of my Thai colleagues, both in the local church and 

at the national organizational level, stirred the waters so that I could ‘see’ for the first time 

issues related to leadership. I became fascinated by questions of why things work 

organizationally and why they fail, why some leaders can attract and sustain a following 

and others cannot. As an outsider I wanted to understand what the ‘Thai’ part of being a 

Thai leader was.  



 5

I am not only curious; I also like to read. Early on I started reading some of the 

classic ethnographic material on Thailand, and this introduced me to the ideas of hierarchy 

and patron-client relations which gave some tools for understanding what I was seeing. An 

influential piece was Suntaree Komin’s The Psychology of the Thai People (1990) which 

laid out nine Thai value orientations. This confirmed my feeling that cultural values were 

critical in understanding Thai leadership. Somewhere along the line I made up my mind 

that if I ever had a chance to do more formal study I wanted to look at leadership in the 

sense of trying to understand how Thai people conceptualize and practise it.  

In 1997 an opportunity to pursue a master’s degree in social science came up and I 

enrolled with the intent of writing a thesis on how leadership works in small groups in 

local church settings. In writing the proposal for this piece I came across David Conner’s 

recently completed thesis on Thai leadership foundations (1996) and was able to dialogue 

with him. I was influenced by his literature review and started working on my own, 

picking up from where he had left off and confirming the same trend that he had seen. 

While there is certainly not a dearth of leadership studies in Thailand, the majority have 

shown a marked bias for doing quantitative research based on the verification of Western-

generated theory with subjects who are part of the highly educated globalized world. The 

tendency in such work is to treat culture as a kind of black box,1 and when researchers find 

something unusual, or confirm what is completely usual, ‘culture’ becomes the explanatory 

tool of choice. This gap in the knowledge base of Thai leadership provided an academic 

justification for seeking to understand the impact of Thai culture on their practice of 

leadership, and strengthened my conviction that there is a need for exploratory theory 

generation and research from the perspective of the local actor.  

At about the same time that I was ‘seeing’ leadership for the first time, I was also 

coming into contact with developing country poverty. By 1988 I had come across a set of 

                                                 

1I use the term ‘black box’ in the sense of ‘a whimsical term for a device that does something, but whose 
inner workings are mysterious … ’ (Behe, 1996:6). 
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slum communities in Lopburi and began developing relationships with people and starting 

to look at practical ways of helping them in areas of felt need. The long-term result was 

founding a programme that provided scholarships for children that enabled them to study 

through secondary school, which I helped to found and administrated until 1997. Our 

family relocated to Bangkok in 1993, and I began to connect with urban poor in the area of 

the city where I lived. This time I helped to facilitate a national level programme providing 

school scholarships via the local churches connected with the Thai organization with which 

I work, and continued to interact on a personal level, particularly with poor people. 

Between 1996-2000 I became close with a poor family who worked in front of our 

apartment. The wife sews alongside the street and her husband drives a motorcycle-for-

hire. Pon and Winnyan became my window to understanding how weighted the system is 

against the urban poor.2 By the end of this period my wife and I felt that our future years in 

Thailand should be explicitly involved with working with urban poor.  

In the late 1990s I was invited and encouraged by people in my organization to 

undertake doctoral research under the guidance of the Oxford Centre for Mission Studies. 

In the beginning my interests in leadership and urban poor were separated in my mind. In 

the early days I was struggling to find an appropriate group in which to study leadership 

along my lines of interest. During a meeting with Dr. Suntaree, who had agreed to serve as 

my Thai supervisor, we were discussing potential target populations to study, and at some 

point the possibility of slum leadership came up. Something clicked inside and I 

immediately saw the value of bringing my two areas of interest together. In this linking of 

an idea to a place in which to pursue it in, a research project was born.  

                                                 

2Pon and Winnyan are certainly not the destitute poor, but they illustrate the complexity of trying to measure 
poverty and the inability of poverty line indexes to capture the real life struggle of those who live above the 
technical poverty line but nonetheless can never get ahead. Through my friendship with them I learned about 
the incredible pressure of family networks that make demands on their income, the exploitative relationships 
that are woven into the social system, and the burden of street loans at 240 per cent interest. Watching their 
struggle for survival as a family not even close to being poor by the poverty index taught me that poverty has 
to be approached from more angles than just the statistical.  
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1.2 Objectives, research questions, methodology 

As I began working on a research proposal in 2000 there were a number of things I brought 

to the table. The conviction of the importance of exploratory study to explicate the role of 

culture in Thai leadership, the need for theory generation rather than a theory verification 

approach, 3 and concomitant with this the necessity of examining the subject from the 

perspective of local actors. Emerging at this same time was the realization that most 

studies of leadership in Thailand have been conducted among the globalized and highly 

educated.4 I felt that studying people at the opposite end could provide valuable insights 

into the nature of leadership mediated through primary socialization without the external 

influences of secondary socialization through advanced education and opportunities 

provided by a high socioeconomic status. My personal experience of learning language and 

culture also led me to the conviction that in order to understand leadership in a particular 

setting it is necessary to have some understanding of the sociolinguistic terrain.  

Based on these commitments I made the decision to conduct an in-depth study of a 

single slum community, Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram, with the goal of explicating social 

influence processes from a perspective that was sensitive to the dynamics of culture. My 

first set of objectives focused on two goals. The first was to discern and explicate the 

models of leadership based emically in the perception of the people, and etically through 

observing behaviour, by using quantitative and qualitative methods. The second was to 

explain how these models and their component parts were utilized and enacted in social 

interactions. Thus the study was both descriptive (in developing the models) and 

explanatory (in explaining how the models work in social context). I felt that an 

                                                 

3Punch notes that when a research area has a lot of unverified theory, a theory verification approach that 
starts with a theory and deduces hypotheses from it is appropriate. However when an area lacks appropriate 
theories then theory generation, where theory is built systematically from the data collected, is appropriate 
(Punch, 1998:16-17). The literature I cite in the next footnote also serves as an example of the strong 
tendency to work on verifying Western-generated theory in Thai leadership studies. 
4A few examples will suffice; there is work on students (Rangsit, 1993), hospital administrators (Pongsin, 
1993), principals (Rachanee, 1988; Sariya, 1980), military officers (Titie, 1997), business leaders 
(Pattarawalai, 1982), and bank executives (Pratana, 1999). 
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ethnographic approach using fieldwork that combined both systematic data collection (see 

the glossary in Appendix 2) with participant observation and interviewing would be the 

most appropriate for these research goals.  

From these goals I framed the major research problem as, ‘What are the shared 

understandings that Thais in the target community have about the leader-follower 

relationship, and how are these understandings utilized and enacted in social contexts?’ I 

then broke the research problem down into three specific research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions that Thais in the target community have about the qualities 
and performances of leaders? 

2. What are the meanings, components, and interrelationships of the terms that represent 
these perceptions? 

3. How are these terms or major clusters of terms drawn upon and enacted in social 
interactions between leaders and followers in the target community? 

Questions one and two were to form the first phase of research. This included the 

development of the sociolinguistic terrain and then an explication of the connections and 

interrelationships between the terms and concepts of question one. Question three 

comprised the second phase, where through observation and interviewing, I was to show 

how the material from questions one and two played out in real life, on-the-ground 

leadership. These questions were a good place to start but inadequate to finish. Within the 

framework imposed by these questions I could not create an account of leadership in 

LWPW that came anywhere close to integrating all of the data and experiences that I was 

acquiring. Actually starting the data collection brought to the surface some hidden 

assumptions that I had been unaware of as I designed the research. 

In Chapter 3 on methodology I go into more detail on the adjustments to the 

research questions and will only make a brief allusion here. Two major problems emerged 

with my questions as originally conceived. The first was their inherent assumption of one 

kind of leadership, as if there existed a single, unitary, generic ‘Thai’ view of leadership 

out there. Theoretically I was open to seeing models plural, but when I set up my questions 
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to use in the systematic data collection I automatically limited myself to developing just 

one model. What I could not see until I started the research process was that the 

methodological limitation imposed on question one naturally flowed down the line to 

impact questions two and three. These questions could produce a model that was only a 

slice of what was happening in the community. The second problem was my assumption 

that one could study slum leadership solely in the context of the slum without reference to 

the broader world. I quickly learned that one cannot account for what is happening in 

LWPW without an understanding of the community’s relation with the state and elite 

power.  

After making necessary adjustments the research fell into three major but 

overlapping phases. In the first, questions one and two became an inquiry into the 

perceptions and practices of a culturally preferred leader using systematic data collection 

procedures. In the second phase question three was broadened to seek connections between 

all the models that were emerging from the systematic data collection as well as the 

interview and observational materials. The final phase added a fourth research question 

studying the relationship between the community and the state.  

1.3 Overview of the research findings 

I will trace briefly here the chronology of how the findings came about, trying to recreate 

some of the twisting trails and surprises I found as a researcher. I began the data collection 

in January 2003 by preparing for and conducting the systematic data collection. It became 

apparent early on my line of questioning was going to produce a preferred view of 

leadership. However informant comments and observation showed that there were multiple 

conceptions of leadership and the type exercised in the community in general was much 

different from the culturally preferred conception I was getting through my free-recall 

listing questions. By the end of the systematic data collection I had absolutely no clue as to 

how what I had collected related to what I saw happening in everyday life in the 

community.  
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The challenge now before me was now to use interviewing and observation to 

account for everyday leadership and to search for linkages to the culturally preferred model 

that developed from the free-recall listing. As it happened, the current committee’s term of 

service was due to expire in February 2004. This presented me the opportunity to talk with 

people who were going to run for a committee position. It was in talking with people about 

this that I first came across the idea of being considered trustworthy. Further investigation 

showed me that in the community, leadership emergence was tied to this concept of 

trustworthiness, and specific behaviour needed to be observed over time in order to have 

this attribution made. This became the real-life leadership link to some of the concepts of 

the preferred model.  

After 18 months of data collection I had a large quantity of interview and 

observational data, but I was still puzzled about the connection between how the 

committee conducted itself and the attribution of trustworthiness and the model of 

culturally preferred leadership. I began to work through all of my materials, reorganizing 

and coding them, then starting a process of writing reflective memoranda to myself. It was 

during this intense review and reflection process that I connected some things in the data 

that I had missed while actually involved in the events. There was a coalescing of several 

observations that had to do with the rampant suspicion of anyone holding a formal position 

which contrasted sharply with the idea of trustworthiness. The same people who were seen 

as trustworthy and appropriate to be a committee member were immediately under 

suspicion once they got in that position. Even more interesting was the fact that people 

who were, or had been, on the committee would criticize other present or former 

committee members for behaviour that they themselves practised.  

In grappling with the theme of suspicion I realized that inside this material was 

another theme of importance, that of the group. I began to see that it was through the group 

that things were accomplished, and it was also ideas of group that separated people. 

Studying notions of group gave me a lens to see more of the divisions and fissures inside 
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of what I had assumed was one community. Finally it was in the practice of group 

leadership and the inner workings of the group that I saw for the first time a disjunction in 

the way the state viewed the role and work of the community committee and how the 

committee itself viewed it.  

After two years I had a set of models and concepts that taken as a whole could 

account for much of the way that the community operated in terms of accomplishing things 

at a broader group level such as conducting festivals, infrastructure development, basic 

maintenance, and safety measures, and relating to the government community development 

arm. These included a culturally preferred leadership model; the notion of trust and a 

model of the trustworthy leader which had to do with leadership emergence and gaining 

voluntary cooperation; conceptions of group that lead to in-group favouritism and maintain 

boundaries between people, and also functioned to distribute and diffuse leadership over a 

number of people to insure that tasks were accomplished; and a model I came to call by the 

end of the research the Sakdi Administrative Behaviour Leadership Heuristic (SABLH). 

This final model helped to explain the pervasive suspicion of people holding formal 

positions by providing a heuristic on how to practise leadership as well as how to interpret 

its practice when observed in others. The values of sakdi administrative behaviour mean 

that formal position brings about an ontological change making a person worthy, both in 

her own eyes and in the eyes of others, to receive privileges and the service of social 

inferiors. The legitimacy that confers this worthiness is rooted in hierarchy, where formal 

position indicates a higher status in the moral order, and the sanction that comes from 

being an official of the state. The leader heuristic side of this model shows people how to 

act when they step into a formal position. The follower heuristic side makes them suspect 

that all formal position holders are pursing personal and in-group benefit.  

Later in the second year I began interviewing on the role of the committee members 

and their most important functions and started gathering materials on the research site itself 

and trying to understand its history. I became aware that in the eyes of residents formal 
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registration with the District as an officially registered community was a critical nodal 

point in the way they viewed themselves. This led me to study the relationship of the 

community to the state. My first impressions were that the community was quite passive, 

waiting around for government funds to make improvements and taking very little 

initiative. Over time I realized that I was mistaken and that the community and its leaders 

had very different ideas from official state views. This led me to search for theoretical 

frames having to do with domination and subordination. In the end I found that concepts of 

everyday resistance and public and hidden transcripts (Scott, 1985, 1990) best accounted 

for the combination of corroboration, rejection, and outright resistance to state power I 

observed in the community.  

The research thus works with the following models: 

1. The Thuukjai Leader Model (TLM, thuukjai, meaning pleasing, satisfying) represents an 

implicit leadership theory of culturally preferred leadership in the community. In dyadic 

relations the core giving behaviours of the TLM create a sense of reciprocity and 

obligation so that a person has personal power with the potential to influence others to 

cooperate or comply without having to use other forms of power. The TLM is an ideal that 

no person perfectly embodies.  

2. The trustworthy leader model contrasts with the TLM in that it is possible to achieve. 

The trustworthy (chuathuu) leader is one who exhibits a constellation of behaviours related 

to TLM giving and task behaviour that are attainable for people in real life. Through 

observable behaviour where one works for the public good a person is given the attribution 

of being trustworthy, and this creates the potential to influence people both inside and 

outside of dyadic relations to cooperate and comply with them. Trust is related to 

leadership emergence and securing voluntary cooperation.  

3. The Sakdi Administrative Behaviour Leadership Heuristic (SABLH) has a leader and 

follower dimension. For leaders it centres on the acceptance of the privilege of position 

and is manifest in behaviour patterns that are common to Thai government administrative 
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staff. I summarize the total complex of behaviour and the values behind it, in the term 

Sakdi Administrative Behaviour (SAB). Formal position holding taps the values of 

SABLH and leads people to what I will call an SABLH style of leadership. The follower 

side of the SABLH acknowledges and assumes the acceptance of privilege and suspects 

that people practising SAB-style leading are pursuing personal and in-group benefit 

through their position. This is because the heuristic involving the ontological change of the 

appointed leaders presupposes that they must necessarily now act according to what they 

now are.  

4. A fourth key finding concerns the distribution of leadership through a group made up of 

primarily horizontal relations. In terms of leadership, notions of group can be considered 

both positive and negative. In a positive sense it allows for the diffusion of leadership 

through the group so that tasks can be accomplished which are more than a single person 

can handle. However group can also be seen as negative when it results in favouritism for 

one’s own group and when it separates rather than unites the community. 

5. The complex task of community leaders involves relating to state power. The threat of 

eviction is the context in which they practise leadership. Community leaders are adept at 

negotiating a course that maximizes benefits from the development budget of the state, 

avoiding or ignoring what they feel is a waste of time or nuisance, and resisting the 

complex of state and business interests that would drive slum residents from their homes. 

Both a public and hidden transcript can be observed, and the community cannot be seen as 

playing the client role to the state-as-patron. Instead everyday forms of resistance are 

practised and state views are modified, rejected or resisted in various forms.  

1.4 Limitations 

This research project was intentionally a narrow and intensive look at a single community 

in order to study cultural components of interpersonal influence, rather than a broad and 

comparative study. The advantages of this approach in terms of richness of data and the 

ability to seek understanding of complex phenomena must also be seen in light its 
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limitations upon generalizability. The results produced by the methods I followed do not 

allow me to say that Thai people in general conceive of, and practise, leadership in these 

ways, nor can I say that all urban poor in Bangkok do so. The models and analysis 

developed here are based on the LWPW community at a specific time in its history, and 

fully apply only in that setting. Any application that moves beyond the slum must be done 

cautiously and only where there is resonance with other research, or where the results here 

illuminate or expand upon areas treated in other research.  

The research was not only limited by its scope, but also in its methods. The models 

developed here and the account that I have generated to explain what is happening in terms 

of leadership in the community must be understood as partial models and a partial account. 

The models produced by the systematic data collection and the interviewing and 

observational work have inherent limitations. It is impossible by any method to capture the 

complexity of the flow of social interaction. My experiences throughout the data collection 

– such as not having the right lens to see something at one point, only to find out later on 

that it was important – point to the provisional and tentative nature of the analysis as a 

whole because my own interests may have blinded me to interactions and events that were 

more significant for the subject matter at hand than what I focused on.  

Another issue has to do with understanding local language and idioms. Although I 

have lived in Thailand for 20 years and speak, write, and read Thai very well, I am aware 

of my own limitations at understanding nuances of speech, idioms, irony, sarcasm, coarse 

speech, impolite forms, and so on. How much of this material eluded my grasp remains an 

unknown for me and I am not sure how it would have impacted the analysis I have 

presented here. Finally, while I have tried to be sensitive to official, public, and hidden 

transcripts there is no doubt that at times I have made mistakes in categorizing them as 

such. As a foreign researcher I was aware that much of what came to me as a direct answer 

was part of the official Thai cultural transcript, representing the ‘correct’ answer. 

Throughout the analysis I have tried to show where I have seen this happening and to 



 15

provide empirical materials and examples that support other views. Where I have caught 

myself misapprehending a point I have revised my judgement. In general I feel that I 

improved over the course of the research in my ability to maintain a sceptical stance 

towards what I was hearing and to interrogate my sources for evidence of interest in their 

statements. However there no doubt remain points where I have been unaware of the 

interested position represented to me and have embraced informant views in too 

straightforward a fashion.  

1.5 The Significance and Contribution of the Research 

The significance and contribution of this research lies in four areas: to Thai studies in 

general, to studies of Thai leadership in particular, to the broader field of leadership 

studies, and finally to the practice of leadership in Thai social context primarily in slums 

but in other settings as well. Anderson points out the tendency in Thai studies to take 

models as timeless realities and to reify concepts as uniquely Thai (Anderson, 1978:217). 

My work here touches on the areas of Thai culture and social organization by providing 

evidence of a greater variation and the presence of more alternatives than are traditionally 

seen when looking at Thai social relations. The evidence I present calls into question the 

dominance of patron-client relations and the reciprocity/obligation nexus for leading in 

some Thai social settings. This research also makes a contribution to Thai leadership 

studies by creating a cultural account of Thai leadership rather than measuring Thais 

through theoretical frames generated elsewhere. I present a configuration of models and 

concepts that elucidate how people leading in the Thai slum context actually operate. 

While not generalizable to the whole of Thai society, the results connect and resonate with 

themes found outside of urban slums.  

I see a potential contribution to leadership studies in general in the arena of 

methodology even though this is the study of a single locality in a Thai social setting. In 

the globalized world there are research streams seeking to assert the universal nature of 
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certain forms of leadership. 5  While research seeking universals has its importance, 

Weber’s comment is germane here:  

The more comprehensive the validity – or scope – of a term, the more it leads us away from the richness 
of reality since in order to include the common elements of the largest possible number of phenomena, it 
must necessarily be as abstract as possible and hence devoid of content. In the cultural sciences, the 
knowledge of the universal or general is never valuable in itself' (1949:80).6  

If the most important universal is the plasticity of humankind, the ‘capacity to be formed 

by the life of the society into which one is born’ (Carrithers, 1992:6), then it is the study of 

leadership embedded in social context that will prove most important for improving it. 

Abstract conceptual grids are helpful for comparative purposes, but this study carves out a 

place for micro-level work aimed at deep and holistic understanding in local terms of the 

dynamics of leading and following.  

This leads me to my final point: for me the study of leadership is not simply 

academic and theoretical, but has real life implications. What I have done in this research 

is to create an account of a single setting, that of a Thai slum, that is sensitive to issues of 

culture as values, practice, and social structure so as to show how people draw upon, 

negotiate with, create meaning with, and plan strategies of action using these 

intersubjectively shared cultural resources. It is my hope that people can use this account to 

make their communities, groups, and organizations stronger and capable of accomplishing 

their corporate tasks.  

1.6 Organization of the remainder of the study 

I will present the research in the following seven chapters. Chapter 2 sets the stage for the 

research by identifying a series of problematics from the literature. I conclude by 

identifying theoretical frameworks that will guide the study data collection and analysis. In 

Chapter 3 I explicate the methodology that drives the research. I locate the study in terms 

                                                 

5 Bass, Kanungo and Mendonca, and the GLOBE Project all argue for the universality of the 
charismatic/transformational leadership paradigm (Bass, 1997; Den Hartog, House, Henges, Ruiz-Qintanilla, 
& al., 1999; Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996). 
6 Geertz makes a similar point, arguing that the grand strategy of searching for human universals fails to 
move towards the essentials of the human situation (1973:37-43). 
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of the research paradigm, look at philosophical and methodological commitments, and then 

present the research questions and how the actual research was conducted.  

Chapter 4 overviews the research site, looking at Bangkok and its slums, and 

examining the policy and practice of the government concerning urban slums. The second 

half of the chapter provides a detailed overview of the LWPW community with a special 

focus on its history from the point of view of leadership and governance.  

Chapters 5 to 7 present the results of the research in a chronological fashion, 

showing how the material developed as I did the research. In Chapter 5 I develop a 

culturally preferred model of leadership and provide an interpretation of how this model 

builds interpersonal influence. In Chapter 6 I describe leadership on the ground in the 

community using three major themes: the trustworthy leader model, the SABLH, and 

leadership flowing through the group. Chapter 7 examines the relationship of the 

community and the state. Here I look at the various ways in which the community 

corroborates, ignores, rejects, and resists the views of the state and elite power.  

In Chapter 8 I review the progress of the research, summarize the findings, and 

examine areas for further research. The remainder of the chapter looks in detail at the 

contributions and significance of this research for Thai studies and Thai leader 

practitioners.  

 



 18 

Chapter Two 

2 CRITICAL THEORETICAL ISSUES AND REVIEW OF RELEVANT 

LITERATURE 

With some 30,000 books, research articles, and magazine articles on leadership published 

in the twentieth century (Dubrin, 1998:2) 1 , the question any would-be leadership 

researcher needs to ask is why another study? This chapter answers that question by 

looking at a series of issues that provide a rationale for this study and my approach. 

Working with a Thai organization where producing leaders is a major goal has stimulated 

my interest in a cultural account of how leadership operates in a Thai context. Over time I 

accumulated a growing number of questions through my own work-setting observations 

and experiences. Part of my search for answers was to look at the literature on Thai culture 

and leadership. While there are substantial materials in both areas many of my particular 

questions remain unanswered or unexamined. In sections 2.1-2.6 I look at a range of 

related literature and set forth a series of issues that serve as the problematics that provide 

the rationale for this study. At some points I set forth my own positions on key concepts 

for this project. In section 2.7 I then introduce three theoretical frameworks and explain 

why they are appropriate for answering the type of questions I raise in this study. 

2.1 Issues from the study of Thailand  

While this is a study of Thai leadership in a community of urban poor in Bangkok, the 

broader research context is Thailand. Thailand lies in the heart of peninsular Southeast 

Asia, covering approximately 514,000 square kilometres (somewhat smaller than Texas 

and about the size of France) and has an estimated population of 64,631,595 people (CIA 

                                                 

1In recent years there has been a literal explosion of leadership research. Bernard Bass relates that in the 1974 
edition of Stodgill's Handbook of Leadership there were 3,000 pre-1974 publications reviewed, but by the 
1990 edition the bibliography included 7,500 references (1990:xi, xv).  
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World Factbook, 2006).2 The population is roughly 75 per cent ethnic Thai3 divided into 

four regional dialects (central Thai, taught in the public school system, northern, 

northeastern, and southern), 14 per cent Chinese, and 11 per cent comprised of Malay, 

Khmer, and a number of tribal groups that are referred to as hill people (chao khao) by the 

Thai. Early Tai settlements were centred on cities (muang) with villages nearby, and by the 

thirteenth century rulers (jao) of these muang began to expand and link muang into 

confederations that became distinct political zones (Baker & Pasuk, 2005:5-8). There were 

several of these federations of city-states but it is from Sukhothai that the Thai people of 

today trace the founding of their nation in 1238 AD. Buddhism came to the Chao Phraya 

river basin by the fifth century and underwent a renewal in the thirteenth century as Sri 

Lankan monks brought the Theravada tradition which began to be patronized by the rulers 

of the city-states (Baker & Pasuk, 2005:7-8). Today the country is around 95 per cent 

Buddhist and religion is a core part of Thai identity where to be Thai is to be Buddhist.4  

Prior to World War II there was no organized research in or on Thailand, only the 

reports and observations of individuals (Ayal, 1978:x).5 Since the war there has been an 

explosion of Thai studies written both by foreign and Thai scholars. Yet this now massive 

                                                 

2The last census was in 2000 and the population was 60,606,900 (Lahmeyer, 2002). Estimates for 2005 from 
the Population statistics website was 68,422,000 (Lahmeyer, 2002). The CIA Factbook noted that the July 
2006 estimate took into account excess mortality from HIV/AIDS.  
3The term Tai is used for Tai peoples in general who share a common linguistic and cultural identity and later 
differentiated into separate but related groups (Wyatt, 1984:1). ‘Only over many centuries has a “Thai” 
culture, a civilization and identity, evolved as the product of interaction between Tai and indigenous and 
immigrant cultures’ (1984:1). On the origins of the Tai and the movement of Tai peoples into what is now 
Thailand see Wyatt (1984:1-16), Baker and Pasuk (2005:1-10), and Terwiel (1991:11-12).  
4Most numbers cited about religious adherents in Thailand list about 95 per cent Buddhist, somewhere 
around 4 per cent Muslim, somewhere less than 1 per cent Christian, a small Hindu community and then 
various other religions. See http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/th.html#Issues and 
http://go.hrw.com/atlas-/norm_htm/thailand.htm for examples of these numbers. 
5Ayal points out the convergence of several factors that led to Thailand becoming a hot spot for research. The 
war itself led to increased U. S. interest in Southeast Asia, the Communist takeover in China rerouted some 
China scholars to Thailand, and strong economic growth in the U. S. made it possible for some foundations 
that support research to be in a position to grant funds (1978:x). The Cornell Research Center and the related 
Bang Chan project was the first, starting in the 1950’s, and since that time there has been an expansion not 
only through North America but in many other countries as well (1978:x). Thai scholarship has also 
expanded over the past 40 years. The National Institute of Development Administration (NIDA) was founded 
in 1966 as an institute with Thammasat University and later on became a full university on its own, the Thai 
Khadi Research Institute was established in 1971, and the Chulalongkorn University Social Research 
Institute was founded in 1967. 
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record presents challenges to those doing research there. Two issues in particular are 

relevant to this study. The first is that analyses of Thai life and culture are often 

contradictory in their conclusions and that Thai society itself appears full of contradictions 

(Slagter & Kerbo, 2000:x).6 The tendency has been to respond in one of two ways to the 

dichotomies proposed: to see one as real or to see the dualities as givens, rooted in Thai 

culture (Anderson, 1978:232). Both of these responses have contributed to the reification 

of Thai culture, lending a kind of timelessness to key concepts. 7 Once concepts gain 

axiomatic status they are no longer questioned; variation and alternatives become either 

noise in the data or are written off to Thai uniqueness.  

A second issue concerns the way that official viewpoints represent elite interests, 

and how both Thai and foreign scholars have based their ideas of Thai culture on these 

elitist conceptions. The standard version of Thai history commonly traces the origins of the 

current nation-state to the founding of the Sukhothai kingdom (1238-1488) in the northern 

part of central Thailand, followed by the rise of the Kingdom of Ayuthaya (1351-1767) 

and then after its destruction by the Burmese, the reestablishment by Taksin in Thonburi 

(1768-1782). In 1782 the capital was moved from the west side of the river to the east side 

inaugurating the Rattanakosin era and the Chakri dynasty that continues to the present. The 

1855 Bowring treaty removed restrictions on trade and thus undercut the both the 

sovereignty and economic monopolies of the Siamese kings resulting in an economic 

colonization rather than a political one (see Siffin’s comment 1966:48, and Anderson, 1978 

:209). The treaty restructured the country’s socio-economic system as they moved into the 

world economy (Brummelhuis & Kemp, 1984:11) and initiated a process that transformed 

                                                 

6Cohen notes that contrasting conceptions of Thai society have been proposed (1991:11). Anderson,writing 
in 1978, notes the varying contradictory motifs that have been proposed for understanding Thai society: loose 
structure/rigid bureaucratic hierarchy, Buddhist activism/decline of the Sangha, dynamic rule/unchanging 
society, stability/instability, conservatism/decay (1978:231).  
7See Anderson for examples of this tendency to reify Thai culture. He cites the example of the entourage 
model of Hanks that has been taken as a ‘timeless reality’ and ‘uniquely Thai’ rather than as a model 
(1978:216-7). In a similar note he argues that the axiomatic modernizing-monarchs = patriotic-national-
heroes view has made it ‘easy to assume that late Jakri “high culture” represented Thai national culture’ 
(1978:227). 
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Siam into a modern nation-state (Keyes, 1987:44). The conventional interpretation of the 

response of the Siamese kings to their contact with a world dominated by Western powers 

contains the ideas that Thailand by virtue of its non-colonization is unique, that it was able 

to avoid colonization due to its stable and flexible leaders, and that the Chakri kings played 

the role of modernizing and national leaders (Anderson, 1978:198). In 1932 a military 

coup led by men who had been educated at the same institutions inside of and outside of 

Thailand brought an end to the absolute monarchy.8 The first permanent constitution was 

promulgated on 10 December 1932 with the military maintaining significant influence in 

the governance of the country.9 In the years 1932-2006 there have been 31 different prime 

ministers, with the military dominating until the early 1990s, and 16 constitutions. The 

latest constitution, drafted in 1997, was the first to be written with input from a nationwide 

public consultation process (TPRD, 2000:40). 

However the official and conventional account masks a number of other factors. 

This official version of history made up of a single tradition and a single unified nation has 

been consciously constructed since the reign of King Chulalongkorn (1868-1910) and 

represents ‘the attempt to impose a dominant national ideology on the populace’ (Keyes, 

1987:201). Turton points out that the idea of a single historical legacy inherited by all 

Thais is not only inaccurate but ideological and that the ruling class has maintained its 

position and the apparent consent of the people by ideological and violently coercive forms 

([1984:22; see also Cohen, 1991:12).10 Anderson sees the reforming policies of Ramas IV-

                                                 

8Keyes notes that it was probably the agreement by the King and coup promoters to continue the monarchy 
within the framework of a constitutional system that prevented the outbreak of civil war (1987:63) 
9Writing in 1984 Wyatt says, ‘much of the history of Thailand since 1932 revolves around the participation 
of the military, who seem to have had the last word on nearly every issue’ (Wyatt, 1984:243). In his opinion 
the military was in the ascendancy in the first 25 years after the overthrow of the monarchy and then since 
1957 its position has been gradually undermined (1984:243). Ockey, writing in 2004, has an important piece 
that reviews research on the Thai bureaucracy. He notes that in recent years scholars have proclaimed the 
death of the ‘bureaucratic polity’ (this will receive more attention in my review of literature on the 
bureaucracy) but points out that both the military and the civil bureaucracy still retain considerable power 
(Ockey, 2004a:146). 
10On the diversity of the Thai and early history of the Tai people see Wyatt, 1984:1ff. Reynolds asks the 
question if there is something hegemonic about Thai identity in Thai consciousness (Reynolds, 2002:26). In 
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VI not as the work of modernizing nationalist kings, but rather following on a small scale 

the patterns of European absolutism (1978:224-25). In this light the coup of 1932 was not a 

decisive break with absolutism but a ‘partial, mystified revolt … of absolutism’s own 

engine, the functionalized bureaucracy’ (1978:225).11  

These alternate accounts challenge received and elitist viewpoints and serve as a 

reminder that key concepts need to be freshly interrogated and not assumed to be 

unproblematic. They also show that a concept of culture is required that allows for a 

contested stability of meaning while avoiding essentialisms.  

2.2 Issues from the literature on Thai cultural values and social organization 

Much has been written about Thai worldviews, values, behaviours, and interpretations of 

Thai society and its social organization.12 While in a sense all cultural values impact the 

leader-follower relationship, this section focuses specifically on certain Thai values and 

aspects of social organization that are more critical to conceptions and practices of 

                                                                                                                                                    

the end he rejects subscribing to a view of false consciousness, but the thrust of his chapter shows the role of 
the Thai elite in the formation of identity that exists today.  
11Anderson questions the accepted view of the relationship between the monarchy and the modern Siamese 
nation, suggesting contradiction rather than ‘harmonious lineal descent from one to the other’ (1978:200). He 
argues that there has been a misinterpretation of the rationalizing and centralizing policies of Ramas IV-VI, 
reading the internal consolidation as identical with the development of the nation (1978:210). He sees in 
Thailand an example of ‘official nationalism’ defined as ‘the willed merger of nation and dynastic empire’ 
(1991:86) and ‘an anticipatory strategy adopted by dominant groups which are threatened with 
marginalization or exclusion from an emerging nationally-imagined community’ (1991:101). He argues that 
Siam had much more in common with the indirectly ruled principalities of Southeast Asia than they did with 
nationalist movements (1978:199-200), and that because it was the monarchy that constructed the 
centralizing colonial-style late nineteenth-century state it actually inhibited the growth of true nationalist 
movements (1978:211). 
12There is some overlap in the following categories, but these works represent a broad spectrum of some of 
the major studies done on Thailand, its social organization and cultural values. General overviews and studies 
specific to values and social organization: Wales (1934), Benedict (1943), Blanchard (1958), Likhit (1978), 
Gohlert (1991), Henderson (1971), Kusey (1988), Slagter and Kerbo (2000); scholarly works on Thai life: De 
Young (1955), Phillips (1965), Phongphit and Hewison (1990), CUSRI (1985), Snit (1979), Juree (1989), 
Kingshill (1960), Kaufman (1960), Kemp (1997), Mizuno (1976), Potter (1976), Akin (1975a), Sharp (1978); 
important works on specific aspect of Thai values and social organization: Basham (1989), Hanks (1962, 
1966, 1975), Klausner (1966), Kemp (1984), Terwiel (1984), Jacobs (1971), Cohen (1991); interpretations of 
Thai life and society: Embree (1950), Evers (1969), Jacobs (1971), Mulder (1992, 2000), Titaya (1976), Adul 
(1976); for a review and critique of the major interpretations of Thai life see chapter one of Suntaree (1990b); 
works of a more popular nature on Thai culture Cooper (1982), Fieg (1989), Holmes and Suchada (1995), 
Klausner (1997), (1993), Toews and McGregor (1998). There are numerous bibliographies on Thai studies as 
well which cover classic works and give a sense of the depth and breadth of work on Thailand: AUA 
Language Center Library (1971), Aymot & Suthep (1965), Cornell Thailand Project (1967), Institute of 
Developing Economies (1972), Hart (1977), Keyes (1979b, 2006), Library of Congress (2006), Mason 
(1958), Nelson (2006), Sternstein (1973), Thrombley & Siffin (1972), Thrombley, Siffin, & Pensri (1967), 
Central Library of Chulalongkorn University (1960), Weber & Hofer (1974), Wyatt (1971). 
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leadership and followership. In this section I examine notions of hierarchy, patron-client 

relations, and reciprocity and obligation.  

2.2.1 Hierarchy and patron-client relationships 

The hierarchical structure of Thai interpersonal relations has been widely noted in the 

literature 13  and is a feature of critical importance to understanding leader-follower 

relationships. Cohen sees the notion of hierarchy as one of the fundamental cultural codes 

of Thai society (1991:42). Hierarchical social relations rooted in the phuu yai-phuu noi14 

distinction have clearly delineated roles in their idealized form. The superior is considered 

to be morally superior and should act in a manner that gains respect from inferiors. Calm, 

kind, generous, and protective behaviour is expected (Akin, 1975a:109). Age or wealth 

alone do not guarantee respect, good Buddhist behaviour is necessary (Kaufman, 1960: 32-

3). While wealth puts one in the ‘superior’ position in a relationship, ‘wealth without the 

proper behaviour results in contempt and malicious gossip, and receives only token respect 

… ’ (Kaufman, 1960: 36). Inferiors are to relate to superiors with politeness, compliance, 

and respect, and are not to discuss or argue matters with them (Thinapan, 1975:62). Their 

behaviour should be characterised by obedience, respect, not doing anything to displease 

the superior, and to avoid behaviour that would be appropriate with an equal or inferior 

(Akin, 1975a:108)  

                                                 

13The literature noted in the previous footnote for the most part makes mention of this feature of Thai life. 
The pervasiveness of this principle in Thai socialization processes and throughout society is extensively 
documented. Kaufman in his village study notes that the ‘older-younger’ relationship is the most important 
determinant of social behaviour in the community (1960:31). Sharp observes that, ‘so fundamental is the 
hierarchy of age that parents of twins, though one be but a few minutes older, carefully train the younger to 
obey the elder’ (1978: 49). Akin points out that the dichotomy ‘high-low’ is important in Thai life and 
children are taught early to distinguish between the two (1975a:109). In physical relationships expressed with 
the human body the head is high and feet are low. Mulder summarizes by saying, ‘most relationships, 
therefore, are characterized by relative superiority versus inferiority’ (2000:85). For speculation on the 
origins of the hierarchical principle see discussion related to the Buddhist principle of merit (Akin, 1975a: 
103; Basham, 1989; Mulder, 2000:84-86; Thinapan, 1975:62), and Akin on the relationship of social 
structure and the environmental realities in the situation of abundant land and scarcity of manpower [1975a 
:94-5; 103-4]. 
14Phuu yai and phuu noi illustrate the hierarchical principle in social relations (Akin, 1975a:109). When phuu 
yai is used in contrast to a child it means a grown up, while in contexts where it is contrasted to phuu noi it 
takes on the idea of superior and phuu noi is the subordinate or inferior (1975a:108). Akin concludes that ‘the 
phuu yai-phuu noi distinction pervaded the whole of Thai society’ (1975a:109). 
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What complicates issues in the study of leadership in Thailand is the particular 

intellectual heritage in Thai studies that came to see hierarchy embodied in the specific 

form of patron-client relations15 as the core of Thai social organization.16 The consequence 

of this position is that all of leadership is subsumed under this rubric as well.17 Such a view 

is problematic on several counts. The first is that by giving it universal relevance it loses 

all its analytical power. It becomes impossible to make distinctions between what is and is 

                                                 

15Patron-client relationships, also referred to as clientship ‘refers to a dyadic relationship in which one party, 
the patron, is clearly superior to the other, the client; it is an instrumental friendship, in which striving for 
access to resources, whether natural or social, plays a vital part’ (Akin, 1975a: 93). A concise definition in 
sociological terms comes from Wolf who sees patron-client ties as a type of instrumental friendship where 
access to resources both natural and social is central (1966:12) as opposed to emotional friendship, ‘a relation 
between ego and alter in which each satisfies some emotional need in his opposite number’ (1966:10). ‘When 
instrumental friendship reaches a maximum point of imbalances so that one partner is clearly superior to the 
other in his capacity to grant goods and services, we approach the critical point where friendships give way to 
the patron-client tie’ (1966:16). Bennett places patron-client relations in the broader context of paternalistic 
social systems, which organize status differences within their hierarchical structure by complementary tasks 
so that necessary tasks can be efficiently performed (1968:472). Scott’s bibliographical essay in the classic 
work Friends, Followers and Factions: A Reader in Political Clientelism is the place to start in reviewing the 
vast number of materials on patronage, clientelism, and patron-client ties (1977). 
16Arghiros traces this problem in part as a backlash to the early ‘loose-structure’ views of Thai society. In its 
place a similarly universal and exclusive model was proposed which conceptualized Thai society as ‘a 
multitude of interlocking, asymmetrical, patron-client relationships’ (2001:2). Terwiel sees three different 
responses to the applicability of patron-client relations to the study of Thai society: for some it is the basic 
organizing principle of all society; others see it as a key for understanding key aspects of Thai society; and 
finally there are those who are more cautious, seeing it as a help in understanding things Thai and having 
heuristic value (1984:20). In a historical analysis, Akin suggests this type of authority structure and 
stratification was the Thai response to the problem of scarce manpower. During the Ayuthaya era the 
kingdom was organized on the basis of sakdina. Most likely the original meaning of sakdina was ‘power over 
rice fields’ (sakdi-power as resources or energy and naa-rice fields) (Akin, 1975a:102; Terwiel, 1984:22) and 
the system was used to assign a number of points ranging from 100,000 for the crown prince down to 5 for a 
slave (Akin, 1975a:102). The entire kingdom was divided and organized by these dignity points into units of 
nai (master), consisting of the princes and nobles, and phrai who were mostly peasants. This made up the 
basic units for political and military organization for the country (Akin, 1975a: 95, 97). ‘Clientship lay at the 
core of the crucial nai-phrai relationship. On the one hand, phrai provided the gifts on which the nai 
subsisted….On the other hand, nai settled disputes among their phrai and provided protection and assistance’ 
(1975a:111). This formal structure began to change in response to outside economic factors in the reign of 
Rama III. Akin documents the rise of three types of informal clientship which eventually ‘rendered sakdina 
increasingly invalid as a map of the actual social stratification and, moreover, undermined the system of 
offices established by the king’ (Akin, 1975a:120-23; see also Terwiel, 1984:21-23, and Jacobs, 1971:42, on 
the changes to the formal system). For other key works on patron-client relations in Thai society see Arghiros 
(1995), Bechstedt (1989), Chai-anan (1975), Haas (1978), Hanks (1962, 1966, 1975), Kemp (1982, 1984), 
Millar (1971), Neher (1986), Somkiat, Kullada, Haiyan, & Thongchai (1981), Terwiel (1984), Van Roy 
(1971), Wijeyewardene (1971). 
17I will list a few examples here of the all-embracing way that hierarchy and its manifestation in patron-client 
relations shapes any understanding of leadership in society. Henderson sees all social relationships as 
patterned after the basic patron-client model (1971:77). For Hanks, ‘with the exception of the bond between 
husband and wife, every liaison between people in this society takes on some forms of this patron-client 
relationship (Hanks, 1975: 200). He asserts that the notion of inequality inherent in patron-client transactions 
‘is the indispensable condition for group existence’ (1962:1249). Girling falls into the same assumptions 
drawing upon Neher (1991) and Gohlert (1991) to conclude that hierarchy and patron-client are at the centre 
of the authority structure and at the heart of the political process (1996:56). By any of these accounts, the 
only way to understand leadership at any level of society would be through the patron-client framework.  
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not patron-client (Arghiros, 2001:7; see also Kemp, 1982:156-7). Second, it obscures 

horizontal relations and differentiation, assuming beneficial relations between members of 

society and thus leaves no room for conflict between different strata in society (Arghiros, 

2001:6). Finally, the breadth and scope of relationships between individuals in Thailand 

cannot fit the definition of patron-client relationships in its most abstract and comparative 

form (Kemp, 1982:151).18 

I believe that making a clear distinction between the principle of hierarchy and 

patron-client relations is more analytically powerful than conflating the two, and that this 

distinction provides a better account for observed social life. Following Kemp, Arghiros, 

and Wolf, patron-client relations are dyadic, multifaceted, and asymmetrical, in an 

ongoing, personal, particularistic, and reciprocal relationship (Arghiros, 2001:7; Kemp, 

1982:153; Wolf, 1966:16). By way of contrast, hierarchy is present in all Thai dyadic 

relations. It is helpful to think of dyadic relations on a continuum ranging from the very 

formal patron-client bond of the nineteenth century on one end and kinship relations on the 

                                                 

18Kemp notes that it is difficult to justify the appropriation of patron-client or entourage terminology to 
describe long-term relations between individuals of different rank because these terms are generally much 
more restricted in their use to a more limited range of relationships and behaviours (1982:150). Writing in 
1971, Millar examined the applicability of clientship to three sets of relationships, those within the official 
class, between government officials and Chinese businessmen, and between the official class and the 
peasantry. He concludes that it is misleading to speak in general terms of the relationships between the 
peasantry and officials because it is avoidance of authority rather than clientship that is the most common 
response of the village to those in authority (1971:223). Kemp cites Moerman’s work on the synaptic village 
leader (Moerman, 1969) as an example of how the data does not support a simplistic entourage view of the 
social system. Noting the duality of perceptions on the role definitions of the village headman as part of the 
bureaucracy but also as part of the village, working between two sets of irreconcilable expectations, he 
concludes that it cannot be assumed that the headman is part of the entourage system that links the 
countryside to the urban world and government (1982:154). On a historical level the types of relationships 
between nai and phrai documented by Akin lack the personalism that is associated with patron-clientage and 
the rise of informal links that he documents (1975a: 120-3) shows that the formal system was not 
personalized and particularistic (Kemp, 1982:147-53). On another level, Suntaree’s survey data indicated that 
in the cognition and behaviour of ordinary Thai people the practice of ‘patronage’ was not the norm (1990b: 
155); instead it can explain some power groups within Thai society (1990b:155). Finally, Conner’s work 
showed that the traditional prestige determinants involved in the patron-client system are inadequate to 
explain all leader-follower relations (1996:401). He found that leadership based on baramii (a form of 
personal power) goes beyond clientelism at several key points (1996:372-6). Particularly significant is the 
fact that those who build on the baramii foundation do not have to keep up a continuing flow of tangible 
benefits in order to maintain their influence, rather it is based on the appreciation that outside observers have 
of their moral goodness and meritorious, selfless behaviour towards others (1996:375-6). 
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other (Kemp, 1984:64-5).19 Behaviour in hierarchical relations can be understood at one 

level as etiquettal role-play based on unwritten rules (Terwiel, 1984:23-28). 20  Finally, 

Arghiros makes what I consider to be a very important and helpful set of distinctions 

between true patron-client relations, and political patronage relations as asymmetrical 

relations of a specifically political kind. They are instrumental, short-term, and lack the 

personal component found in true patron-client relations. Politicians are adept at using the 

symbols and idioms of patron-client relations without entering into personal relations that 

require commitments on their part [Arghiros, 2001:37-8].  

What are the issues that hierarchy and patron-client relations raise for this research 

on leadership in Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW)? The first is to see if true patron-

client relations do exist and if they are implicated in the leadership structure. At the same 

time I also need to be looking at horizontal relations and networks to see how they are 

involved in leadership. Do people in the slum see themselves in terms of hierarchy or do 

they see themselves involved in more horizontal relations? Can relations between the state 

and the community be captured in the patron-client rubric? Finally, is there evidence of 

political forms of patronage or the use of patronage idiom within the slum or in its relations 

with the outside world? 

2.2.2 Interpersonal relationships: Reciprocity, gratitude, and obligation 

Suntaree Komin’s work on value study highlights the importance of obligation in the Thai 

social system (1990b). What she calls the grateful relationship orientation ranks second out 

of nine major value clusters in terms of their order of importance in the Thai cognitive 

                                                 

19Kemp sees these two poles as representing generalized reciprocity on the kinship side, where relations are 
not measured in terms of personal advantage, and giving is done without calculation of person benefit, and 
negative reciprocity on the formal side, where ‘an overlord attempts to wring the maximum service possible 
out of client freeman for the minimum return and the client does likewise in terms of the services offered by 
the nai’ (1982:155). On this continuum patron-client relations lie to the middle between the extremes of the 
poles because they are personalized and truly reciprocal (1982:155). 
20Bilmes captures a similar idea in a different terminology. He introduces the idea of relationship templates 
that specify ‘the orientation that actors have toward each other, general expectations regarding the other's 
behaviour' and by which social behaviour is judged (1996:3). In his opinion, hierarchical relations in the 
village he studied were mostly a matter of manners and not authority (1996:9). 
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system. In a more socially embedded setting Arghiros connects his discussion of the use of 

the idioms and symbols of patronage to the cultural assumptions that villagers bring to the 

relationship – assumptions deeply rooted in the norms of reciprocity, gratitude and moral 

indebtedness (2001:8-9). He goes so far as to say that these things underpin ‘almost all 

social relations’ and that ‘giving creates an obligation to reciprocate on behalf of the 

recipient. No act of giving in Thailand is performed without expectation of future return in 

some form or other, and the morality of reciprocal obligation is present in all relationships 

– with peers as with subordinates and superiors’ (2001:9). 

Grateful relationships are based in the concepts of indebted goodness (bunkhun) 

and gratitude (katanyuu). Bunkhun is rendered by helping, doing favours, expressing 

goodness and so on, and the proper response is gratitude (katanayu) expressed in two 

dimensions on the part of the recipient. The first is to ruu bunkhun, which means to know, 

acknowledge, be constantly conscious of and bear in one’s heart the kindness done; the 

second is to tawb thaen bunkhun, which means reciprocating the kindness whenever there 

is a possibility (1990b:139).21 Suntaree points out that Thais are brought up to value the 

process of reciprocity in goodness done and the ever-readiness to reciprocate. In a bunkhun 

relationship grateful reciprocation should be expressed on a continuous basis; it is not 

affected by time or distance, it cannot be measured quantitatively in material terms, and 

there are degrees of bunkhun ‘depending largely on the subjective perception of the 

obligated person, the degree of need, the amount of help, and the degree of concern of the 

person who renders help’ (1990b:139). Her conclusion is that ‘being Grateful to Bunkhun 

constitutes the root of any deep, meaningful relationship and friendship’ (1990b:139). 

                                                 

21‘Bunkhun … is a psychological bond between someone who, out of sheer kindness and sincerity, renders 
another person the needed helps and favours, and the latter’s remembering of the goodness done and his ever-
readiness to reciprocate the kindness’ (Suntaree, 1990b:139). 
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In his continuum of hierarchical relations Kemp introduces the dimension of 

reciprocity as well. The kinship pole is characterized by general reciprocity 22 and the 

formal relations (power) pole is characterized by negative reciprocity (1982:155). 23 Titaya 

suggests that role interactions vary from personal to impersonal based on whether or not a 

bunkhun-based grateful relationship is present (1976). Suntaree posits that the Thai easily 

compartmentalise themselves into the ‘I’ ego self and the ‘Me’ social self (1985: 183). 

Impersonal relations draw on the social self and are transactional, ‘etiquettal’, and 

contractual. Psychologically invested relationships are based in bunkhun that connect with 

the ‘I’ ego self (Suntaree, 1985:183; 1990b:5). Such relationships draw upon the values of 

gratitude, obligation, honesty, sincerity, and responsibility; while transactional 

relationships tap the values of ‘responsive to circumstances and opportunities’, polite, 

caring, considerate, self-control, and tolerance (1985:183). These are the values that make 

up Phillips’ ‘social cosmetic’ and are the mechanisms by which relationships proceed 

smoothly (Phillips, 1965).24 If the continuum of relationships represents the horizontal 

axis, the type of relationship is represented on the vertical axis. As you get closer to the 

kinship-generalized reciprocity end, you go higher on the relationship scale, with a 

stronger bond of interpersonal relations; conversely, the closer you get to the pole of power 

and negative reciprocity, the lower on the relationship scale you are, and relational bonds 

are very weak. 

The issue here for this research project will be to see to what extent grateful 

relationships are important to leader-follower relations. Are followers in the community in 

some sense obligated to leaders, and if so how is that obligation formed? On the other hand 

if grateful relations are not observed as the basis for the leader-follower relationship, what 

is the motivation for followers to comply and cooperate with leaders? As I noted in the 

                                                 

22Generalized reciprocity is where relations are not measured in terms of personal advantage. Giving is done 
without the calculation of personal benefit.  
23Negative reciprocity is where both sides attempt to maximize their benefits at the expense of the other.  
24‘Smooth interpersonal relationships’ ranked third overall in Komin’s nine value clusters. 
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section above, horizontal relations have been obscured by the focus on patron-client as the 

basis of the social system. The question needs to be asked if there are relations that lie 

outside of the reciprocity-obligation nexus, and if such relations do exist, how do they 

affect issues of cooperation and compliance?  

2.3 Issues relating to the concept of culture 

The concept of culture is an issue for this study because, as the previous two sections 

show, it is implicated at so many points in the attempt to understand Thai society. In 

sections 2.1 and 2.2 I have noted a series of problematics relating to the concept of culture 

and the study of Thai society ranging from reification, as with the patron-client model, 

ideological domination, contradictory interpretations, and claims of the uniqueness of the 

Thai. Culture is also an issue because my goal is to create a cultural account of leadership, 

yet it is quite obvious that people do not automatically reproduce the ideals and values of 

their social setting in their behaviour. It is overly simplistic to say that people do things 

because of their culture. All of these points highlight the need for a view of culture that is 

able to deal with dynamism, change, variation, and alternate views, while at the same time 

accounting for continuity and the shaping power of that which is intersubjectively shared. 

Durrenberger’s reminder of the manufactured nature of ‘Thainess’ and the reality of no 

singular Thai culture that can be appealed to sets forth a programme for the ethnographer 

to sort out what kinds of culture exist in Thailand, not just those that represent the current 

dominant ideology (1996:8-9). In this section I delineate a perspective on culture that will 

be used in the analysis of the data and for the kind of sorting out process that Durrenberger 

advocates. 

The complexity and controversy involved in trying to define culture can be seen in 

Kroeber and Kluckhohn's review that lists 164 definitions in seven major groupings of 

definitions with eleven subcategories for the English language (1963).25 The first to use 

                                                 

25For a sense of the controversy concerning the concept of culture see the discussions in Geertz (1973:2-16), 
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‘culture’ in its modern sense was E. B. Tylor who in 1871 defined it as ‘that complex 

whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 

capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society’ (Butler & Martorella, 

1979: 37). Tylor's definition is a kind of catch-all that includes everything that is not 

inherited biologically. The challenge of recent years has been to come up with a definition 

with some boundaries that at the same time avoids the problems of reification, 

essentialism, and cultural determinism on one hand and extreme relativism and 

deconstructionism on the other. In the former, cultures are seen as timeless, unchanging 

and discrete bounded entities (the culture of x) that determine the behaviours of those 

living inside of it, while in the latter, culture does not exist and there are only multiple 

voices and endlessly deferred meanings (Strauss & Quinn, 1997:5; Veroff & Goldberger, 

1995:14).  

Despair over the inability of the discipline to unambiguously define culture has led 

some to propose that anthropology can prosper without a concept of culture (Fox & King 

2002:4). I am choosing to retain the term because I think it has analytical power as a 

concept, and here I will spell out the way I will use the term in this research. Barth notes 

that the move from Tylor’s broad view to narrower idealist notions of culture has done 

very little to reduce the omnibus character of what is included in the concept of culture 

(2002:24).26 I am following Barth in a direction here in which he notes the irony of his 

                                                                                                                                                    

Strauss (1997:3-4), Brumann, (1999), Dickson, (2000:452 ff.), Van Fleet, (1979:81), Smith, (1994:96). Just 
as there have been those who have suggested that leadership may not actually exist, there are those who 
wonder about the utility of the concept of culture and others who would assert that there is no such thing as 
culture (see Brumann, 1999 for a detailed review of the current debate; see the discussion of the criterion 
problem in cross-cultural research in Nasif, Al-Daeaj, Ebrahimi, & Thibodeaux, 1991:82-3; also Strauss & 
Quinn, 1997:1, 4, for the ambivalent feelings of some anthropologists towards the culture concept). In 
addition to this, conceptions of culture are deeply bound with particular epistemologies and overall 
approaches, so prior assumptions shape and constrain understandings. Borofsky points out that definitions of 
culture are intimately related to epistemological considerations that are entangled in the poles of 
positivism/interpretivism and materialism/idealism (1994:24-8). 
26Keesing suggests that conceptions of culture can be broadly divided into two major camps, the materialist 
and idealist. Materialist approaches use broad definitions of culture as the total socially acquired way of life, 
socially transmitted patterns of behaviours, specific learned routines including both behaviour and thought, 
and the material and immaterial products that are a result of these (Brumann, 1999:S2-S6; Keesing, 1974:75-
6). Cultures are seen as adaptive systems where change and adaptation happen through a process that is 
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proposed solution, to move away from the omnibus version by placing culture into a larger 

class of events, that of human and social action (2002:35). Rather than seeing culture as a 

thing in itself, he proposes that the notion of idealist culture be seen as one among many 

elements in the larger class of human action (2002:35). Thus the view of culture I am 

espousing draws together idealist notions of culture (as values, meanings, symbols, and 

ideas) and social structure (concerning social organizations, family, clan, legal systems, 

polity, and so on) so as to retain the unity between the social and cultural aspects of all 

human actions (Barth, 2002:34).27  

Such a view roots human action in its socially embedded context and allows for 

both variation and consistency. Reified, homogenizing, and essentializing views grant a 

determining power to culture that is at odds with ethnographic evidence of diversity and 

variability. Placing culture in this larger context gives it a dynamism to see pattern without 

demanding determination, allowing for the constant interaction between public meaningful 

forms and private minds. Hannerz uses the imagery of the flow of a river current to explain 

this dynamic process where ‘the cultural flow consists of the externalizations of meaning 

which individuals produce through arrangements of overt forms, and the interpretations 

                                                                                                                                                    

analogous to natural selection. Primacy for adaptive change is given to the technological, subsistence 
economy, and social organization linked to production (Keesing, 1974: 75-6). The epistemologies here tend 
to be positivist and the research approach is modelled on the natural science model. On the other hand, 
idealist approaches use narrow definitions that have moved away from the focus on shared behaviours and 
artefacts to look at shared meanings, symbols, understandings and ideas (Brumann, 1999: S16). Relating 
these two approaches together, Keesing proposes that materialists are concerned with change and adaptation 
in the broad and complex cybernetic sociocultural systems that are composed of dynamically related 
subsystems such as economy, technology, demographics, and ideation. What idealists call culture is located 
in the ideational subsystem. While in the short run the best explanation for people's behaviour is their ideas 
(Kearney, 1984:4), in the long-term, environmental and material conditions take precedence. 
27Carrithers, like Barth, shifts the idea of culture from the notion that ‘people do things because of their 
culture’ to one that places it squarely in the midst of human interaction. He calls this the sociality theory of 
culture; that ‘people do things with, to, and in respect of each other, using means that we can describe, if we 
wish to, as cultural’ (1992:34). I do not think that either Barth or Carrithers are wanting to collapse 
anthropology into sociology. They are searching for a way to bring together the notions of culture, social 
interaction, and the various forms these take as social structure in such a way as to allow for the manifest 
variation that is observed in these without either taking a determinist stance (as in ‘people do things because 
of their culture’ or their ‘social structure’) or dismissing the obvious patterning that is shared among groups 
of people. Applying their views to my interest in creating a ‘cultural account’ of Thai leadership means that I 
am not simply looking at ideas, beliefs, and values and assuming their reproduction in social action. The 
account I want to develop shows how cultural components are drawn upon in social action and the creation of 
social structures. As Barth says, ‘if ideas have effects on people's action-we must make ourselves responsible 
for studying the effects by observing them in people's acts’ (Barth, 2002:29). 
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which individuals make of such displays – those of others as well as their own’ (1992:4). 

Thus while a river from afar appears to be permanent and unmoving, you can never step 

into it in the same place twice as it is moving; ‘even as you perceive structure, it is entirely 

dependent on ongoing process’ (1992:4). Linger makes the observation that it is this 

private/public interaction that can make short run observations of culture appear as either 

an ‘immutable, weighty legacy’ or a ‘drop in the sea of unique and often powerful private 

meanings’ (Linger, 1994:299). 

How does one then use the culture concept in analysis of social settings? Swidler 

has proposed a view that fits very well with the sociality and social action views of 

Carrithers and Barth. She sees culture as a ‘tool kit’ consisting of symbols, stories, rituals, 

and world-views that people use in varying configurations to solve problems (1986:273). 

Culture’s causal significance is not in defining the ends of action, ‘but in providing cultural 

components that are used to construct strategies of action’ (1986:273). Applying this view 

of culture means that I will examine cultural aspects such as hierarchy, vertical relations, 

reciprocity and obligation, and both culturally preferred models and behavioural models of 

leadership not as timeless realities or overwhelmingly powerful determining forces, but as 

the shared tools that people use to negotiate, make meaning, and pursue their goals within 

leader and follower relations. Variation, instead of being written out in the search for 

idealized forms and custom, is seen as a pervasive feature of human ideas and actions 

(Barth, 2002:29).  

2.4 Issues from the literature on Thai leadership 

Of the six issues that form the problematics for this study, the literature on leadership 

provides the most compelling case for additional investigation with a fresh approach on the 

subject of Thai leadership. In this section I highlight the silences and unexamined points in 

the literature on rural leadership and formal leadership studies and raise key questions that 

will be addressed by the methodology of this study.  
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2.4.1 Rural leadership 

While the Thai monarchs were theoretically absolute rulers, in practise there were a variety 

of leadership patterns, ranging from the monarch in the centre to the villages on the 

periphery (Ockey, 2004b:3). The more remote the town or village, the less control was 

exercised by the nobility and the centre; it was at the village level that patterns of 

leadership were most different from the absolutism of the monarch (2004b:4). The two 

primary types of leaders were the village headmen (phuu yai baan) who were informally 

elected by the elders (phuu yai) and the bandit or nakleng types.28 Turton documents three 

historical forms of unofficial leadership that were capable of influencing and mobilizing 

others. Such leaders tended to arise under the conditions of either absent or weak state 

power or where state power was being reasserted and was being opposed, (1991:170-1). 

He divides them into three classes: informal ad hoc types of pioneer leaders who were 

often the founders of communities, outlaws such as bandits and robbers, and religious 

virtuosi, particularly millenarian leaders that can be subdivided into those with 

extraordinary power or exceptional merit (1991:171).  

Traditionally village headmen came from among the leaders in the village 

communities themselves. However reforms during the reign of King Chulalongkorn (1869-

1910) brought the state to the village and the new government administrative units did not 

necessarily coincide with local natural community structure of the village (Keyes, 

1979a:225-27). This created a distinction between ‘elders’ (phuu yai) and headmen (phuu 

yai baan) based in two major types of sanction for authority at the village level. Elders are 

completely a part of the village social structure, sanctioned by peasant custom, and are not 

                                                 

28I discuss nakleng in more detail in Chapter 4 and Appendix 4. Nakleng has several nuances, but a general 
translation of bully or ruffian provides a sense of its meaning. Ockey notes that sometimes the elders and 
nakleng were merged into the same person, but most of the time the nakleng was a young tough (Ockey, 
2004b:4-5). 
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part of that which links the village to the nation.29 Village headmen are sanctioned through 

national sources, whether the bureaucracy or through knowledge of the national marketing 

system (1979a:219). Yatsushiro observed this dual authority structure where the village 

headman is the centre of the official authority in the village representing the state, while 

the ‘elders’ are the recognized leaders who are consulted individually or as a group about 

important village affairs and who play an active role in solving community problems 

(Yatsushiro, 1966:59,76).  

Table 1 summarizes a number of studies on rural leadership in relation to the kinds 

of factors that make a person potentially influential in the community.30 I roughly divide 

the various factors into external qualities (such as education or wealth), personal qualities 

(such as honesty), and attributions made by others (such as being respected).  

Table 1 Qualities of rural leaders 

External Qualities: social interaction, higher economic status (built by wealth as defined by income, land 
ownership, occupation),31 higher social status or rank (associated with formal position holding),32 education, 
experience in urban areas, special abilities, exposure to mass media, age (over 25 and primarily 35 to 55), 
male, has an honest occupation, involvement with village committees, capable in administrating village 
affairs, generally knowledgeable  
Personal Qualities: spirituality, strict in the practise of religion, upright and religious, holds tightly to 
morality and ethics, sacrificial, helps others, benevolent, generous, honest, speaks and acts truthfully, does 
not pressure others, industrious, informal and approachable, one who others can rely on for help both 
material and non-material, good manners, articulate, involved in activities for the public good, skilled in 
dealing with people on an interpersonal level to secure cooperation, a personality that is open to learn, tries 
new things, thinks and observes, is his own person, understands his community (Samphan et al., 1990:46ff). 

                                                 

29See Keyes (1979:221 footnote 5) for an extensive bibliography of sources about anthropological studies of 
villages that touch on the role of elders. The work of elders includes management of community affairs such 
as maintaining important village structures like the temple or school, acting to solicit funds for needed 
projects, mediating in disputes, and in some places organizing home guard groups (Keyes, 1979a:221-2). 
‘Elders’ are not really the most elderly, they are usually between age 35-55, while those who are truly old, 
though widely respected, are involved in more routine and religious affairs (1979a:222). 
30 Duncan (1980:135-6), Keyes (1979a), Manoonate (1981:40-2), Pira (1983:116), Radom (1980:217), 
Samphan, Bricha, & Chuun (1990), Somchai (1971:11-2), Wilson (1962:136), Yatsushiro (1966:37). 
31Wealth helps with influence in two ways: first by being able to loan money to others it creates obligation to 
that person, and second it enables one to make substantial contributions to the temple and charitable causes. 
Thus wealth must be properly employed in order to achieve prestige (Yatsushiro, 1966: 93-4). 
32The status and prestige system showed that people serving or who had served in important positions like 
the abbot, senior priests, village headman, school principal, former priests; those with a special skill (like the 
village doctor); the heads of influential clans; or the wealthy have the highest status and most prestige 
(Yatsushiro, 1966:93-4). Keyes notes the following as being important in the Thai peasant status system: 
wealth, religious achievement, management of activities with illicit or immoral overtones, and standing 
within kin groups (1979a:223). He points out that those with a reputation for doing illegal or immoral 
activities such as gambling games, or producing village whiskey, creates a negative image, but they move 
into leadership positions because they inspire fear in others; and in his opinion it is leadership in the 
community that causes fellow kinsmen to give a person a higher standing (1979a:224). 
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Attributions others make about them: the concepts of respect (khaorop and nabthuu) and of being acceptable 
(yawmrap) are what make it possible for a leader to influence followers. These are the qualities that make a 
person have khwaamben phuu nam suung (a high level of the quality of ‘being a leader’) and they have more 
ability to influence others to follow them (see Manoonate, 1981: 42; Samphan et al., 1990:46ff.). 

 

These descriptive studies are helpful, but they lack a theoretical base on which to 

integrate the various factors that may be necessary but not sufficient for leadership 

emergence and wielding interpersonal influence. What is needed is a way to see how these 

traits, factors, qualities, and attributions are related and if there are important 

configurations that emerge. A second issue is that while describing cultural dimensions 

they do not go beyond this point and give insight into how respect and acceptability 

develop and operate. 

2.4.2 Formal leadership studies 

The strengths and weaknesses of the literature on rural leadership and formal leadership 

studies dealing with educated subjects in the professional world are precisely opposite of 

each other. The rural material is descriptive and provides insights into how local culture 

impacts leadership, but it lacks a theoretical base. The problem with the majority of formal 

leadership studies is that they are too tied to theory and do not connect in a meaningful 

way to cultural issues. Table 2 shows the quantitative material where I examined either the 

full text or the abstract. This body of research is working on verifying theory that has been 

generated in the West, the sample populations under study are highly educated in 

professional careers, and the results do little to advance our understanding about how Thai 

leadership is conducted outside of the conceptual frames employed in the studies. There is 

very little here that gives insight into social influence processes. Culture is either ignored 

or treated as a black box and given unwarranted explanatory power.33 

                                                 

33I illustrate here from two of the Least Preferred Co-Worker (LPC) studies I examined. Somgao and Suda 
studied Tai managers and found that 69 per cent were between task and relationship extremes and 31 per cent 
were task oriented (1987:13-14). The authors suggest the mixed style shown in the results is part of the 
Buddhist middle way, while the task orientation is indicative of new values centreing on hard work 
(1987:14). Bungon used LPC measures and Hofstede’s national culture dimensions. She suggests that 
Buddhism and beliefs in karma may explain the Thai scores on the Hofstede dimensions. She also asserts that 
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Table 2 Quantitative studies 

Authors Population 
Studied 

Theoretical 
Orientation 

Summary of Results 

(Rangsit, 1993)-Ph.D.  military academy Leadership Ability 
Evaluation Survey 
(Cassel and Stancik 
1982) 

Trainees adopt autocratic 
leadership style 

(Pongsin, 1993)-Ph.D. 
thesis abstract, 
(Rachanee, 1988)-
Ph.D. 

hospital 
administrators, 
school principals 

Leader Behavior 
Analysis (LBA)-Four 
styles similar to 
Hersey/Blanchard styles 

More supportive behaviour than 
directive behaviour, most were 
supporting S3 style 

(Amara, 1992), 
(Phairot, 1992), (Titie, 
1997), (Usa, 1995), 
(Sariya, 
1980:abstract)-all 
Ph.D. theses, 
(Chanongkorn, 
1998:abstract)-D.B.A.  

middle managers, 
university 
department 
chairpersons, army 
officers, directors 
of kindergartens, 
secondary school 
principals, banking 

Leader Behaviour 
Description 
Questionnaire (LBDQ) 

High on both initiation of 
structure and consideration, high 
in both is most effective, second 
most effective is high concern 
for people and low initiating 
structure, teachers do not see as 
much consideration as they 
expect, Thais are more relational 
oriented 

(Pattarawalai, 1982)-
Ph.D.  

managers in 
manufacturing 
businesses 

Likert’s organizational 
system model and 
Mott’s organizational 
effectiveness model 

Managerial style was between 
Benevolent-Authoritarian and 
Consultative style; there was 
significant difference 
managerial style between the 
actual and ideal style which was 
close to the Participative style; 
the closer managerial style was 
to the Participative style the 
more effective they were 

(Pratana, 
1999:abstract)-Ph.D. 

bank executives Leadership 
Effectiveness 
Framework-Seven 
competencies 

Exemplary performing 
executives scored high on all 
seven competencies. 

(Duangduen, 2000)-
journal 

summary article on 
12 LPC studies in 
Thailand 

Least Preferred 
Coworker (LPC) from 
Fiedler’s contingency 
theory 

Thai studies show weak support 
of Fiedler (2000:104). 

(Jirapon, 
1995:abstract)-Ph.D. 

forestry 
administrators 

Leadership Practices 
Inventory from Kouzes 
and Posner 

Higher performing 
administrators scored higher on 
all five measures of the LPI. 

(Jirapon, 
1995:abstract)-D.B.A. 

subordinates of 
middles and lower 
level managers in 
Thai organizations 

Multifactor Leadership 
Questionnaire-
transformational 
leadership 

Idealized influence explained 
most of the variance on 
subordinate’s job satisfaction. 

(Chamrat, 
1986:abstract)-Ph.D. 

primary school 
principals 

Minnesota Satisfaction 
Questionnaire (MSQ) 
and Profile of a School 
(POS) 

Specific leadership behaviour on 
the part of principals relates 
directly to teacher job 
satisfaction. 

(Churcksuwan, 1982)-
Ph.D, (Thadchaphon 
Aphimonbute, 
1999:abstract)-D.B.A. 

secondary school 
principals, public 
and private higher 
academic 
professionals 

LEAD-self and LEAD-
other on Hersey and 
Blanchard’s four styles 

Primary style was S2-high task 
and high relationship. 

                                                                                                                                                    

in spite of rapid economic growth Thai culture is very homogeneous (1991:48-50). Some of the authors in the 
literature cited above have realized the limitations of their approach and called for qualitative studies to 
examine further the issues raised by their research. Thadchaphon calls for qualitative work on factors that 
relate to the leadership styles (1999) and Pongsin suggests using subordinate perception to study leadership 
style and to perform qualitative research on factors that relate to leadership style and adaptability (1993). 
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Verification studies like these have two major limitations. They can only measure 

the constructs the preset questions are designed to measure, and when those constructs 

have been generated elsewhere it casts doubt on how well they can capture what is 

happening in a different social setting. They also face the problem of circularity in 

causality. Wright notes that when data on behaviour or characteristics of leaders is 

collected at the same time as data on the hypothesized effects on followers, it becomes 

impossible to establish the direction of causality (see also Steers, Porter, & Bigley, 

1996:170; 1996: 4).  

Literature with an explicit focus on leadership that does not take a quantitative 

approach is quite limited (Blanc Szanton, 1982; Conner, 1996; Sarote Phornprapha, 1995). 

There is more work on Thai political leaders, but this tends to be a better source for patron-

client relations and issues at a national level.34 From my perspective the most interesting 

and beneficial material comes from writers who sought to understand leadership in its 

cultural context. Hallinger and Pornkasem studied three schools that had successfully 

implemented education reforms and maintained them over a seven year period (2000). 

Contrary to the normal assumption of authoritarian leadership, they were surprised to find 

that principals’ participatory leadership was a critical key to the change process. By 

relinquishing some of the authority given to them through the high power distance that 

normally adheres between a principal and staff they were able to overcome cultural values 

observed to work against the process of educational reforms in the country (2000).  

Sarote used Misumi’s (1985) performance (P) and maintenance (M) orientations as 

the framework for organizing data collected using critical incident methodology to study 

leadership style preferences in the operative staff of a restaurant chain in Bangkok (1995). 

                                                 

34Chakrit, 1981; McCargo, 1993; Montri, 1984; Ockey, 1996, 2004b; Surin, 1993; Yos, 1989, 1990. Michael 
Nelson, Center for the Study of Thai Politics and Democracy, King Prajadhipok Institute, Nonthaburi, 
Thailand in cooperation with the University of Leeds has developed an online bibliography of Western 
language sources on Thai politics (Nelson, 2006).  
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Sacrifice, in the sense of helping employees outside of the formal work relationship, 

teaching, and coaching were all considered positive. Use of power, mismanagement of 

emotions, a lack of self-assertiveness, and bias were all negative. Unfortunately Sarote did 

not expand on the very rich qualitative data, devoting only four pages to relating that 

material to Thai culture (1995:261, 265-7).  

Suntaree has applied her work on Thai values to issues of leadership and 

organizations. She explains that while there may be many universal leader traits, some 

traits of the Thai that would not appear in other cultural groups (1994:35). One of these 

traits she suggests is baramii, which allows the leader to command respect, love, loyalty 

and sacrifice from others. She defines baramii in this context as ‘the inherent goodness that 

the person has acquired as a result of years of good, respectable, and warm interactions 

with people’ (1994:35). Conner interviewed leaders in five contexts (civilian government, 

military/police, Buddhist clergy, business and local community leaders) to try and 

understand what makes a good leader (1996). He discovered three key Thai concepts that 

form the foundations for leadership: authority (amnaat), influence (ittipon) and personal 

power (baramii) (1996:213). Conner’s narrative leadership profiles show a factor common 

to all three leadership foundations: the ability to influence others (1996:347). He concluded 

that baramii, which forms its power base through interpersonal moral goodness, is the 

culturally preferred foundation for leadership at least in the northeastern Thai context 

(1996: 274-76). 

This review of leadership literature suggests a research programme in two areas: 

studying under-examined areas, and expanding upon what is already known. This includes 

working on theory generation, a qualitative approach, and using local actor perspectives 

among a sample population that is not highly educated. The goal should include expanding 

understanding of mechanisms of interpersonal influence. Finally, there should be an 

attempt to relate component parts meaningfully so that there are configurations of traits, 

behaviours, and qualities rather than just descriptive lists.  
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2.5 Issues from the definition of leadership 

Thus far I have used the terms ‘leadership’, ‘followership’, ‘leaders’, and ‘followers’ in an 

uncritical and casual fashion. The reality is that leadership is a highly contested concept, 

and it is an issue for this study not only because of its lack of definitional clarity, but also 

because of the assumptions that govern its use. Leadership was once thought to be a 

relatively simple concept, but now is known to be incredibly complex;35 this complexity 

becomes quite clear when trying to define it.36 The problem of a lack of definitional clarity 

is seen in the following summary of elements that are generally included in a definition: 

leaders and followers, group phenomena, interaction of two or more persons, intentional 

processes of influence by the leaders over the followers, and goal attainment (Bryman, 

1992:1-2; Elliston, 1992:38; Hackman & Johnson, 2000:11-12; Northhouse, 2001:3). Note 

the assumption here of the presence of leaders and followers. To define leadership by 

assuming the roles of leaders and followers is tautological and does little to clarify what is 

happening on the ground. Real life situations are composed of many types of relations 

within groups that have tasks to accomplish. There can be formal positions 

(superior/subordinate or employer/employee), a mixture of formal positions and people of 

influence who have no formal role, or subgroups within the larger group that handle tasks 

as a group. In some cases there are formal positions that have no or very little authority to 

compel compliance or cooperation.  

                                                 

35Van Fleet and Yukl point out that leadership research faces some of the same difficulties that have been 
encountered in nuclear physics (1989:65). As the probing of the atom has led to the discovery of increasingly 
smaller and more fundamental component parts and the realization that it is ‘amazingly elusive to understand 
… so it is with leadership research’ (1989:65). They note that leadership, which was once thought to be a 
‘relatively simple construct’, is now recognized as ‘among the more complex social phenomena’ (1989:66). 
Smith and Peterson liken the search for the ‘essence’ of leadership to the medieval alchemists search for the 
philosopher’s stone (1988:11). They note that some seventy years of leadership research has led to the 
abandonment of the search for a simple essence of leadership to more sophisticated analysis (1988:11, 14). 
36Bass and Stodgill’s rough classification scheme identifies 12 different ways in which leadership has been 
conceived (1990:11-19). Leadership has been seen as a focus on group processes with the leader in the 
centre; as personality; as the art of inducing compliance; as influence to obtain goals; as an act of behaviour; 
as behaviour that results in others acting or responding in a shared direction; as a form of persuasion; as a 
power relation; as an instrument of goal achievement; as an emerging effect of interaction, which sees the 
leader as the effect and not the cause; as a differentiated role; as the initiation of structure; and combinations 
of all of these.  
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The second problem I noted follows from the first. Even when interpersonal 

influence is acknowledged (see Conger & Kanungo, 1998:38, 48; Lord & Maher, 1991:11; 

Wright, 1996:1) the default position of leadership studies in general assumes that formal 

position holders are having an effect upon those under their authority.37 It is no revelation 

at all to say the obvious that formal position does not necessarily mean that one is leading 

and others are voluntarily following. An attempt to circumvent this problem is the notion 

of making a distinction between leadership and management.38 This usually is done by 

placing the domains of change and a response of voluntary cooperation on the leadership 

side, and coordination for task accomplishment and formal authority on the management 

side. While it may be possible and analytically useful to separate the two, real life 

situations inevitably join the two sets of activities.  

The issues I have highlighted here have practical consequences for the study of 

leadership. The conflation of leaders with formal position holders means that much of the 

actual influence in a social setting can be missed. It also means that the leadership 

literature is weak in the area of how cooperation is rendered in situations where there is no 

positional power. I address these points in this study by taking leadership as the entire 

process whereby a group accomplishes a task through all the forms of interpersonal 

influence operating within that group. The wielding of influence is not a permanent 

possession of an individual or subgroups; it moves throughout the group as circumstances 

                                                 

37Take for instance the most comprehensive overview text, Bass and Stodgill’s Handbook of Leadership. A 
study of the table of contents reveals how much of the study of leadership is connected with organizational 
life, work, and the role of managers. The conflation is even more obvious in the subject index where under 
subordinates there are ‘see also’ entries for employees, followers, leader-follower relations, and workers. The 
subject index lists a single entry for voluntary organizations on one page in a book of over 1,000 pages. 
38There is a lively debate in the leadership literature as to whether or not leadership and management is the 
same thing. Rost, who separates the two, devotes a whole chapter to discussing the issue and provides a good 
overview of some of the literature that raised this concern (1991:129-52). When you separate the two you 
then must make a very tight definition of both. Thus Rost defines leadership as ‘an influence relationship 
among leaders and followers who intend real changes that reflect their mutual purposes’ (1991:102) and 
management as ‘an authority relationship between at least one manager and one subordinate who coordinate 
their activities to produce and sell particular goods and/or services’ (1991:145). While theoretical separation 
in the sense of an ideal type may be possible for analytical purposes, it seems to me that in studies of real life 
settings the two are so intertwined that separating them is nearly impossible. Separation also misses the 
holistic perspective of configurations of skills, behaviour, traits, and values that are inherent in relations 
where groups have to function as a group and accomplish some kind of task together.  
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change, and it embraces both those who hold formal positions and those who do not. The 

ethnographic task in this study is to endeavour to capture as much of that process as 

possible and not simply to focus on formal position holders.  

If leadership is a process and can be diffused through a group or subgroups, then 

the traditional sense of leaders and followers is altered. This raises the issue of how to refer 

to the various interpersonal relationships where influence is occurring. It would be more 

accurate to use specific names (for instance committee member/community resident), but 

this creates awkwardness in the text. I will retain the use of leaders and followers for its 

heuristic value in pointing to influence relations and for the way it simplifies the text. 

However it must be remembered that I am using the terms in a very qualified and 

constrained sense as fluid influence relations that are part of the broader process of task 

accomplishment for the group. I am disconnecting leading from its association with a 

formal position. 

A perspective that fits well with my broad view of leadership as a process within a 

group is found in the work of Weber on corporate groups, imperative coordination, and the 

issues of legitimacy and authority. For Weber, the distinguishing mark of a corporate 

group was the differentiation of roles in terms of authority (Parsons, 1947:56). Weber’s 

work hits right at the critical issue when considering leadership as a process of 

interpersonal influence – legitimacy. Weber points out that systems of authority in groups 

always attempt ‘to establish and to cultivate the belief in its “legitimacy”’ (1947:325) and 

that ‘a criterion of every true relation of imperative control…is a certain minimum of 

voluntary submission’ (1947:324). The issues of legitimacy and voluntary submission 

strike at the heart of the process of leadership in the slum. Community committee members 

have a formal position but no authority; the only way that they can secure cooperation or 

compliance is if the community members see them as having some level of legitimacy. 

Weber developed three pure or ideal types of legitimate authority: rational-legal, 
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traditional, and charismatic.39 In this study of the process of leadership in a community, I 

will be locating the various types of influence on this continuum of legitimate authority. 

Weber points out that we should not expect real phenomena to coincide precisely with a 

single ideal type; instead we should expect that one phenomenon could fit different ideal 

types depending on the aspect under examination. 40  What is important is that these 

analytical tools help to focus and clarify the critical issue of legitimacy in the social 

influence processes happening in the community.  

2.6 Issues from the literature on Thai bureaucracy  

In the previous section I linked my view of leadership as a process diffused over a group 

with the concept of legitimacy. This connection makes the literature on bureaucracy 

important because different forms of legitimacy produce different types of administrative 

staff to execute that authority (Weber, 1947:324-5). Although the type of legitimacy has 

changed over time it has been the norm for researchers to use the term ‘bureaucracy’ to 

describe the administrative system from the Ayuthayan era to the present..  

The notion of bureaucracy as articulated by Weber 41  has been read back into 

history when describing the administrative reform of Trailok in the 1450s.42 Descriptions 

                                                 

39The basis for legitimacy in traditional authority is in the ‘sanctity of the order and the attendant powers of 
control as they have been handed down from the past’ (Weber, 1947:341). Those with authority are 
‘traditionally transmitted rulers’ and the individual has authority by virtue of their traditional status 
(1947:341). Rational-legal authority is based in a belief in the legality ‘of patterns of normative rules and the 
right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands’ (1947:328). Here obedience is 
rendered to the legally established impersonal order. Charismatic authority rests on the ‘devotion to the 
specific and exceptional sanctity, heroism, or exemplary character of an individual person’ (1947:328) which 
is based in the individual’s belief in the charismatic claim. Thus it is the attitude of the followers and not the 
personal attributes of the leader that create charismatic authority (see Rustow, 1970:17). I follow Wilson’s 
stronger sense of the understanding of Weber’s use of charisma. Wilson sees Weber’s ideal types of 
legitimate authority as ideal constructs intended to be timeless but having an unequal incidence in different 
historical periods (1975:1). In this robust view of charisma, the claim must be supernatural and the critical 
issue is how the individual is actually regarded by those subject to his charismatic authority (1975:4). 
40Weber noted that none of these three ideal types were usually found in historical cases in their pure form 
(1947:329). Speaking of organizational principles, Weber says of ‘pure types’ that they ‘are to be considered 
merely border cases which are of special and indispensable analytical value, and bracket historical reality 
which almost always appears in mixed forms’ (1978:1002). 
41The ideal type of a bureaucratic administrative staff is spelled out in detail in Weber (1947:333-6) and 
(1978:958-63). The claim to obedience is not to an individual but to an impersonal order (1947:330). Ideally 
this type of administrative staff is productive, rational, and efficient (see Siffin, 1966:159). 
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of the administration of the Ayuthayan era show it to be patrimonial domination in the 

Weberian sense (see Weber, 1978:1010-15); the administrative staff was clearly not 

committed to an impersonal purpose or abstract norms but was directly the servant of the 

king (kha ratchakan). Siffin points out that the system developed by Trailok was both 

functional and social; he calls it a socio-bureaucratic organization that fused officialdom 

and society in an ‘elaborate hierarchical plan’ (1966:18-19).  

The uncritical use of bureaucracy to apply to all forms and eras of Thai 

administration is problematic for two reasons. First, the misapplication of the Weberian 

concept of bureaucracy to describe Thai administration forms from Trailok to the present 

implies a continuity both in the forms of legitimacy and its associated administrative staff 

that is at odds with the empirical data.43 Since the end of the absolute monarchy in 1932 

the state has forged a legitimacy that in Weberian terms includes both traditional and legal 

elements, but as will be seen, not the rational. Turton observes that the state’s monopoly on 

legitimacy has developed because of the close identification of the concepts of 

bureaucracy, the government, state, nation, monarchy and religion (1984:21).44 Weber’s 

comment must be kept in mind here, that the basis of every system of authority and 

willingness to obey is a belief, and the composition of this belief is not simple (Weber, 

1947:382). For most Thai this belief is a complex amalgamation of traditional and legal 

                                                                                                                                                    

42See for instance Chai-anan (1987b:15), Likhit (1973), Riggs (1966), Siffin (1966), and Jacobs (1971). In 
some instances caveats are made that this is not bureaucracy in the Weberian sense, but the tendency is to 
utilize the term broadly to refer to the type of administrative staff from the mid-1400s on.  
43Turton identifies two broad approaches to explaining the relative weight of ideological elements and the 
extent to which they have been transformed or superseded (Turton, 1984:25). One stresses continuity while 
the other sees discontinuities, which he feels is the more convincing (1984:25). In such a view the 
centralization project of Rama V required a new legitimacy as it was a new absolutism (1984:25-6). Thus 
there was a break between the old sakdina system and Chulalongkorn’s ‘recharged’ sakdina state where the 
actual sakdina system was abolished. Similarly after the 1932 coup, the military, as the dominant ruling 
group, inherited this ideological apparatus, ‘much of which they kept intact or even further “recharged”’ 
(1984:28). These examples do not exhaust Turton’s point that we should be wary of views that show Thai 
ideology and the traditional state in static or monolithic form (1984:28). My argument here is that at each 
nodal point there is a change in the way that legitimacy is conceived and this also impacts the formation of 
the administrative staff. 
44See Pasuk and Sungsidh for a brief overview of the change in conceptions of legitimacy from the absolute 
monarchy to the post-1932 military leadership to the Sarit’s revitalization of absolutism where governmental 
authority flows from the king (1994:134).  
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elements where the monarch functions as the symbolic centre that holds everything 

together. The use of the ‘bureaucracy’ to describe the administrative staff that grows from 

this complex of traditional and legal elements risks bringing in other connotations than 

allowed by Weber that are not appropriate in the Thai setting. 

The second reason is that uncritical use (even with caveats and qualifiers) of the 

term ‘bureaucracy’ from the mid-1400s to the present, with its Weberian overtones, 

obscures the presence of sakdina culture and values that still adhere in Thai officialdom. It 

would be inaccurate to posit a continuity of patrimonial and sakdina values and practices in 

the administrative staff from the Ayuthayan era to the present. However the documented 

characteristics and practices of the present day civil service show both persistence and 

creative reassembling under new conditions of such values. The nai-phrai (master-

commoner) relationship no longer exists, the sense of kha raatchakaan (originally servant 

of the king) is now ‘civil servant’, and administrative staff are not patrimonial retainers of 

the King but salaried employees; yet elements of personalism, paternalism, 

hierarchicalism, seeing one’s position as a personal possession, factionalism, and top-down 

decision making are still normative behaviours today in Thai administration today.45 Siffin 

points out that rationality, efficiency, functional performance, and emphasis on 

productivity are not highly valued in the system (1966:162). Pasuk and Sungsidh relate the 

weak concept of public office to current values influenced by the sakdina46 era practice of 

not providing the nobility (khun nang) with a stipend (Pasuk & Sungsidh, 1994:133-35). 

They had to extract their income in a variety of ways from those under them. Among the 

people the diversion of a portion of the taxes and fees was not considered problematic, but 

for those who exploited their position the term kin muang (‘eating the state’) was used 

(1994:7). While theoretically the state exists to serve the interests of the people (Turton, 

                                                 

45For details on Thai administrative behaviour see Jacobs (1971:79-89], Girling (1981:147), Rubin (1979; 
1980), Siffin (1966:150-68), and Chai-anan (1987a; 1987b:91-3), Mosel (1959), and Demaine (1986:106-
109). 
46I have given the details on the meaning of sakdina in footnote 16 (p. 24). 
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1984:29), conceptions that have their roots in traditional values of deference and seeing 

government officials as masters and patrons have ‘permitted government officials to 

exploit power and position for private gain’ (Pasuk & Sungsidh, 1994:7). 

When looking at issues of legitimacy and administrative values and behaviour, 

there is evidence of dynamism and discontinuity with the past. Yet even when differences 

are pronounced it is not so much a new creation as a fresh configuration reassembled and 

reinterpreted from cultural resources both past and present. The issues of legitimacy and 

administrative values and practices are important to this study because they touch upon the 

basis for voluntary cooperation and the perception of and response to varying leadership 

patterns within the community. In my thinking it is a weakness of the formal leadership 

literature that it has neglected to interact with the political science literature and its clearly 

documented patterns of behaviour among officialdom to see how it may impact leading 

and following both inside and outside government contexts.  

I have suggested that using ‘bureaucracy’ to refer to the Thai administrative system 

is misleading, at least for the purposes of this research.47 My concern is not that of the 

political scientist who is trying to describe the Thai polity; rather it is on perception and 

conduct when people are in contexts of leading/following. Because administrative 

behaviour and values play an important role in the analysis chapters to come I am going to 

suggest a terminology that highlights issues that are germane to this study. I am drawing 

upon two ideas that I found in Siffin’s work, the idea of the administrative system (he uses 

the term bureaucracy) as a social system, or at least a major subsystem of Thai society 

(1966:160), and his use of the term sakdi (rank, authority, status, pronounced ‘sak’) to 

describe the four-component system that indicated a person’s rank and status (sakdi) in the 
                                                 

47There are casual uses of the term bureaucracy as a synonym for administration that could be acceptable 
when talking about the Thai government in broad terms, and this is not the focus of my argument. What is 
problematic is when legitimacy and the values of the administrative staff are under consideration, the use of 
bureaucracy can distort rather than clarify the Thai setting. The same problems adhere whether using Jacobs’ 
terminology of ‘patrimonial-bureaucracy’ (Jacobs, 1971:5) or even the Thai term sakdina. In both cases there 
is the risk of implying that patrimonialism or sakdina as systems are still in place or that their values have 
simply come straight across over time.  
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Ayuthayan system (1966:19).48 I will use ‘sakdi administrative behaviour’ (SAB) to refer 

to Thai administrative behaviour as documented above with a particular emphasis on the 

way that acquiring status and rank affects a change in the way the rank holders see others 

and how others see them. I have purposely not used the idea of sakdina culture or 

patrimonialism in order to create a sense of space from these historical systems to show 

that SAB is a new configuration in changed historical circumstances with elements of 

continuity with the past.49  

2.7 Three theoretical frameworks and their relevance to this research 

In the previous sections I have identified a series of problematics that provide a rationale 

for a study of Thai leadership from a cultural perspective. In the remainder of this chapter I 

introduce theoretical frameworks that have the ability to examine leadership with a 

sensitivity to issues of culture. Attributional theories,50 implicit theories of leadership,51 

                                                 

48The entire system of rank and status indicators (a person’s sakdi) was composed of four parts: the sakdina 
dignity mark system, yasa which were honorific titles, rajadinama that began as names assigned by the King 
and later became the name of the incumbents in the official posts, and tamnaeng which were terms indicating 
the grade of rank of the particular office (Siffin, 1966:18).  
49I am aware that there are a number of objections that could be raised to this analysis and the coining of a 
new term here. In choosing a new term with a Thai concept at its base I am not playing the ‘Thailand is 
unique’ card and asserting that Thai society cannot be analysed comparatively. There is a need for global 
comparison, but my point here is that the use of Western sociological terms can obscure more than they 
clarify in the Thai context. Because my concern is leadership in a micro-level setting I want to tap into Thai 
concepts first and foremost with comparison being a secondary concern. Another objection could be to assert 
that the days of the bureaucratic polity of Riggs (1966) are long gone. Rapid growth and changing economic 
conditions and have changed the political culture radically since mid 1960s. Note however Ockey’s point that 
‘while the autonomy of the bureaucracy has been eroded, not least by the power of elected politicians able to 
promote and transfer senior bureaucrats, the bureaucracy, both the military and the civil service, retain 
considerable power’ (Ockey, 2004a:146). Finally, I could be accused of SAB being another reification of 
Thai culture. I want to be very clear that with SAB I am not suggesting something that is static or universal. I 
am making the same caveats here that Turton makes (1984:32). I acknowledge that there are officials who 
work in a more rational way and that there is a legal and increasingly rational sense relating to legitimacy that 
can be observed (see Bilme’s observation of a changing attitude that sees government officials as agents of 
law administered impersonally 1996:7). Yet and still these are changes that have not completely ‘taken’ in 
the system on the whole. I saw a sign in the waiting area of the driver’s licensing agency. It said, ‘Civil 
servants in the new era are completely willing to serve’ (kha raatchakaan yuk mai temjai hai borikaan) (DS-
290). The very necessity of putting up such a sign to inform everyone of this remarkable attitudinal change 
(in case we missed it while interacting with them at the windows) is a reminder that serving the people has 
not traditionally been part of the purview of the ordinary civil servant. 
50Attribution is what happens when we observe the behaviour of others and seek to make causal explanations 
for what is happening around us. Attribution theory has been applied in leadership research both in the 
direction of leader attributions about followers and follower attributions about leaders. I am using the latter in 
examining leadership from a follower-centric perspective. 
51Implicit theories of leadership are the beliefs that people have about how leaders should behave and what is 
expected from them. It is based in theories of attribution and cognitive categorization systems where 



 47

and the notion of cultural models,52 will be drawn upon because of their ability to elucidate 

cultural dimensions of social influence processes. Before looking at these frameworks in 

detail I will briefly set them in their context within the broader history of leadership 

research.  

2.7.1 Locating the three theoretical frameworks in the leadership literature  

The literature on leadership is massive and continues to grow at a rapid pace.53 The result 

of differing approaches, terminologies, and levels of analysis, has been a theoretical 

splintering, each with some empirical support (Conger & Kanungo, 1998:36). This 

diversity means that it is incumbent on any research project to locate its theoretical 

perspectives in the broader stream of research. There are a number of overviews of 

leadership studies54 employing various classification systems55 that document the major 

eras and paradigms in the field. These show a clear sequence in the exploratory research on 

leadership from basic rules of thumb and maxims, to traits, then to factor analytic studies 

of traits that gave the two classic dimensions of task and person orientation, and finally to 

situational qualifiers that can be clumped together under what are generally called 

                                                                                                                                                    

individuals develop a prototype of what a leader should be like. 
52Human beings create abstracted representations of the environment that are very constrained by their 
sociocultural environment. These representations are called schemas and help to organize our experiences. 
Schemas that we share with others in our own sociocultural setting are called cultural models. These models 
are both public in that they are shared and personal in that each person internalizes them in a unique fashion. 
53Grint searched the Business Periodicals Ondisk system, which provides coverage to the majority of the 
relevant titles in the English language, and discovered that between 1986 and 1996 there were 17,800 
management journal articles written on leadership, amounting to about one article per hour over the period 
(1997b:115-16). 
54 The most comprehensive treatments of leadership theories and models are found in the work of Bass 
(1990) and Yukl (2002). Detailed reviews of the empirical evidence for the major models can be found in 
Bass (1990), Yukl (2002), Gibb (1969), and House (1979). There are numerous articles and books which 
recount in one way or another the history of leadership research in its major paradigms and discuss the issues 
involved in defining the term leadership; examples that have not already been cited above would be Dubrin 
(1998), Northouse (2001), Rost (1991), Fleet and Yukl (1989), Hackman and Johnson (2000), Clark and 
Clark (1994), Chemers (1993), Bryman (1986), and Clinton (1992). 
55 From my examination of the literature I have identified three major organizational approaches to 
classifying research on leadership. Thematic approaches identify major themes in the research streams (Bass, 
1990; Conger & Kanungo, 1998; Dansereau & Yammarino, 1998b; Grint, 1997a; Jago, 1982); what I call a 
combination approach clusters together major research frameworks, models, and research centres (Dubrin, 
1998; Hackman & Johnson, 2000; Northhouse, 2001; Sashkin & Lassey, 1983; Van Fleet & Yukl, 1989; 
Wright, 1996; Yukl, 2002); and chronological approaches trace the broad lines of historical development in 
terms of research paradigms (Bryman, 1992; Clinton, 1992; Hodgkinson, 1983; Hunt, 1984; Schriesheim, 
Tolliver, & Behling, 1987; Smith & Peterson, 1994; Maurik, 2001). 
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contingency theories (Hodgkinson, 1983:198). 56  From the 1940s to the 1970s most 

research fit somewhere within the traits, behaviours, or contingency theory paradigms 

(Bryman, 1992: 1).  

By the mid-1970s there was a growing sense that research in these three paradigms 

had been exhausted and there was a need for new research approaches.57 At this time there 

was a distinctive split in the research streams, although early on in this period it was 

unclear if any of the new approaches would reach paradigmatic status. By the early 1990s 

it was apparent that a fourth major research phase had emerged.58 It has been variously 

called the new leadership school (Bryman, 1992), neo-charismatic leadership (House, 

1995), transformational leadership (Bass, 1985), and charismatic-transformational 

leadership by some (Den Hartog et al., 1999).59  

The other research streams that developed outside of the charismatic and 

transformational line are sometimes referred to in total as ‘alternative approaches’ to the 

                                                 

56Clinton, in a literature review through 1986, breaks modern leadership research into five major eras: Great 
Man Era (1841-1904), Trait Era (1904-1948), Behaviour Era (1948-1967), Contingency Era (1967-1980) and 
the Complexity Era (1980-1986) (1992:7). See Rost for a critique of the sequential and accumulative view 
and the experimental trial and error view of leadership history; he calls both of them myths that do not tell the 
real story (1991:17-29). 
57For detailed analysis see the articles by Schriesheim and Kerr (1977) and Greene (1977) in Leadership: The 
Cutting Edge (Hunt & Larson, 1977). 
58Kanungo and Mendonca summarize the research of the four dominant paradigms in this way: while initial 
research efforts focused on the traits of the individual leader (paradigm one-traits), further work particularly 
in paradigms two (styles) and four (charismatic/transformational) showed leadership can be better viewed as 
a set of role behaviours. Early work on leadership role behaviours centreed on the idea that the leadership 
role was related to the objectives of group maintenance and group task achievement. The Ohio State studies 
then identified two major roles: the social role which has to do with the consideration shown by the leader 
and involves the relational dimension; and the task role which is concerned with group objectives. A third 
dimension that emerged out of the studies relating to autocratic and democratic leadership is the participative 
dimension which has to do with the style of decision making used by the leader and group. They note that 
much of the focus of leadership research was upon studying the effects of the three roles of task orientation, 
person orientation, and the participative dimension on the attitudes and performance of group members. 
Paradigm three research on contingencies and situations looked at the interaction of these roles and the 
situation. Continuing work began to reveal that leadership conceived of in these three roles was still too 
narrow and was neglecting some other core aspects of leadership behaviour that have to do with vision, goal 
setting, trust, and creation of commitment. Thus paradigm four was developed, focusing on the charismatic 
dimension of the leader role (1996:264-69). 
59The focus here is on the leader’s vision (Bryman, 1992: 1), articulation of goals, and the development of 
trust and credibility between leaders and followers (Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996: 266). Its roots lie in 
distinctions made between leadership and management (Zaleznik, 1977; Zaleznik & Kets de Vries, 1975), 
and transactional and transformational leadership (Bass, 1985:15; Burns, 1978). 
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study of leadership. 60  The alternative approaches have arisen primarily out of a 

dissatisfaction with a single dimension view of leadership as an effect on others. 61 

Attribution, socially constructed views of leadership, and implicit leadership theories lie in 

the alternative approaches stream. After examining these three theoretical frames and the 

concept of cultural models I will summarize why I find them appropriate for this study.  

2.7.2 Attribution processes 

Most leadership studies in the twentieth century have been conducted by measuring 

impressions, perceptions, or expectations of or about the leader (Ayman, 1993: 139 ; see 

also Wright, 1996:3-4). Self report, perception of others, or independent outside observers 

are different sources, but all three rely on social perception and attributional processes 

(Ayman, 1993: 140). Attribution applied to leadership studies has its roots in personality 

theory. We observe behaviour, then seek to make causal explanations for the things that are 

happening around us (Kelley, 1967, 1971, 1972). This work was applied to the field of 

leadership in two directions. One looked at attributions leaders make about subordinates to 

better understand the causes of leader behaviour (Green & Mitchell, 1979: 429-30). The 

                                                 

60There is no clearly agreed upon terminology to describe this proliferation of new approaches to the study of 
leadership. Danseareau and Yammarino refer to the first three research paradigms as classical approaches, 
then list contemporary approaches (charismatic/transformational and leader-member exchange), alternative 
approaches (information processing, substitutes for leadership and the ‘romance’ of leadership view), and 
finally new wave approaches (self-leadership, multiple-linkage, multi-level theory and individualized 
leadership) (1998a). Van Fleet and Yukl develop the categories of ‘other leadership research’ which includes 
leadership group discussion, charismatic leadership, mutual influence theory, perceptual theories of 
leadership, reinforcement/social learning views, control theory, and ‘other influences on leadership 
behaviour’ including here role theory, multiple influence theory and substitutes for leadership (1989:74-80). 
Wright follows the four major research paradigms and develops what he calls alternative views which 
include the multiple-linkage model, interpersonal skills, leader-member exchange, attributional processes, 
event management, self-management, and substitutes for leadership (1996).  
61Alternative approaches cover a wide variety of frameworks for studying leadership. Examples include 
measures of reward and punishment, leader-member exchange, attribution theory using leader’s perceptions 
of subordinates, implicit leadership theories using subordinate perceptions of leaders, ‘romance’ or socially 
constructed views of leadership, substitutes for leadership (Smith 1988:32-45), ‘dispersed leadership’ as a 
reaction to the focus of the New Leadership school upon heroic leaders, upper-level leadership and 
individuals only (Bryman, 1996:283), population ecology, which does away with the role of the leader 
(applying Darwinian concepts of selection to organizational life), institutional theory (where leaders act in 
ways that are expected of them rather than in accordance with the demands of the situation) (Grint, 
1997b:134-8), constitutive views based in constructivist views where leadership and the situation consists of 
accounts and interpretations that are all competing for dominance (Grint, 1997a:5), and fragmentation views 
where subordinates are not ‘passive receptacles, but imaginative consumers, of leaders’ visions and of 
manipulated cultural artefacts’ (Bryman, 1996: 286-87). 
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other examined subordinate attributions of leaders to see how their naïve causal 

explanations define leadership as a social reality (see Calder, 1977; Green & Mitchell, 

1979: 430; Pfeffer, 1977). When subordinates see, hear about, or infer behaviours in 

others, they either accept or reject these as evidence of leadership (Hunt, 1984:38). Hunt 

observes, ‘If these inferred causes coincide with the observer’s naïve assumptions about 

“what makes a leader” or what a leader should do in the present situation, then the 

“leadership label” will be used to describe the person observed’ (1984: 38).  

It was a natural step to move from thinking about attributions by followers about 

things leaders do to a more radical position that completely disconnected the study of 

leadership from actual behaviour on the part of leaders. Calder argued leadership is only a 

perception, while Pfeffer said that leadership is a phenomenological construct where 

‘leaders serve as symbols for representing personal causation of social events’ (1977:104). 

This line of thinking developed in three directions. First, the ‘romance of leadership’ view 

sees leadership as ‘a central organizational process’ (Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 

1985:79). This assumes the relationship between leaders and followers is constructed, that 

the behavioural linkages between them are derivative of the constructions of the followers, 

and that follower behaviour is more influenced by the forces that govern the social 

construction process than the leader (Meindl, 1998:286-7). The radical deconstructionist 

approach sees leadership as an alienating social myth promoting ‘deskilling, reification of 

organizational forms, and dysfunctional organizational structures’ (Gemmill & Oakley, 

1996:268). 62 Finally, in a less radical and extremely thought-provoking manner, Grint 

develops the ‘constitutive approach’, where the idea that we can have objective accounts of 

either the individual or situation is rejected. Instead both the situation and the leader are 

                                                 

62 Gemmill and Oakley argue that a naturalistic and descriptive approach to leadership is flawed because it 
presents what exists as inevitable. Instead they assert that leadership should be studied as a collaborative 
social process which would open up the way to alternative views where ‘meaninglessness and powerlessness 
are minimized or eliminated’ (1996:268).  
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seen as ‘a consequence of various accounts and interpretations, all of which vie for 

domination’ ( see also Grint, 1995:12; 1997a:5; Grint, 1997b).  

The question these views raise for my research is whether leadership is something 

‘real’ or if it only reflects social reality (Hunt, 1984:39). My position is to challenge the 

assumption that there is no leader behaviour acting as a stimulus for the attributions that 

followers make (Schneider, 1998:311). I believe there are actual leader behaviours that 

followers use as a basis for making constructions about leadership (see Dansereau & 

Yammarino, 1998c:345; Hunt, 1984:39; Schneider, 1998:312). From an information 

processing point of view ‘behaviour builds a basis for future influence through its impact 

on subordinates’ perception of leadership’ (Lord & Maher, 1991:12). I take the position 

that the insights of attribution are most powerful when coupled with the understanding that 

there exists cultural content in terms of leadership behaviours and social influence 

processes. These happen in a dynamic interplay between followers and leaders and are 

shaped and constrained by constructions that are themselves shaped and constrained by 

cultural factors.  

2.7.3 Implicit leadership theories and cultural models 

There is a natural connection of attribution theory to implicit leadership theories (Van Fleet 

& Yukl, 1989:77). The process of moving from actual or inferred observations to making a 

positive or negative attribution about the presence of leadership is based in the ‘observer’s 

“implicit leadership theory” that specifies certain perceived differences between leaders 

and followers’ (Jago, 1982:318). This attribution then provides ‘the standard against which 

the behaviour is evaluated for evidence that it indeed represents leadership’ ( see also 

Hunt, 1984: 38; Jago, 1982: 319).  

The study of implicit theory began in work on social perception and the idea of 

‘implicit personality theory’, where raters bring to the rating situation concepts about the 

traits of others (see Norman, 1963; Norman & Goldberg, 1966; Passini & Norman, 1966; 
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Schneider, 1973). Eden and Leviatan (1975) applied this work on implicit theory to 

organizations, noting that: 

If the same pattern of item covariances obtained when members describe their own organizations can also 
be obtained when respondents complete the same questionnaire under instructions to rate a fictitious 
organization, the conclusion that the factor structure was brought ‘in their heads’ to the data collection 
situation would be unavoidable (1975:737).  

The results of their study showed the expected covariance between a fictitious plant 

‘x’ and the factor structures for ratings of real organizations. Initial research on implicit 

theories focused on the problem of systematic bias in rating scales. This poses a problem 

with the internal validity of questionnaires that rate leader behaviour since there is no way 

of knowing how much of the factor structure is generated from actual behaviour or rater 

preconceptions (Eden & Leviatan, 1975:740; Lord, Binning, Rush, & Thomas, 1978; see 

Meindl, 1990:162; Mitchell, Larson, & Green, 1977; Phillips & Lord, 1981; Phillips & 

Lord, 1982; Rush, Thomas, & Lord, 1977).  

The ongoing dialogue about social perception and leadership led to a deeper 

exploration of the cognitive mechanisms that operate in implicit leadership theories and 

leadership perceptions (Cronshaw & Lord, 1987; Lord, De Vader, & Alliger, 1986; Lord, 

Foti, & De Vader, 1984; Lord, Foti, & Phillips, 1982; Lord & Maher, 1990; Lord & 

Maher, 1991; Phillips & Lord, 1981; Rush et al., 1977). While humans use several 

information processing systems depending on differing circumstances (Lord & Maher, 

1990), implicit theories most likely ‘reflect the structure and content of cognitive 

categories used to distinguish leaders from nonleaders’ (Lord et al., 1984:344). People 

process social information regarding leadership by forming a simplified global impression 

of leadership and use this impression to produce behaviour ratings (Phillips & Lord, 

1981:159).  

Further work based on research in object perception and prototypes (Rosch, 1975, 

1978; Rosch & Mervis, 1975) showed that subjects rely on prototypicality of stimulus 
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behaviours to form leadership perceptions, and that basic-level63 prototypes may provide 

abstract models for how leaders should behave and how followers should understand and 

respond to leader behaviour (Lord et al., 1984:370-72). Categorization determines 

leadership perception as ‘certain salient features of behaviours of the leader initiate a 

limited search for the category prototype that matches those features or behaviours, where 

the prototype is a set of characteristics possessed by most category members’ (Cronshaw & 

Lord, 1987:97). Categorization acts as ‘a simplifying heuristic that reduces encoding and 

memory demands’ (1987:98).  

While the study of implicit leadership theories became a significant stream in the 

field of leadership research, work in the area of cognitive anthropology,64 a sub-field of 

cultural anthropology, also began to utilize the concepts of categorization theory, 

prototypes, and schemas (Quinn & Holland, 1987: 22-3). What I am proposing here is that 

this work, which came to be crystallized around the concept of schemas and called cultural 

models, provides additional insight into the nature of implicit theories and serves as a 

                                                 

63In categorization theory and work on prototypes there is a general-to-specific hierarchy. A basic level 
category ‘is a family of events, objects, patterns, emotions, spatial relationships, or social relationships that 
are cognitively basic … [and] the level at which subjects are fastest at identifying category members, the 
level at which most of our knowledge is organized, the level that most faithfully mirrors natural kinds, and 
the highest level at which a single mental image can reflect the entire category.’ (Anissimov, 2006). Basic-
level categories are the middle of the continuum with superordinate being more general and subordinate more 
specific. In terms of leadership, the superordinate category is the distinction between leader and nonleader, 
the basic level is represented by types of leaders such as business or political (Lord identified 11 in a North 
American setting), with the subordinate then making distinctions among the particular basic level, such as 
kinds of business leaders (see Offermann, Kennedy, & Wirtz, 1994:44).  
64Cognitive anthropology ‘is the study of how peoples of different cultures acquire information about the 
world (cultural transmission), how they process that information and reach decision, and how they act on that 
information in ways that other members of their culture consider appropriate’ (Bernard, 1995). D’Andrade 
defines it succinctly as ‘the study of the relation between human society and human thought’ (1995). It has its 
roots in the ethnoscience movement of the 1950s that came in part out of the growing sense of dissatisfaction 
with traditional ethnographic methods that could create radically different accounts. It was an attempt to 
bring systematic rigour to cultural analysis; however, its search for cultural ‘grammars of behaviour’ became 
a dead end. Cognitive anthropology has moved past the concerns of ethnoscience as cognitive science has 
advanced and artificial intelligence studies and computer modelling have shown more about how the human 
brain works. A new area of interest grows out of work on schema theory where cognitive anthropologists 
analyse cultural domains, seen as a set of concepts relating to a single conceptual sphere that derive their 
meaning ‘in part, from their position in a mutually interdependent system reflecting the way in which a given 
language or culture classifies the relevant conceptual sphere’ (Weller & Romney, 1988:9). Cultural domains 
are made up of schemas that are culturally shared mental constructs (D'Andrade, 1995:122, 132). For the 
history of cognitive anthropology see D’Andrade (1995), for the concept of cultural models see Strauss 
(1997), and for a view of culture from a cultural models perspective see Shore (1996). 
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bridge for understanding how implicit theories are formed and drawn upon in public 

interaction.  

Rosch's work on prototypes held up in restricted domains like plants, furniture, or 

kin terms, but soon researchers realized that new analytic tools were needed for dealing 

with human discourse (D’Andrade, 1995:123). A consensus began to develop around the 

term schema65 as an even more complex cognitive structure than the prototype (1995:122). 

In representing and storing generic concepts, schemas act to organize our experiences 

(D'Andrade, 1995: 122-3). This happens by the creation of abstracted representations of 

the environment and schematising of information. In this way schemas can be activated by 

minimal inputs, so that stimulating part of the representation will activate the whole. 

Schemas also have blank ‘slots’ that are either filled in with default values from our own 

background and context, further information from the outside, or from combining and re-

linking with other schemas.  

Work on schemas suggested both the notion of model and the role of culture. 

Schemas serve as models in the sense of a model being ‘an interrelated set of elements 

which fit together to represent something’ which are used ‘to reason or calculate from by 

mentally manipulating the part of the model in order to solve some problem’ (D’Andrade, 

1995:151). Shore proposes two kinds of mental models, personal and cultural, where the 

cognitive processes are the same (1996:46). Mental models make creative and adaptive 

simplifications of reality, delete detail to retain abstracted schematic information, and 

create salient features important to the individual's purposes (1996:47). Schemas as mental 

models also relate to culture because much of the knowledge that we have schematically 

organized is cultural, meaning that we share it intersubjectively in a group (Casson, 1999: 

120; D'Andrade, 1990: 809; Strauss & Quinn, 1997:49). In this sense cultural models are: 

                                                 

65Schemas are networks of strongly connected cognitive elements that represent generic concepts stored in 
memory (Strauss & Quinn, 1997:6). Schemas not only represent information schematically, but they also act 
as information processors that create ‘strong expectations about what goes with what along with a powerful 
tendency to group together such parts into a gestalt whole’ (D’Andrade, 1995:136). 
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constructed mental representations in the same way as mental models with the important exception that 
the internalisation of cultural models is based on more socially constrained experiences than is the case 
for idiosyncratic models. Cultural practices that constrain attention and guide what is perceived as salient 
are not left open to much personal choice but are closely guided by social norms (Shore, 1996:47).  

Cultural models help us by guiding our interpretation of events, our expectations, 

and our actions; they are the foundation for our folk theories, organize our knowledge 

about how things happen in life, and include what we say as well as do (Ogbu, 1990:523).  

2.7.4 Rationale for using the three theoretical frameworks 

The three theoretical frameworks chosen from the alternative approaches to leadership 

studies are appropriate for a research project aimed at a cultural understanding of 

leadership for several reasons. By not pursuing a grand unified theory, which is now seen 

as a virtually impossible quest,66 they allow sensitivity to cultural dynamics and take social 

reality seriously. Another strength is that they provide tools for theory generation at a local 

and socially embedded level. Studies of Thai leadership have been too heavily weighted on 

theory verification. It is time to break loose from this perspective and generate low-level 

theory based in local actor perception and practice.  

In choosing these frameworks I am intentionally designing a study that challenges 

the assumption of leadership as a unidirectional effect mechanistically imposed on 

followers (Greene, 1977:57; Smith & Peterson, 1988:37). Following Schriesheim, I take 

the view that leadership is a ‘multidimensional process of interpersonal influence’ 

(Schriesheim & Nieder, 1996:203). These theoretical perspectives are capable of providing 

insight into the mechanisms of social influence processes. Implicit leadership theories and 

the concept of prototypes help increase understanding of the processes that are involved in 

the leader-follower relationship and have implications for leadership emergence and the 

                                                 

66Wright tempers the observation that leadership theory has failed to find a grand theory by comparing that 
quest with the immensity of the task. He notes that even in a superficial examination of what is involved in a 
leadership situation there are numerous psychological, sociological, and environmental factors being 
engaged. ‘In effect, then, the task which leadership researchers and theorists have set themselves is to 
incorporate most of the subjects taught with the subject of psychology and large parts of sociology within a 
single theoretical framework … When people interact, all these factors influence the outcomes of the 
interaction simultaneously. Furthermore, they all interact and influence one another. Motives affect 
perception, perception affects attitudes, attitudes affect non-verbal behaviour, and so on. No one leadership 
study can hope to incorporate more than a small proportion of the variables … ’ (1996:230).  
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exercise of influence (Lord et al., 1986:408; Lord et al., 1984:373). Those who are not 

perceived as leaders will have a difficult time becoming leaders or gaining influence, while 

‘being perceived as a leader may have many other important symbolic functions that 

produce acceptance of organizational goals and compliance, commitment, and positive 

affect for subordinates’ (Lord et al., 1984:373).  

A final strength of these frameworks is the ability to see variation and alternative 

models. Cultural models that are both public and private see cultural knowledge as 

‘flexibly adaptive understandings, rather than unvarying rules’ and social life as ‘a process 

of interaction between these imprecise private understandings and the public objects and 

events which are both their source and product’ (Strauss & Quinn, 1997:46). This means 

that although by definition cultural models are shared, there is room for choice, alternative 

models, constructions, and creativity (Keesing, 1987:372; Quinn & Holland, 1987:4). In 

terms of leadership research this leaves open the possibility of alternate or even conflicting 

models within the leader-follower equation (see Shore, 1996). 

2.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have tried to answer the question ‘Why another study on Thai leadership?’ 

In the first six sections I looked at a series of issues that form the problematics which 

provide the rationale for this study and answer this question. Studies on Thailand and Thai 

culture and social organization tend to reify and essentialize concepts into society-wide 

applicability and ignore the richness and diversity that exists in Thai social life. In response 

to this I set forth a view of culture that accommodates both change and stability. This 

thesis will be searching for evidence that interpersonal influence exists outside of the 

parameters of patron-client relations and the reciprocity/obligation nexus. I also found that 

there is a paucity of material that meaningfully connects the arenas of leadership with 

studies of Thai culture and socio-political organization.  

Formal studies on Thai leadership tend to fall into two major categories. The first 

are verification studies using theoretical frameworks generated in the West, while the 
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second are studies of rural leadership that are primarily descriptive and lack an integrating 

theoretical base. Findings are often explained by reference to an aspect of ‘Thai culture’ as 

if it were an unchanging and homogeneous reality. Leadership studies have also tended to 

focus on the elite of Thai society. They target groups with higher levels of education and 

those in the increasingly globalized managerial world. The study of leadership at the 

margins of Thai society remains for the most part unexamined. I then proposed a broad 

view of leadership in a group as the total of the processes of interpersonal influence within 

that setting, and looked at the issue of establishing legitimacy so as to secure voluntary 

cooperation. The last problematic I discussed deals with conceptions of the Thai 

bureaucracy where I argued well documented administrative behaviour patterns need to be 

connected with issues of leading outside of government contexts. In order to highlight the 

nature of those behaviour patterns I have coined the term ‘sakdi administrative behaviour’ 

to emphasize the way that having rank and status in Thai society brings a change in values 

and conduct. In the final section I examined the theoretical frameworks of attribution 

theory, implicit leadership theory, and cultural models and showed their value to the 

research and how they are helpful in elucidating the cultural dynamics of the social 

influence processes that I will be studying. In the next chapter I will move from these 

problematics to develop a research design that draws upon my theoretical frameworks in 

order to answer my research questions. I will address methodological issues both at the 

philosophical and methods level and then set forth the plan and implementation of the data 

collection. 
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Chapter Three 

3 THE METHODOLOGY 

Asking and answering questions about human behaviour is what social science research is 

all about. Yet social science research, conceived of as the scientific study of human 

behaviour with the goal of producing explanatory theory about people and their behaviour 

(Punch, 1998:9), is an incredibly complex enterprise. The very ideas of science as applied 

to human society and the production of theory are deeply contested. Metaphysical issues 

relating to ontology and epistemology are interconnected to various approaches, styles, and 

methods of conducting research. The philosophical debates are not easily resolved (Guba 

& Lincoln, 1998:200), and there are no immediate answers in sight (Punch, 1998:3).  

The contested nature of social science research and the fact that there are no 

definitive answers to the methodological debates means that it is incumbent upon the 

researcher to trace out in some detail the stance taken on critical issues.1 This includes 

what kind of knowledge is produced, the line of approach, and the specific methods used to 

produce that knowledge. Consideration of the various possible ways of answering a 

research question moves us into the realm of examining research methodology. Bryman 

has pointed out that social science writers often use method and methodology 

interchangeably, but they actually refer to different levels of analysis (1984:76; see also 

Harvey, MacDonald, & Hill, 2000:14). In this research I will follow Bryman and use 

methodology to refer to an epistemological position, while ‘method’ or ‘technique’ will be 

used as synonyms to refer to particular ways of gathering empirical materials (1984:76).  

                                                 

1The ‘paradigm wars’ (Punch, 1998:2) and the increased sensitivity to the metaphysical issues they represent 
require that researchers locate their work clearly within a paradigm and acknowledge how this position 
affects the types of claims that they will make. The task of choosing an inquiry paradigm from among what 
are often thought of in social science circles as competing views, some of which are considered 
incommensurable, is no easy task. The complexity is seen in attempts at charting out or diagramming 
ontological and epistemological positions so as to show the linkages between various metaphysical 
commitments and particular research techniques (Guba & Lincoln, 1998:202-218; Knight, 2002:26-33; 
Lincoln & Guba, 2000:165-74). 
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I chose to answer my research question through an anthropological approach, using 

ethnographic methods to produce an interpretive understanding that generates a pattern 

type theory.2 In this chapter I locate myself in terms of the broader issues of methodology, 

review the methods for data collection and analysis, and conclude with details on the 

conduct of the research.  

3.1 The research methodology 

After reviewing three epistemological stances for qualitative inquiry, Thomas Schwandt 

concludes:  

In wrestling with the ways in which these philosophies forestructure our efforts to understand what it 
means to “do” qualitative inquiry, what we face is not a choice of which label – interpretivist, 
constructivist, hermeneuticist, or something else – best suits us. Rather, we are confronted with choices 
about how each of us wants to live the life of a social inquirer (Schwandt, 2000:205). 

In sections 3.1 and 3.2 I make explicit the kinds of convictions and choices I made about 

how I lived as a social inquirer in this research project. The issues I cover here regarding 

methodology and methods fall into what can be called a research or inquiry paradigm.3 In 

this section I begin by looking at issues related to answering my research questions. This 

includes the goal of interpretive understanding, using a theory generation approach and 

generating paradigmatic knowledge. This leads naturally to the kinds of philosophical 

commitments entailed in the production of that knowledge in keeping with my research 

purpose. I conclude by looking at myself as a biographically situated researcher and 

                                                 

2I explain the meaning of ‘pattern theory’ in foonote 8 pp. 62-3. 
3‘A paradigm may be viewed as a set of basic beliefs (or metaphysics) that deals with ultimates or first 
principles. It represents a worldview that defines, for its holder, the nature of the “world,” the individual’s 
place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its parts, as, for example, cosmologies 
and theologies do.’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1998:200). Guba and Lincoln also point out that there is no way to 
establish the ultimate truthfulness of a research paradigm. An inquiry paradigm answers the three 
fundamental questions of ontology, epistemology, and particular method (1998:201). The broader 
methodological concerns of ontology (what exists) and epistemology (how we may know about it) in 
research are important because they influence the claims that researchers are able to make, and because of the 
interrelationships between metaphysical concerns and specific methods where some inquiry methods ‘are 
more congenial to some epistemological and ontological views than others’ (Knight, 2002:23, 33). Guba and 
Lincoln point out that answering the questions of what exists and how it can be known automatically 
constrains the methods that one could potentially use to answer a research question (1998:201). See Knight 
(2002:33) for a list of six implications for research that grow out of epistemological and ontological 
positions.  
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reflecting how my particular location and values have impacted the conduct of the 

research. 

3.1.1 Seeking interpretive understanding 

I have framed the major research problem as ‘What are the shared understandings that 

Thais in the target community have about the leader-follower relationship, and how are 

these understandings utilized and enacted in social contexts?’ In this project I am seeking 

an answer to my research question primarily in terms of an interpretive understanding, with 

certain qualifications.4 There are several variations within the interpretivist approach (see 

Schwandt, 1998; 2000 for distinctions drawn between interpretivist, constructivist, and 

hermeneutic positions), but they share in common the search for understanding ‘the 

processes by which…meanings are created, negotiated, sustained, and modified within a 

specific context of human action’ (Schwandt, 1998:225). In Chapter 2 I argued that theory 

verification approaches along positivist lines, which seek which causal explanation in the 

grand theory tradition, are not as well suited to bring insight to cultural dynamics as more 

interpretive approaches.  

However, to search for understanding is not the work of the virtuoso, who through 

some unseen methodology or intuition plucks from the air the proper interpretation. While 

Geertz is a more careful practitioner than most and emphasizes that interpretation cannot 

be divorced from what is happening (Geertz, 1973:18), I take issue with his assertion that 

‘you either grasp an interpretation or you do not…’ (Geertz, 1973:24). A core problem of 

interpretivist approaches is that they can be seen as arbitrary and the same data can be 
                                                 

4Knight defines understanding in terms of knowledge as a creation of minds at work. In this sense it includes 
explanation and understanding, involves the making sense of information and not just amassing it, and 
includes connecting information with existing understandings either through assimilating new understandings 
with the old or accommodating the old understandings with the new (2002:20). Schwandt points out that in 
all postempiricist philosophies of the human sciences understanding is bound up with interpretation because 
‘knowledge of what others are doing or saying always depends upon some background or context of other 
meanings, beliefs, values, practices and so forth’ (2000:201). Giddens rejects the understanding/explanation 
dichotomy as misleading in characterizing both the natural sciences and the social sciences (1987:18). He 
points out that advances in both philosophy and the natural sciences have made it clear that ‘understanding 
and interpretation are just as elemental to these sciences as they are to the humanities’ (1987:18). While in 
his words social science shares with natural science ‘a respect for logical clarity in the formulation of theories 
and for discipline empirical investigation’, they also in large part sail on different oceans (1987). 
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interpreted in numerous different ways (Jones, 1998:47, 57-8). In my qualified approach to 

interpretive understanding I follow Jones who argues that social science can seek 

interpretation as well as causal explanation in the sense of systematically exploring the 

circumstances and conditions of social regularities (Jones, 1998:59). While in a moment I 

will argue that scientific knowledge is not completely different from everyday knowledge, 

the difference between seeking understanding through other means and through scientific 

means has to do with the application of method, being systematic and rigorous, and basing 

conclusions on empirical material rather than other sources.5 Jones argues that it is possible 

to study meaning in a systematic fashion (1998:59), and Agar says that the point of method 

is to make the research process public so that claims can be evaluated (1996:14). In 

addition to documenting the process I also seek to use, in Agar’s terms, ‘massive over-

determination of pattern’, drawing data from numerous sources in order to support the 

conclusions I have made (Agar, 1996:37). Looking for observable implications and 

seeking evidence that would convince us that we are wrong are critical parts of the process 

that help anchor proposed conclusions about understanding to the empirical material and 

not unsubstantiated flights of fancy (King et al., 1994:11, 19).6 

                                                 

5‘Indeed, the distinctive characteristic that sets social science apart from casual observation is that social 
science seeks to arrive at valid inferences by the systematic use of well-established procedures of inquiry’ 
(King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994:6).  
6In illustrating the problems with interpretivist approaches based on methods of literary interpretation (which 
were then taken even farther by deconstructionists), Jones cites an example of the analysis of a monkey 
performance in Japan that features conclusions regarding the symbolic meaning of the event that appear to be 
in no way connected to what Japanese people actually think. It appears to be a straightforward eisegesis of 
the event with the interpreter asserting meaning without there being any coupling with empirical material 
from those participating in the event (Jones, 1998:32-3). Later in the article in order to make his points he 
chooses a much stronger example to work with, looking at Geertz’s classic piece on the Balinese cockfight 
(1998:6-12). Even in this much more cautious work Jones is able to show the problems with arbitrariness. 
‘Geertz's interpretive analysis of the Balinese cockfight is fascinating and ingenious. It makes marvelous 
reading. It is also entirely arbitrary. A commonsensical definition of arbitrariness will suffice here. We call a 
description arbitrary when the characteristics of what we are describing are equally or more consistent with 
other alternative descriptions, yet we persist in advocating or privileging a particular one’ (1998:45). 
Similarly, I found an example from Alvesson and Sköldberg critiquing a coding example from Strauss 
(Strauss, 1987) as very unconvincing. While the points they make regarding the problems of coding not being 
able to represent reality in an unambiguous way are well taken, their apparently serious suggestion of an 
alternative reading which successively transforms the nurse in the segment into a milkmaid and then into a 
woman-bitch spreading plague makes Strauss’ original coding seem quite tame and much more connected 
with what was actually occurring in the situation under observation (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000:22-7).  
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3.1.2 Theory generation 

What is the status of the knowledge produced by an interpretive understanding? My 

answer to this question will be in two parts. In this section I examine the nature of social 

theory and in the next I will discuss a particular type of knowledge produced by social 

science.  

Social scientists, like their counterparts in the natural sciences, produce theory.7 

What exactly is social theory? ‘Theory’ is used in so many ways that it is not entirely clear 

what a given writer means by the term. Thomas and James, in a critique of grounded 

theory, note: 

The issue of what theory might be in qualitative inquiry in is a tricky one … since the word “theory” has 
taken a wide variety of meanings, loose and tight, particularly in educational discourse. It can mean 
systems of evolving explanation, personal reflection, orienting principle, epistemological presupposition, 
developed argument, craft knowledge, and more (Thomas & James, 2005:5-6). 

Three major positions on the nature of theory are identifiable. One end of the continuum 

are those who take a strict and formal view of theory requiring causal explanation and 

prediction. Since social science cannot do this they argue that the type of explaining and 

predicting done by social scientists is no different than what people do in their everyday 

experience (Thomas & James, 2005:12). In their view, the interpretation of narrative and 

the idiographic are legitimate and important forms of social science knowledge (2005:12). 

On the other side of the continuum, there are those that argue social science can and should 

be conducted in the same way as natural science (King et al., 1994:3-28). A mediating 

position between these two poles are those who feel comfortable retaining the word 

‘theory’ and using it in a broader fashion with there being different ‘types’ of theory.8  

                                                 

7Hammersley and Atkinson see social science as having the distinctive purpose of producing social theory. 
Even though its methods are refinements and developments of those that people use in everyday life, theory 
production is what sets social science off from journalism and literature (1995:15). 
8See an example of this type of usage in Ritzer in his book on classical sociological theory, where he notes 
that sociological theory (defined as theories with a wide range of application, dealing with centrally 
important issues, that have stood the test of time in the sense of being influential) (2000:5) is quite different 
from a ‘scientific’ definition of sociological theory which would be ‘a set of interrelated propositions that 
allows for the systematization of knowledge, explanation, and prediction of social life and the generation of 
new research hypotheses’ (2000:5, footnote 1). Calhoun is also an excellent example of this broader approach 
to sociological theory (1996:430-35). He lists three major ways that theory is used by sociologists: in a 
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In this research project I will use ‘theory’ in the broader sense identified by 

Calhoun as theoretical orientations or perspectives which provide the background for 

understanding and evaluating both facts and explanations (Calhoun, 1996:432-33). The 

type of theory I am aiming to produce is what Kaplan and Manners refer to as factor theory 

rather than law type theory such as universal laws or statistical generalizations (1972:15-

16). Factor theory seeks to identify networks of relations and configurations or patterns 

(1972:16). In this sense, I am using a theory generation approach or, as Punch calls it, a 

theory-after versus a theory-first approach (1998:16).9  

3.1.3 Producing paradigmatic knowledge 

If I produce a theory of the factor type, the question that follows is what is the status of this 

form of knowledge? Is there anything about anthropological knowledge that is different 

from everyday knowledge? Is the work of natural or social science just one form of 

discourse, on par with everyday forms of understanding and explanation, a scientific ‘sub 

tribe’ among many? Opinion is divided on this issue. Some argue that we are kidding 

ourselves with ‘science talk’ in social research (Becker, 1993 cited in Thomas & James, 

2005:9). Carrithers proposes a framework for breaking down the barrier between 
                                                                                                                                                    

strongly empiricist way to refer to an orderly system of tested propositions, as a logically integrated causal 
explanation where parsimony and completeness is the goal, and finally as theoretical orientations or 
perspectives which provide the background for understanding and evaluating both facts and explanations 
(1996:432-3). The most helpful piece that I have personally discovered that elucidates theoretical issues in 
social science is Culture Theory by Kaplan and Manners (1972). Theories are generalizations and ‘an 
important logical property of generalizations is that they make claims which go beyond what has been 
observed and recorded’ (1972:12). They draw distinctions between descriptive statements that refer to events 
in a specific space-time setting, empirical generalizations that label regularities of nature and show 
relationships that hold under certain conditions not connected to time and place, and finally theoretical 
generalizations that are highly abstract relationships that lead to new facts and open new lines of research 
(1972:12-13). At each level you move to a higher level of generality and abstraction (1972:13). They note 
that the ideal relationship between theoretical propositions and the facts they explain is a deductive one 
which requires universal laws, and that ‘if we insist on this kind of theoretical purity, maintaining that there 
can be no exception to the universal proposition that all A’s are B’s, we would wind up with few or no 
theories in the social sciences’ (1972:15). This leads to two other types of explanation which are used in 
social science. There is statistical generalization, which gives probabilistic explanations, where conclusions 
are more or less probable (1972:15). The third type of explanation is prominent in anthropology and consists 
of what are called concatenated (or factor) or pattern theories where the goal is to identify networks of 
relations and configurations or patterns; thus they are theories of the factor type rather than law type 
(1972:15-16).   
9Theory-first work has been precisely the way most research on Thai leadership has been conducted: starting 
with a particular pre-existing theory, deducing hypotheses from it, and then testing those hypotheses. I am 
proposing to do theory-after work, but I am qualifying ‘theory’ in the very specific sense of a factor/pattern 
theory as defined by Kaplan and Manners. 
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interpretive understanding and scientific knowledge. He summarizes the argument against 

ethnographic knowledge in this way: 

[It] begins as personal knowledge about particular people in a particular place at a particular time … [and] 
if the knowledge is only personal, then it is only your knowledge, and therefore is not necessarily valid 
knowledge for others … this opens ethnography to the objection that its plausibility is not factual but 
merely literary (1992:148). 

While acknowledging that anthropological knowledge is based on personal 

experience and the personal capacities that allow us to engage social life beginning as 

children, immigrants, converts (or anthropologists), and learn to find our way around new 

social settings and institutions; he argues that it is also more complex than this (1992:149-

50). Anthropological knowledge moves from the base of everyday knowledge such as 

narrative and mind-reading to build a structure of paradigmatic knowledge (1992:150). 

Practical knowledge used in social life is verified and corrected on a continuing basis in 

everyday life. Paradigmatic knowledge is ‘knowledge [that] is transformed from knowing 

how to knowing that, from a performer to a critic’s consciousness, from narrative to 

paradigmatic thought’ (1992:175). There is a move from consensible10 patterns gained 

through everyday life experience to consensus in this larger community – a move which is 

rooted in understanding based in real life social interaction (1992:175-76). In Carrither’s 

view ethnographic product and the patterns produced are a: 

synthesis, an artefact, but one produced under a particular constraint: it had to set out in a perspicuous 
order those events and attributions adequate to produce an account of what made participants act, and 
what the consequences of those acts were (1992:169). 

There is no way to guarantee that all relevant details are included in a constructed 

account, but its authority in a modified sociological realist view does not rest in it being 

true in a one-to-one correspondence sense, but rather pragmatically in its ability to be used 

(1992:153, 173). Carrithers notes that the requirements of this new paradigmatic 

knowledge ‘are quite foreign to it original matrix’ in that it is abstracted to fit views of 

human societies and must be falsifiable (1992:176). The factor theory that I am aiming to 
                                                 

10Carrithers defines consensibility as ‘the ability of people to perceive things in common, to agree upon and 
to share perceptions’ (1992:156). 
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produce is a constructed account in the form of paradigmatic knowledge based in the 

consensibility of the narrative and the patterns that I will set forth. 

3.1.4 The militant middle ground and reflexive methodology 

Schwandt notes that if you put aside the use of special professional language for 

procedures, ‘all interpretive inquirers watch, listen, ask, record, and examine’ (1998:222). 

In the end it is not differences located in specific research techniques, but in the varieties of 

ontologies and epistemologies that allow for different claims to be made for study of the 

same phenomena (Knight, 2002:33). In the next two sections I articulate the philosophical 

commitments that form the foundation for this research. 

In terms of a basic style or orientation to doing the research I have been influenced 

by the ‘militant middle ground’ approach to anthropology of Herzfeld (2001) and the 

‘reflexive methodology’ approach of Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000). Herzfeld takes a 

critical position that seeks to avoid the problems at either end of the poles represented by 

dogmatic positions on positivism at one end and postmodernism on the other. The ‘militant 

middle ground’ is thus ‘a space that at once is strongly resistant to closure and that is truly 

grounded in an open-ended appreciation of the empirical’ (2001:x).11 For Herzfeld the 

practice and power of anthropology is in ‘the systematic critique of notions of common 

sense’ (2001:12), and the ‘destabilization of received ideas’ (2001:5). What is obvious and 

self-evident, turns out to be incredibly diverse, inconsistent, and embedded in both sensory 

experience and practical politics (2001:1). The ‘reflexive methodology’ of Alvesson and 

Sköldberg seeks to problematize research without succumbing to the problems of what 

they call ‘methodological textbook wisdom’ with its uncritical handling of empirical data, 

                                                 

11‘Where is that middle ground – between what poles does it provide a space for reflection? It lies between 
the sometimes crass extremes of positivism and deconstruction, with their deliciously similar panoplies of 
self-justifying and self-referential rhetoric; between the disembodied abstractions of grand theory and the 
ingrown self-absorption of local interests and “national” studies; between self-satisfied rationalism and 
equally self-satisfied nihilism’ (2001:xi). 
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and that of postmodernism/poststructuralism where empirical reality is ignored altogether 

(2000:2-3). 

3.1.5 Critical realism and weak constructionism 

In seeking the middle ground I use a critical realism combined with a weak 

constructionism or ‘contextual empiricism’ (Longino 1993a cited in Schwandt, 2000) 

where the real world constrains knowledge construction. I am following Parker who asserts 

that there is a reality that exists outside of discourse and which provides the materials by 

which we structure the world through discourse (Parker 1992 cited in Burr, 1995:88). My 

position can also be described as a ‘weak holism’ – a non-sceptical position that does not 

see the reality of mediated understanding making impossible the evaluation of 

interpretations on the basis of evidence (Schwandt, 2000:202).12 In this framework the 

empirical material and research process do not capture reality but rather provide a 

reconstruction of social reality. There is openness to further insight and increased 

understanding so that conclusions and evaluations are always held lightly and are subject 

to revision as better interpretations come along (Bohman 1991a:146 cited by Schwandt, 

2000:202).13 

This raises the question of the status of the empirical data. I am acknowledging that 

all facts are theory laden, that reality is always already interpreted (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 

2000:17). Peacock defines a fact as ‘a percept viewed through a frame of reference. The 

observer-describer brings to his object of observation his own theories and questions as 
                                                 

12Strong holism is a sceptical position that moves from the belief that we see or know through interpretation 
to the idea that everything thus is constituted by interpretation, thus justifying an interpretation is irrelevant 
and multiple realities exist with different equally acceptable interpretations (Schwandt, 2000:201-202). 
Hammersley points out that it is a rather paradoxical conclusion to deny researchers the ability to make 
claims when in fact people within a sociocultural setting routinely check claims against facts and frequently 
employ causal explanations to account for other’s behaviour (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995:13). 
13 My position is consonant with what Kilduff and Mehra call an affirmative (rather than sceptical) 
postmodernism (1997:455). In this view it is possible to make discriminations among competing positions, 
(1997:455); it sees contexts as relatively stable, which allows for coherent interpretation; and it believes that 
‘the material world imposes constraints on the multiplicity of meanings that can be attributed to signifiers’ 
(1997:461). Years of watching outsiders make all kinds of misguided interpretations of the actions of Thai 
people has convinced me that cultural analysis that is systematic and to borrow a phrase from Geertz, ‘better 
informed and better conceptualized’ (1973:25) is possible and the best hope for accounts that more accurately 
reflect what is happening and are capable of being adjusted and refined. 
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well as implicit biases and attitudes, and these set a framework for his perceptions’ 

(Peacock, 1986:67). Thus data ‘are acts or objects that the ethnographer perceives and 

describes’ (Peacock, 1986:65) and there is no pure data; rather it is merged with theory in 

its construction (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000:17).14 

If empirical material becomes ‘interpretations referring to ‘reality’ and a mirroring 

of reality with empirical facts is rejected (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000:6), what role does 

the empirical material play? Alvesson and Sköldberg reject the idea of empirical material 

establishing ‘truths’ and see instead the reflexively examined data as being capable of 

providing ‘an important basis for a generation of knowledge that opens up rather than 

closes, and furnishes opportunities of understanding’ (2000:5). 

3.1.6 The biographically situated researcher 

A final issue concerns ‘the biographically situated researcher’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 

1998:24). The socially situated researcher lies behind all of the phases that define the 

research process and all observations are made through the lenses of language, gender, 

social class, race, ethnicity, theory, and political and cultural circumstances (Alvesson & 

Skoldberg, 2000:6; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998:24). I come to this research project as a white, 

middle class, North American male who has lived in Thailand for nearly 20 years. I am 

fluent in reading, writing, and speaking central Thai and work closely with Thais in my 

professional career serving in a Christian foundation, the Thailand Assemblies of God. 

While nobody can be entirely aware of their own biases, there are three areas in particular 

that I consider to be in the realm of leanings, tendencies, or values that I have brought to 

this research. 

I do not come to this research as a neutral observer. One of the main focuses of my 

job the past seven to eight years has been working with urban poor. My friends who live in 

                                                 

14Geertz makes a similar point when he notes that ‘what we call our data are really our own constructions of 
other people’s constructions of what they and their compatriots are up to … we are already explicating: and 
worse, explicating explications’ (Geertz, 1973:9). 
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slums have opened my eyes to the kinds of issues faced by the urban poor. Listening to 

their stories – catching their perspective on life and poverty – has shown me that the 

playing field is not level. The ‘system’ in its broadest sense is weighted against them. A 

second area has to do with my interest in local cultural factors rather than a focus on 

universals. My work experience in a Thai organization has been a long-term laboratory 

allowing me to watch Thai and Western leadership patterns meet and on occasion clash. 

This has created in me a deep sense that understanding ‘the imaginative universe within 

which their acts are signs’ is the critical task (Geertz, 1973:13) rather than the codification 

of laws or viewing local people through an imported theoretical lens.  

A third area that can bring bias to the results of this study is my tendency as a 

westerner to be much too direct and blunt in my question asking. Even after knowing that 

indirect communication and face-saving are important in relationships, I am certain that I 

asked and phrased questions that a Thai researcher would never have asked. This means 

that the answers given in these cases reflect my breach of a proper approach. Throughout 

the analysis I have tried to reflect on these instances and not report them as if they were 

straightforward depictions of what is happening. However there are no doubt points in my 

data that reflect this problem and where I have not adequately interrogated my sources. 

3.2 The research methods 

In the subsections above I have shown what kind of a social inquirer I want to be by 

making clear the convictions and commitments that guided me as a researcher. The focus 

there has been primarily on philosophical issues. The last part of an inquiry paradigm 

concerns the particular methods that I used to answer the research question. I have 

specifically chosen methods within the broader qualitative research approach in order to 

tap actor viewpoints and gain insight into how intersubjectively shared meanings are 

utilized and negotiated in real life settings.15 The strength of a qualitative approach16 for 

                                                 

15Bryman et al. point out a number of problems associated with quantitative approaches to the study of 
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this research is its ability to work in an interpretive fashion in naturalistic settings to ‘make 

sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them’ (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 1998:3).17  

This study is broadly located in anthropology. In the history of this discipline, 

gathering data through protracted fieldwork has been considered the dominant activity 

(Clammer, 1984:63). The written interpretation of the data from fieldwork is called 

ethnography, and as Geertz says, ethnography is what the practitioners of anthropology 

(social or cultural) do (Geertz, 1973:5). Framed in this way ‘ethnographer’ and 

‘anthropologist’ can be used as synonyms. 18  In this research I will use the term 

anthropology in the sense of the British and American research tradition where ‘fieldwork 

is the source of knowledge, philosophical and theoretical elaboration come later’ 

(Clammer, 1984:64). It is a bit harder to pin down ‘ethnography’ since it is both used in 

one sense as the product of fieldwork (the written interpretation of the material gathered 

from the fieldwork), and in another as a research method (that employs fieldwork).19  

                                                                                                                                                    

leadership and suggest that a qualitative approach in the interpretive line may be beneficial because it takes 
the actors viewpoint as the central focus and also has the potential to bring to the surface topics and issues 
relevant to the actors rather than the researcher (1988:14, 16-17). 
16Alasuutari makes a distinction between qualitative research as the whole research process, while qualitative 
analysis speaks of reasoning and argumentation not based on statistical relations between variables, seeking 
to make sense of, or explain phenomenon (1995:7).  
17The complexity of trying to precisely capture what qualitative analysis entails can be seen in the variety of 
metaphors that various authors have drawn upon when attempting to define it. Denzin and Lincoln use the 
idea of the bricoleur (jack of all trades, do-it-yourself person) who produces a bricolage, ‘a pieced together, 
close-knit set of practices that provide solutions to a problem in a concrete situation’ (1998:3). The bricolage 
of the qualitative researcher is ‘a complex, dense, reflexive, collage-like creation that represents the 
researcher’s images, understandings, and interpretation of the world or phenomenon under analysis’ 
(1998:4). Alasuutari draws an analogy with riddle-solving where data provide clues, the goal being to 
provide an interpretive explanation in the form of an explanatory model (1995:7-18).   
18Ethnographic research as a method has been picked up by other branches of social science as a technique, 
and it can appear as a separate and distinct approach from anthropology, even though its traditional home has 
been within anthropology (Agar, 1996:1). In this sense, ethnography then becomes just one of several 
specific research methods available to social scientists (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995:ix, 2). 
19It is interesting to note that Clammer’s chapter in which he talks about fieldwork and anthropology is 
entitled ‘Approaches to Ethnographic Research’ in a book titled Ethnographic Research: A Guide to General 
Research. The terminological and conceptual intertwining can also be seen in the deep overlap between 
Clammer’s typology of 11 styles of fieldwork, which he locates in the anthropology project (1984:64-69), 
and Hammersley and Atkinson’s six different types of ethnography (1995:1; see also Boyle, 1994 for 
additional classifications of types of ethnography;). 
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Clammer seeks to go beyond the ‘taken-for-grantedness’ of fieldwork and shows 

that conventional thinking about the observer and observed, selection of a research site, 

units of analysis, and the use of the ethnographic present creating subjects that are frozen 

in time, are all very problematic. Part of what has contributed to this ‘taken-for-

grantedness’ has been the fact that in the past fieldworkers have rarely been explicit about 

the models, orientations, or styles of fieldwork that they used (1984:64). Using his 

typology of 11 major fieldwork styles as a guideline I will explicate the style that I 

employed in carrying out this project and proceed to discuss the related issues of choice of 

research site and unit of analysis, specific methods employed, and the type of analysis used 

for the data collected.  

3.2.1 Two types of anthropological approach 

Two styles in Clammer’s typology cover the most ground in identifying my orientation to 

fieldwork. The first is what he calls the theory and description style where descriptive 

work sets the backdrop for interpretive understanding and theory building growing from 

the empirical material (Clammer, 1984:71-2). My primary tools for this were observation, 

informal interviews, formal interviews that were taped and transcribed, and working with 

written sources. The second is a formal emic approach. Using systematic data collection20 I 

employ the techniques of free recall listing, salience analysis, and correspondence analysis 

of paired similarity data (see the glossary in Appendix 2 for explanations of these 

techniques) to examine the sociolinguistic terrain of the domain of leadership ( for further 

overviews of these methods see Bernard, 1988; Bernard, 1995; Bernard, 1998; Weller, 

1998; Weller & Romney, 1988, 1990). The approach is emic in that local actors provide 

the material, but the product as a cultural model is etic in nature because local actors do not 

carry around in their heads such a model in that form. Cultural models are a co-creation 

between the researcher and the informants (Keesing, 1987:382), and as culturally 

                                                 

20Systematic data collection refers to systematic interviewing where each informant is asked the same set of 
questions (Weller & Romney, 1988:6). 
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constructed common sense they do not represent cognitive organization but rather 

operating strategies for using cultural knowledge in the world (1987:380). 

The quantitative method will provide insights into the shared perceptions of people 

in the target community that are less dependent on my own evaluations as a researcher. 

While I construct the form of questioning, the actual terms are generated from dozens of 

people across the community. This provides a native actor map of the linguistic and 

conceptual terrain regarding leadership that can serve as a baseline for evaluating further 

data and also for comparing disjunctions between perception and practice. Two 

qualifications will inform the way I work with the models that are developed either through 

systematic data collection or observation. The first is Keesing’s warning that cognitive 

anthropology tends to be innocent in social theory and neglects the role ideology and the 

ability of cultural commonsense to reflect as well as refract, illuminate, and disguise 

(1987:376-7, 388).21 The second is Gidden’s reminder that sociological inquiry is not just 

about the discursive side of social life, but also the complex non-discursive side of human 

activities (1987:7). He notes that to understand social life one must master the concepts 

employed by people that are both discursive and non-discursive (1987:18-19). While the 

formal method will help with the first, it is prolonged contact with and observation in the 

community that helps with understanding the second.  

3.2.2 Issues relating to the choice of research site 

The choice of a research site automatically influences the claims that can be made and their 

generalizability. My choice of studying leadership in a slum grew out of the convergence 

of three factors: my interest in the urban poor, leadership in voluntary settings, and where 

people were close to the same social status. I intentionally focused on a single community 

                                                 

21Keesing asks the question as to what is to be gained by characterizing models of everyday experience in 
cognitive terms rather than in the way that symbolic anthropologists have worked with models of everday 
cognition (1987:375-6). He concludes that one of the benefits of the cultural models approach is that it 
creates a lens for seeing contradictions, alternative constructions, and individual variations in the data versus 
the symbolists who tend to find coherence and systematic structures (1987:376). I noted this advantage in 
Chapter two in my discussion of cultural models and the concept of alternative and clashing models.  
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because I wanted a deep level of understanding of a particular case rather than a study on a 

handful of variables across several communities. As a single community study my work is 

not designed to be encyclopaedic, but rather to capture a significant flow of social action 

relating to leadership practices. The claims that I make are not intended to be generalizable 

to all Thais or to all urban poor or slum communities. The conclusions drawn however can 

be used to open discussion with past research at points where there is confirmation and 

contradiction in order to bring a finer-grained view to understanding leadership perceptions 

and practises outside of the context of the urban poor. 

In choosing the community to study I used five criteria. 22  I wanted a slum 

registered with its district, active in the sense of having group events, where the people 

were of Buddhist background, and that was easily accessible from where I live. The 

community needed to be large enough to have a substantial committee and yet small 

enough to be able to work with the community as a whole and not just a part of it. Through 

my work I was familiar with several slum areas. Several years earlier I had walked through 

Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW) and remembered it as being large and near a 

Buddhist temple. I made a trip into the slum and met with some of committee members. I 

asked some of my basic criteria questions and found out that they fit the parameters. I 

explained what I was hoping to do with the research and asked if they would mind me 

working with them for this project. They assured me that this was fine; on that basis I made 

application to the National Research Council to collect data in this specific community. 

3.2.3 Methods of analysis 

Ethnographic analysis, as with all scientific analysis, searches for patterns in the data and 

ideas that explain the existence of those patterns (Boyle, 1994:174). While there are many 
                                                 

22Initially I was hoping to do background study on slum communities in general to see if there were 
significant differences in their make-up, history, type of leadership, land tenure, and so on. From that 
background material I would then make a decision on a precise community that would be representative of a 
certain kind of slum. However, at the point when I was ready to begin the data collection after returning to 
Thailand in late 2002 I still needed to gain permission from the National Research Council. I then discovered 
that in order to secure approval I had to specify a site in advance. Due to the need to begin data collection I 
decided not to do the background research and proceeded with making an application to the Council. 



 73

new issues relating to doing anthropology/ethnography, ‘they still boil down to the same 

old problem of one human trying to figure out what some other humans are up to’ (Agar, 

1996:2). Figuring out what people are ‘up to’ is accomplished through the process of 

analysis. In ethnographic analysis there are numerous specific techniques for handling 

empirical materials 23  and related yet discrete streams for analysis and theory 

development.24  

In terms of the mode of analysis I worked with two perspectives. The first is 

grounded in the empirical material and actors’ viewpoints. The second moves from the 

data to more abstract conceptions that represent ideas that are distanced from local and 

everyday viewpoints. Alvesson and Sköldberg describe this difference in styles as based in 

the dimension of ‘distance to that which is studied’ (2000:33). The approach that I have 

used for working closely with the empirical material is most closely related to grounded 

theory;25 however I did not strictly follow that method from beginning to end. What did 

influence me throughout the entire project was the emphasis on induction and asking 

questions that look for distinctions, comparisons, and relationships from the very 
                                                 

23These include sorting and categorizing material, coding, writing memos, looking for themes and patterns, 
triangulating data, making analytic labels, sifting, and constructing/reconstructing. See for example Emerson 
(1995), Agar (1996), Ellen (1984a:214-15), Ellen (1984b:285-88), Fetterman (1989:88-103), and 
Hammersley (1995:174-206). There is a virtually complete overlap in the handling of materials from 
participant observation which is the core technique of the ethnographic method (Jorgenson, 1989:108-11). 
24Jorgenson talks about five forms that move from handling the empirical material towards theory and 
theorizing: analytic induction, sensitizing concepts, grounded theory, existential truth and theory, and theory 
as hermeneutics (Jorgenson, 1989:111-15). In Geertz’s view anthropological analysis is not a matter of the 
specific methods used for doing fieldwork, but is described in the concept of ‘thick description’, where he 
sees culture as a context, ‘an interworked system of construable signs’ (Geertz, 1973:6, 14). The intelligible 
description of this context is what he means by ‘thick’ description, as opposed to ‘thin’ description that 
provides surface detail without interpretive understanding. 
25Grounded theory was developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in the 1967 book The Discovery of 
Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It has become the most widely used qualitative interpretive 
framework (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000:12) and is considered the major contributor to helping qualitative 
methods gain legitimacy in the social sciences (Thomas & James, 2005:1). Charmaz notes some of the 
critique that has been generated both within and without the grounded theory camp (2000:509-10). There is a 
clear literary trail that can be traced which shows the later developments where Glaser and Strauss (along 
with his new coauthor Juliet Corbin) part ways (Charmaz, 2000:509-10; Stern, 1994:212-13). Stern notes the 
Glaserian school can still be called grounded theory, while the Straussian school is better labeled ‘conceptual 
description’ (Stern, 1994:213). As Charmaz points out, both streams lie within the positivist tradition, and 
this has led over time to various adjustments such as a constructivist version and various mediating positions, 
but all within the broader framework of being considered some form of grounded theory (see Charmaz, 2000 
for her constructivist version and ). Thomas and James provide the most strident and detailed critique arguing 
that grounded theory is not ‘grounded’, is not ‘theory’, and is not ‘discovered’ (2005). They argue the 
modifications proffered do not resolve the major issues that they bring up (2005:21). 
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beginning. After completing the systematic data collection I began to interview people, 

following up on questions and leads from the material that were of interest to me. With a 

growing amount of interview and observational material I reorganized everything into a 

database and then used the coding paradigm suggested by Strauss in Qualitative Analysis 

for Social Scientists (1987) to do an initial round of coding and memo writing. This work 

clarified several key categories that then became the basis for further interviewing to 

expand and clarify, and more memoing on these subjects.  

The advantage of this approach is that it is very close to the empirical materials; 

however there is also the inherent danger of reducing everything to nothing more than 

common-sense knowledge and merely restating what actors have said (see Alvesson & 

Skoldberg, 2000:32-3). Aware of this problem, I have draw on Giddens’ idea of 

‘conceptual metalanguages’, used to ‘grasp aspects of social institutions which are not 

described by agents’ concepts’ (1987:19). Where I have observed things rooted in patterns 

of behaviour that are not generally encoded in speech or that are not at the explicit level of 

consciousness I have tried to conceptualize them using either local terms and ideas or 

social science concepts.  

3.3 An outline of the research 

3.3.1 The research questions and overview of the research process 

In Chapter 2 I set forth a series of problematics that generated a number of questions 

regarding the study of leadership in Thailand. From these I crystallized a single broad 

question that shapes this study: ‘What are the shared understandings that Thais in the target 

community have about the leader-follower relationship, and how are these understandings 

utilized and enacted in social contexts?’ In designing the research process I broke this 

question into three subquestions that roughly define the course of the research. 

1. What are the perceptions that Thais in the target community have about the qualities 
and performances of leaders? 

2. What are the meanings, components, and interrelationships of the terms that represent 
these perceptions from question one? 
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3. How are these terms or major clusters of terms drawn upon and enacted in social 
interactions between leaders and followers in the target community? 

My original intent was that these three questions would serve as two major phases 

of research. Phase one encompassed subquestions one and two through the free-recall 

listing and the metric scaling of the paired similarity judgement exercise. Phase two would 

then focus on looking at how the model developed in phase one actually played out in real 

life. This plan turned out to be unrealistic and incapable of coping with the complexity of 

the data I was obtaining on two counts. 

First, subquestion one was not as clear as I had originally thought. Hidden in all my 

questions was the unexpressed assumption of there being a single model present. 

Theoretically I was equipped to see multiple models and alternative views, but when I 

started collecting the data I immediately realized there were multiple conceptions present 

and my method in subquestion one would only allow me to tap into one of them. If I had 

been skilled enough in the use of the systematic data collection procedures I could have 

made on-the-spot adjustments and then trained research assistants to collect the various 

types of material. As I saw how time consuming and challenging it was to collect this type 

of data in LWPW I realized it would be more effective to pursue the development of a 

single model through systematic data collection and work with interview and observational 

data to develop the other aspects. The line of questioning in the free-recall listing produced 

good data on a preferred model of leadership. After a year of data collection I found myself 

still confused because I had preferred leader material from the systematic data collection as 

well as observations of real life leadership on the ground, and I could see virtually no 

connections between these two worlds. It took some time before I felt like I had found my 

footing in terms of being able to meaningfully connect the variety of interview and 

observational data I was experiencing. 

A second issue was my complete neglect of the role of the state in the community. I 

had naively thought that I was going to study leadership dynamics in the community itself. 
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However from the very beginning I found the state involved in issues such as legitimation 

of the community leadership structure, registration and official recognition of the slum, 

development projects, sponsoring a wide range of meetings, activities and trainings that 

community leaders were supposed to attend, and most importantly, the problem of land 

tenure. The neat and simplistic kinds of categorization I had made in my original research 

questions had no room for this material. Finding data that did not fit my original ideas was 

not a problem to the research design because of the inductive and exploratory approach I 

used. When a new idea came up I pursued it if it appeared relevant to my subject. In the 

end I decided to add a fourth subquestion dealing with the relationship between the 

community and the state.  

Adding a question created three natural phases to the research. In phase one 

subquestion one was answered using the systematic data collection procedures to develop a 

model of preferred leadership. The second subquestion was answered through interviews 

and analytical procedures with the free-recall material. In Phase two I used interview and 

observational data to answer subquestion three. Then in the phase three I employed 

government documents and further interviews to develop my analysis of community-state 

relations. During the final year while I was writing full time I did some occasional data 

collecting to fill in gaps and to help round out my analysis.  

While the amount and complexity of the data left me bewildered in the early stages 

of data collection, this was not problematic to the research because I was already 

committed to an exploratory and inductive approach which expects to make adjustments 

during the course of the research in order to follow the developing trail of relevant 

material. In the end I dealt with the situation by doing two things. First, as I have already 

noted, I accepted the fact that the formal methods produced a preferred model and that I 

would use the observational data to develop other models and seek connections between 

the two. Second, I added a fourth sub question dealing with the relationship between the 
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community and the state. This created three natural phases to the research which I will 

overview briefly here.  

3.3.2 The primary lines of questioning 

Before examining the details of the research phases in this section I will show the trail of 

questions that were central to my inquiry as I sought to answers the main research 

questions. These reflect my changing focus through the various stages as I gained new 

insights. Appendix 2 has a full listing of all the questions used for the systematic data 

collection. Here I will touch those questions in overview fashion and then move on to the 

major lines of questioning followed through the remainder of the thesis.  

1. In preparation for the free-recall listing exercise I worked on three sets of 

questions. The first set practised Thai terms to inquire about the qualities and performances 

of leaders. I tested various ways of asking the questions and settled upon asking about 

characteristics, character, personality, and the things leaders do. In the second set I asked 

who were leaders holding a formal position in the community and who were leaders not 

holding a formal position. In the final set, without mentioning that I was studying 

leadership, I asked who were the people that were respected, acceptable, elders, and widely 

known.  

2. In the free-recall listing exercise I asked people to tell me about the 

characteristics, character, personality, and work actions of both actual leaders and a 

preferred leader.  

3. After the free-recall listing and saliency analysis I began interviewing to define 

the 21 terms chosen to represent the model and be used for further analysis. This also 

included questioning designed to help make distinctions between terms and to understand 

linkages between major concepts.  

4. With the systematic data collection finished I began to interview about the work 

of the community committee members. What did they do? What did people think was their 

most important role? This led to inquiries regarding some of the specific work of the 
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committee such as distributing material items given to the community, and to learning 

about attitudes of people and groups in the community towards the committee  

5. When I heard the word trustworthy (chuathuu) in connection with why a person 

thought he would be elected, I began a whole line of questioning designed to help me 

understand what it means to be trustworthy, how trust is different from respect, how it is 

built and maintained, and so on.  

6. From the interviewing about the role of the committee I spent time following up 

on two particular concepts, that of development (pattana) and unity (samakhii).  

7. As I became more aware of the relationship between the community and the state 

I did interviewing on the history of the community in terms of how leadership was done 

before and after registration. I tried to understand changes and continuities in leadership 

patterns over time.  

8. Near the end of the research I worked on the notions of reciprocity and 

obligation. Using focus groups outside the slum and talking with individuals inside of and 

outside of the community, I tried to understand if reciprocity and obligation were involved 

in the way preferred leadership creates influence. I also checked to see if there were forms 

of cooperation and compliance that lay outside of those boundaries.  

3.3.3 Details of the research phases 

For discussion purposes it is convenient to speak of research phases, but in reality 

throughout the entire process I was involved in participating, writing up field notes, and 

reflecting on them. I asked the National Research Council for permission to collect data 

from January 2003 to June 2004. During that time I was most consistently in the 

community. Periodically during the next 18 months I went back for clarifications, to 

participate in community functions, and occasionally to gather new data. The full listing of 

all daily summaries, all types of interviews, the participant observation notes, and all the 

interviewing connected to the systematic data collection procedure is found in Appendix 1 

and the bibliography under primary sources. 
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3.3.3.1 Phase one 

Phase one explored the sociolinguistic terrain of leadership through the use of systematic 

data collection techniques. The details of these procedures are in Appendix 2. The 

preferred model of leadership produced fit perfectly with my theoretical perspective from 

implicit leadership theories (ILT). The problem, as I have already noted, was that ILTs 

were clearly not the whole picture. I realized this early on but as a novice researcher I 

made the mistake of being overly committed to my procedures rather than listening first 

and adjusting my approach according to the data.26  

The beginning of the data collection was my orientation both to the geography and 

the people of the community. While working on the formal procedures I was also talking 

with people and participating in community events. Three important themes emerged 

during these early days: the threat of eviction, suspicion and fear of being deceived, and 

geographic/place of origin divisions. I noted them, but it was not until much later that I 

began to see their significance for community leadership. Each of these will figure 

prominently at various points in the analysis as it relates to leading. Suspicion and the fear 

of deception had a major impact on my relationship with people and the data collection 

throughout the entire time of my involvement.  

In attempting to move beyond friendly chatter and the normal queries of a Thai-

speaking foreigner, asking questions related to the research, I observed that people were 

fearful, reluctant to talk, and wanting to know what I was going to do with the material. 

Asking people for their nickname (chuu len), primarily so I could find them again for 

follow-up interviewing, created resistance and obvious fear, even after much explanation 

                                                 

26In retrospect I feel that it would have been better to spend a longer introductory period of time with more 
unstructured conversation with people than to start immediately on the structured interviewing for the free-
recall listing. Many of the most interesting things that I learned came on the margins of the structured 
interviews, as comments and asides, or were shared after the interview. I noted these things down, but 
because of the necessity to get to the free-recall listing I was not able to spend time reflecting on them. If I 
had been able to start with a more relaxed period of informal and unstructured interviewing and observation I 
would have picked up on the significance of some of these themes earlier, and I may have been able to adjust 
the systematic data collection to include ‘leadership as it is practised’ data which would have provided an 
excellent contrast to the ideal leader data I was getting. 
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on my part. I stopped asking and tried to write descriptive notes of the location in case I 

wanted to go back. Suspicion only compounded the other issues that made data collection 

very challenging. One was the general rhythm of life where people are busy with personal 

or income-generating tasks. The many informal sector jobs related to selling food means 

that many people are either preparing, actually selling, or are doing their own domestic 

work. A second issue was that old people in particular and lower educated people in 

general never wanted to answer questions; they would always tell me to talk with someone 

who was more educated. Then there was a kind of generic reluctance, more pronounced on 

the part of men, (and perhaps heightened by suspicion), to not want to be bothered by some 

outsider asking questions. The usual cover for this was always that they did not have time. 

Another issue, again possibly related to fear, was the tendency to give ‘official’ responses, 

allude to negative feelings or situations, and then refuse to talk further. People rejected my 

requests to meet the darker side of slum life such as hired guns, ruffian types (nakleng), 

and drug dealers. People also answered questions in groups; it was virtually impossible to 

isolate a single person in the density of the community. Once you asked one person a 

question, he or she made it a group effort by drawing in others nearby or appointing 

someone else to answer for them. Finally, in general, people did not like anything that had 

to do with writing. I found it was most effective to ask questions and write down the 

answers myself. On the paired similarity task and the pile sorting which required focused 

attention, I could see people get weary of the exercise and hurry through it. I discuss the 

impact of these problems on the specific procedures in Chapter 5.  

My primary technique for overcoming reluctance and suspicion was to appeal to 

pride in things Thai and the importance of hearing the voice of the poor (siang khon jon). I 

put people at ease about the use of the data, explaining it was for doing a thesis only and I 

was not using anyone’s name. Then I would tell people that most researchers studied Thai 

leaders with farang (white people, westerners) theories, but I wanted to develop a Thai 

theory based on the thoughts of Thai people. I also told them that most studies looked at 



 81

highly educated people but I wanted to listen to the poor and find out what regular people 

like themselves thought. I assured them there were no right or wrong answers and that their 

opinions and experiences were valued. This strategy often overcame the initial reluctance 

that people had in talking with me. The most difficult material to acquire was the 

systematic data collection exercises because there were set questions to cover. Once that 

was finished it was easier to hang around and toss out an occasional question without it 

seeming like an ‘interview’, and in this way people who ‘did not have time’ ended up 

sharing a lot of things with me.  

D., the committee president in 2002-2003, told me that people were afraid of being 

deceived because in the past some had lost their land when outsiders came in asking 

questions, apparently on the pretext of gathering information. While certain committee 

members and other residents that I got to know better talked very freely with me, some 

people never really warmed up or seemed comfortable around me. I thought I had broken 

through the suspicion barrier with the committee members because they had multiple 

contacts with me showing my official status as a researcher ranging from a picture identity 

card from the National Research Council, to an introduction from the Community 

Development Office officials, and attendance that was publicly noted at meetings in the 

slum at the District. However I found that D., despite her public professions of wanting to 

be helpful to the farang researcher, was fearful of being deceived by me even after six 

months of data collection. I discovered this fearfulness completely by accident while 

working on collecting the paired similarity information. I had made two different 

randomized sets of questionnaires and in adjusting the introductory explanatory comments 

I changed my original ‘leaders in Thailand’ to an expanded ‘these terms are about leaders 

from the thoughts of people in the community.’ I left some of the unchanged ones with D. 

who had agreed to help me collect the data by giving the questionnaires to people. 

On the day appointed to come in and collect the questionnaires I stopped to pick up 

a questionnaire I had left with a couple, and the lady told me that D. had refused to pass 
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out the questionnaires that said ‘leaders in Thailand’. She told them she was afraid that I 

could take this information and somehow use it against them and make it look as if they 

were speaking badly about leaders in general. It surprised me that even after my repeated 

explanations of what I was working on, and all my official introductions and cards, she 

was still worried that I could take their comments and exploit them in some way. I handled 

the situation by telling her I was impressed that she had read the material so thoroughly 

and reassuring her that the research was only about people in the community and had 

nothing to do with leaders anywhere else. I then ran a new set with the proper introduction 

and D. helped me collect the information. This event reinforced to me the depth of 

suspicion and fear of deception and exploitation present in the community and made me 

much more aware of the ‘filtered’ and ‘interested’ nature of the data I was collecting. 

3.3.3.2 Phase two 

This phase looked at how the preferred leadership model produced in the first phase was 

utilized in social interaction. I started this phase feeling bewildered because I had no sense 

of how the preferred model related to everyday life in the community. Three things 

happened that opened doors to new ways of thinking. The first was the preparation for a 

new committee in 2004. The rumour in the community was that so many people were 

applying that it looked like an election, rather than an appointment, would be held. I asked 

some applicants why someone would vote for them. The answer was that they were 

trustworthy (chuathuu). This was a word that had hardly come up in the previous year but 

turned out to be the connecting concept between the preferred model and how people are 

perceived as a potential leader.  

The second area concerned D. being chosen by the 2002 committee to serve as 

president. She had none of the conventional prestige determinants that would have 

indicated her as a potential choice for head of the committee. As I probed the 

circumstances surrounding how she was chosen as president I became more aware of the 

role of ‘group’ (phuak) and the diffusion of tasks through the group. The last discovery had 
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to do with the theme of suspicion. I found that even the most respected person in the 

community who had served two terms as president was criticized by others for pursuing 

personal and group gain rather than community benefit. I found that anyone holding a 

formal position became subject to suspicion that they were acting out of personal interest. 

The themes of trust, group, and suspicion provided the connection to and real-life 

counterpoint of the preferred model. 

3.3.3.3 Phase three 

The goal of this phase was to understand how the community relates to the state. My 

preoccupation with studying leadership in the community obscured my ability to see how 

deeply the state was implicated in the life of the community. Two themes emerged in the 

interviews that brought me face to face with the state and focused my attention on the need 

to account for how the community through its leadership structure related to state power. 

The first theme came from inquiring about what is considered the most important work of 

the community committee. The word pattana (development) was on everyone’s lips, but 

the more I delved into the issue, the more I saw that it was conceived primarily in terms of 

connecting with those outside the slum, particularly with the state in the form of politicians 

and the District Community Development Office. The second theme came during history 

interviews as I attempted to find out how the community had been governed prior to 

becoming registered in 1985. For some people the sense of legitimacy conferred by the 

state in the registration of the community and the formation of an official committee was 

so strong that they could no longer see the traditional and informal types of leadership in 

the past as forms of leadership. I later came to see that for these people, the state-

sanctioned committee marked the beginning of ‘official’ history, and thus there was no 

leadership before registration. These experiences brought the relationship of the state and 

the community into focus for me. I decided to add the fourth subquestion in order to 

examine that relationship, and I began tracking down literature on government policy 

towards urban slum communities, interviewing on the themes of development and 
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unity/accord (samakhii), and learning more about community leadership prior to 

registration.  

In the latter half of 2005 I picked up three more types of data to help round off 

some of my analysis. I did interviewing both inside and outside the slum on the nature of 

reciprocity and obligation in order to gain more understanding about how the preferred 

leader model works in creating the potential for influence. I also decided to try gathering 

pile sort data since the material from the paired similarity judgements had showed only 

weak cultural patterning. In the end the pile sorting exercise was not much easier for 

people in the community to use. I also tried to broaden out my base of informants for 

understanding the history of the community.  

3.4 Conclusion 

In this research I take a broadly anthropological approach using ethnographic methods to 

produce an interpretive understanding of leadership in the target community. It is a theory 

generation approach producing a pattern theory that provides explanation in terms of 

interrelationships of the various factors and models rather than seeking causal explanation. 

In terms of metaphysical commitments I hold to a critical realism and weak 

constructionism/weak holism which means that my account, while having the status of a 

constructed interpretation, is rooted in observable empirical data and can be evaluated and 

critiqued as to how well it accords with empirical materials. In my anthropological 

approach I use a theory and description style combined with a formal emic method using 

systematic data collection and associated analytical procedures. Interview and 

observational material was coded using a grounded theory methodology and the resulting 

analysis was based on both the native actor views in the empirical material as well as more 

abstract conceptions that represent paradigmatic thought. I also examine my own 

biography as a researcher and reflect on some of the sources of bias that I bring to this 

project. I conclude the chapter by setting forth the research questions and overviewing the 
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three major research phases, highlighting some of the difficulties and discoveries that 

guided me in the process of data collection and analysis.  

The first three chapters have sketched out the personal background and real life 

setting that motivated this research project, introduced a series of problematics that provide 

the rationale for the research, examined theoretical frameworks that guide the data 

collection and analysis, made explicit my philosophical and methodological commitments, 

and set forth the research questions and basic phases of the conduct of the research. The 

stage is now set to look at the results of the data collection and its analysis. The next 

chapter serves as a connecting bridge between the preparatory work of the first three 

chapters and the analysis of Chapters 5 to 7. Chapter 4 introduces the broader research 

setting and the research site, to prepare for the analysis to follow by highlighting key issues 

both inside and outside the community.  



 86 

Chapter Four 

4 THE RESEARCH SETTING 

This research project was conducted in a single slum community called Chumchon Lang 

Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW) located in the Pathum Wan district of Bangkok, Thailand. 

While this is a single community study, the slum does not exist as an isolate within the 

city. This chapter introduces the broader setting of the research, the community itself, and 

key issues both external and internal to the slum that form the backdrop to the analysis that 

follows in Chapters 5 to 7. The first section focuses on the physical and material context by 

looking at Bangkok and its slum communities while the second highlights the atmosphere 

in which slum life is lived in terms of state policy regarding slums, the problem of land 

tenure, and eviction. The final section introduces LWPW and highlights key issues within 

the community that shape leadership patterns there. 

4.1  Bangkok and its slum communities 

Bangkok, the capital of Thailand, is a primate city that functions as the economic, 

administrative, transportation, and education centre of the country (Askew, 1994a; Sopon, 

2003:3).1 It remains the heart of the economic engine that saw the most rapid expansion in 

the world between 1984 and 1994 (Unger, 1998:1). It is also home to over a million people 

who live in slum communities, and holds large disparities in income between the top and 

bottom of society (Pasuk & Baker, 1998:285; Somsook, 2005b:2). From its founding in 

1782 through the end of World War II the population grew slowly to about 600,000 

people. From the 1950s through the 1970s the city expanded rapidly, adding population 

and territory to reach to 5.1 million in 1980 (BMA, 1999:129). Growth slowed through the 

                                                 

1Sopon says that Bangkok became a primate city because of its location, allowing it to be a port city and thus 
an economic stronghold and administrative centre. The strength of the economy relative to the rest of the 
country is seen in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) statistics. In 1993 the city proper accounted for 42 per cent 
of the total GDP, and its five adjacent urbanized provinces, which combined with the city itself make up the 
Bangkok Metropolitan Region (BMR), added another 12 per cent for a total of 54 per cent. In 1999 the BMR 
totals relative to the rest of the country had decreased to 49 per cent of the GDP, with the city’s share being 
only 37 per cent (Sopon, 2003:4). 
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next two decades with the current registered population in the 50 districts that comprise the 

city limits being just under 7 million (BMA, 2006). 2  

Some of this growth was the movement of rural poor into the city in search of jobs 

in the rapidly expanding economy. They became a part of the process transforming the city 

from a canal-based settlement that was home to the ruling elite, civil servants, and Chinese 

merchants to a ‘concrete-and-asphalt automobile city whose crowded population 

represented people from all regions of the country, and whose unskilled workers were 

drawn disproportionately from its poorest provinces’ (Askew, 1994a:88). This influx of 

people in need of housing combined with the 1960s focus on road building for automobile-

based transport changed the nature of the bang (settlements on waterways) and baan 

(villages) that had become linked by trok (lanes, small pathways).3 Slum formation was 

directly related to the role of private landowners who sought means of using their property 

profitably. One pattern of development was the construction of main roads that brought 

commercial development in the form of shophouses and suburban residences along soi, 

which are subsidiary streets or lanes that branch off the main roads. Landowners profited 

in three major ways: selling their land for development, building shophouses, or keeping 

land in tact, building cheap wooden houses on it, and renting them to people moving in 

                                                 

2Bangkok is governed by a mixture of central management (ratchakaan borihaan suan klaang), territorial 
management, and local administration formed in 1972 and called the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration 
(BMA) (BMA, 1999:35; Tawil, 1982:xxi). The greater urbanized area centred in Bangkok and its 
surroundings is much larger than the administrative boundary of the BMA itself. There are a few other terms 
which are used to refer in some way to this larger urbanized field. The term Greater Bangkok usually 
includes the two provinces of Nonthaburi and Samut Prakan, while the term Bangkok Metropolitan Region 
(BMR) refers to the city plus the five surrounding provinces of Nonthaburi, Samut Brakan, Pathum Thani, 
Samut Sakhon, and Nakhon Pathom, covering an area of 7,761.662 square kilometres. Sopon notes that BMR 
is used as a planning term and not an administrative one since these five provinces each have their own 
provincial administration (Sopon, 2003:4). When I refer to Bangkok I am using it in the narrow sense of the 
actual city limits administrated by the BMA and not in the broader sense of the BMR. 
3Four hundred years before the founding of the royal city of Krung Thep the original settlements along the 
Chao Phraya were river and canal-based with bang being settlements on waterways and baan being villages. 
The twin river settlements of Thonburi and Bangkok became important sites for fortifications and trading 
activity before the fall of Ayuthaya (Askew, 1994a:90). In the early years of the city the nodal points were 
the wat (temples) which formed the centres for population settlements. The bang and baan were primarily 
involved in rice growing or became communities focused on certain activities or trades (Askew, 1994a:98). 
Askew points out that these original settlement clusters on the minor canals gradually became larger 
settlements linked by pathways called trok (lanes) (1994a:98). Well into the twentieth- century there still 
coexisted a water-based and land-based lifestyle in the city. 
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from the provinces. This latter approach to profiting from land resulted in the formation of 

communities of the poor who were seeking inexpensive housing. In other cases it became 

more profitable for owners both private and public to rent out their land to the poor rather 

than do agriculture (Sopon, 1998:424-5). A third pattern was the movement of wealthier 

residents out of the declining bang, baan, and trok residential environments. When they 

left, they built more housing and converted rooms into small cubicles for rent (Askew, 

1994a:102). 

The changes to the city also brought about changes in the conception of what 

constitutes proper housing and urban development. Johnson notes that there were some 

early efforts at welfare housing by the Thai government in the 1940s, but it was not until 

the late 1950s that the process of defining slum and squatter housing as a social problem 

began (1979:77; see also Sopon, 1998:442).4 A turning point was the study published in 

1960 by the architectural firm Litchfield, Whiting, Browne, and associates who were asked 

by the Thai government to help develop the first city plan for Bangkok (BMA, 1999:141; 

CDO, 1996:1). They reported that 740,000 (46 per cent) of the 1.6 million people in the 

city lived in areas described as deteriorated housing (laeng suam som) that was in need of 

being rebuilt (CDO, 1996:1; Sopon, 1992:11). The Sarit government responded to the 

report by passing a piece of legislation called the Slum Clearance Act of 1960 (CDO, 

1996:1; MOB, 1965:47; 1969:69).  

These events and the sequence here are noteworthy for two reasons. First, it is part 

of a pattern where foreign gaze stimulates an elite response but does not substantially 

change elite values. 5  Second, it illustrates the ambiguity of the concept of ‘slum’ 

                                                 

4Sopon notes, ‘Prior to World War II, there was no such thing as a slum problem. The clustering of the 
ordinary people in makeshift thatch-roof dwellings was not considered a problem to the city. Although from 
time to time some of them were evicted or removed to pave way for the construction of public infrastructure 
or commercial development, it was not a big deal’ (1992:11). 
5Throughout this chapter and in the remainder of the thesis I will be using the term ‘elite’ as a ‘group of 
persons who in any society hold positions of eminence’ (Travis, 1964:234). I use the term broadly, covering 
those who govern, the wealthy, and the highly respected. I use ‘elite power’ to speak of the elite who are 
capable of shaping decisions and policy whether inside of the formal government system or outside of it. 
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(Akimoto, 1998:9) 6  and how profoundly political slum definition is, with deep 

implications for both policy and practice.7 The ‘discovery’ of slums in Bangkok unleashed 

four decades of state response8 that saw a continual increase of administrative structure 

designed to work with slums. It is a story of ad hoc policymaking, the development of a 

host of competing agencies, and the steady increase in bureaucratic layers dictated by elite 

decision makers. 9  Today the BMA has a Social Development Department and every 

district has its own Community Development Office.10  

In this atmosphere terminology and counting have been far from straightforward. 

The initial word ‘slum’ was changed in 1981 by the National Housing Authority to 

                                                                                                                                                    

Business interests, landowners, and high ranking civil servants all fit this definition because their interests 
carry more weight in defining what happens in society. Prasan lists the social classes of Bangkok as the 
aristocracy who are descendants from royalty; the elites in politics, business, and professions; the upper 
middle class comprised of merchants and small business people; the lower middle class made up of craftsman 
and skilled labourers; and the lower class, consisting of unskilled labour, domestic servants, and peddlers 
(1975:40). In speaking of both the state and the elite I acknowledge that neither is monolithic; elements of the 
elite and reform-minded middle class have provided the leadership of the NGO movements that have done 
much to improve the conditions for the urban poor. I am using the ideas of state and elite power in a broad 
sense to paint a contrast between those who have power in the society and those who do not and to indicate 
the general overall trends in the relationship between the two.  
6 Akimoto cites the 1952 United Nations definition that emphasizes two elements, the physical and 
environmental conditions, and their impact on human life (1998:9). This definition notably leaves off any 
kind of economic indicators that would deal with poverty and focuses on the more tangible physical 
conditions of the housing. He notes that as a spatial concept there are numbers of questions that need to be 
clarified such as how big or how small a slum can be in terms of the number of dwellings, the level of density 
of the dwelling, whether a building with multiple units can be considered a slum, if conditions improve when 
is it not a slum, and the point where a mix of good housing among slum housing makes it not a slum 
(Akimoto, 1998:11-12). Slums can also be defined by governments in either a legal or an administrative 
fashion since the legality of the use of land is often at stake as with squatter settlements. 
7 Sopon relates that in 1985 when he did a survey of the number of slums in Bangkok using aerial 
photography he discovered 1,020 slums when the National Housing Administration (NHA) counted only 700 
and the BMA found only 500. While NGOs were pleased because it attracted attention to the problems of the 
urban poor, many local authorities were upset because they felt that it would deter investors if they knew 
there were slums in the inner-city area and thus they questioned the definition of slum used for the study. In 
another study of slums in the provinces for the NHA in 1995, he found that the numbers provided by the 
municipalities did not match the field surveys. In some cases slums were dropped because they were 
considered eyesores and the officials did not want to count them; in other cases the numbers were inflated to 
include non sub-standard housing so that the municipality could get more government support (2003: 14). 
8My focus is on the state because LWPW has never had NGO involvement. For a brief history on the role of 
NGOs see Askew (2002:146-48; for a chronology of NGO involvement see the history of slum work in 
Nalini et al.,1998:210-28).  
9See the CDO publications (1996; 2002) and the BMA history (1999). Sopon has overviews of slum policy 
in his major works (1992; 1998; 2003). 
10The other major state player in working with the urban poor is the National Housing Authority (NHA), 
which was founded in 1973 to provide housing for people of low and middle income and also to upgrade and 
demolish slums (NHA, 2000). At first all the power and responsibility for new housing and community 
improvements were placed under the NHA, but in 1975 this was transferred over to the BMA (CDO, 1996:7-
8) under the oversight of the Division of Social Welfare, Bureau of Social Benefits. 
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‘densified community’ (chumchon ae at) in order to relieve negative connotations (Nalini 

et al., 1998:249; Sopon, 2003:14). In Thai the word chumchon generically means an 

assemblage of people and needs a qualifying term like ae at (dense, crowded) in order to 

clarify the reference, but it has now become a technical term used on its own to refer to 

slum communities. Both the BMA and NHA adopted a definition for a chumchon ae at 

(densified community, slum) that essentially incorporates the UN emphasis on the physical 

conditions of housing and its consequences for human life, specifying the minimum 

number of dwellings as 15 units per rai (CDO, 1996:14; n.d.:1).11 Then the BMA changed 

and decided to bring five types of communities under their oversight and call them 

chumchon, each with a qualifying term.12  

So how many slum communities are there in Bangkok? It depends on who is 

counting and why, the methodology used to count, and the borders counted within. One 

number that has a good level of agreement is from a 1990 BMA survey that found 981 

slums with a population of nearly 947,000, which is 16.12 per cent of the population 

(CDO, 2002:44; Sopon, 1998:429). 13  At this point the BMA was focusing only on 

                                                 

111 rai is equal to 166 square meters or 2.53 of an acre. 
12Only three of these types are communities of urban poor: chumchon ae at (congested communities) are 15 
units per rai, and chumchon chaan muang (suburban villages) and chumchon muang (urban communities) 
have less than 15 units per rai and are defined by their location on the edge or in the middle of the city (CDO, 
n.d; see Sopon, 2003:14-15 for discussion of types of slums and communities). The other two types of 
chumchon are housing estates (mubaan jat san) and NHA flats (kaeha). I found the five-fold classification to 
be confusing in terms of the total number of chumchon under each category. There are many NHA buildings 
and housing estates in Bangkok and only a few are listed in the totals under chumchon statistics. There was 
nothing in the literature to indicate why the categories were broadened to include these groups or to show the 
criteria for how they would be counted by the BMA. I was able to ask the head of the Community 
Development Office of the Wattana District about this situation. Her explanation was that the reason for 
broadening the categories was that these places fell under the scope of the BMA by virtue of being located in 
the city, and they wanted to be able to make a connection to these groups. It is not all the NHA housing or 
housing estates that are counted; rather it is those who have problems (particularly infrastructural ones) and 
who get together as a group and come to the BMA for help (I-280). The Community Development Office 
does not go out soliciting communities for registration, but they make sure that the local community has 
joined together and wants to coordinate with them. 
13Sopon indicates where this figure comes from. In 1985 he did the first comprehensive survey which used 
aerial photographs and found 1,020 slums which included two adjacent provinces, with 943 being in 
Bangkok city proper. NHA based a 1988 survey on his work and used more aerial photographs including 
even more adjacent areas and found 1,529 slums with 1,001 in Bangkok city proper. He notes, ‘In 1990, the 
BMA verified the above NHA data and concentrated on slums located in its own administration. Finally, 981 
slums were found in Bangkok’ (1998:430). There are other numbers found on the internet that are difficult to 
reconcile with the BMA numbers and which do not provide information on their derivation. Somsook of the 
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‘densified communities’ and not the broader five-fold categorization. Starting in 1994 they 

began surveying based on their five categories and by 2002 had the following data for the 

three slum categories, representing communities registered with the BMA, which is a 

different figure than counting those that actually exist (CDO, 2002:44-9). 

Table 3 Total number of slum communities in Bangkok 

Year Congested 
communities 

Urban 
communities 

Suburban 
villages 

Total number 

1994 511 264 401 1,176 
1999 671 261 218 1,150 
2001 796 168 327 1,291 
2002 778 177 345 1,300 

 

A decade later Sopon used NHA sources to arrive at a number of 1.1 million in 

2000, but in tracking down the website he used, the NHA did not count illegal squatter 

settlements (2003:6). It is conventional wisdom that slums have grown because of the 

influx of rural poor. 14  While certainly the flow of poor into the city was part of its 

transformation, the situation is more complex than that. Research shows more rural-to-

rural movement than rural-to-city, and that most of the growth in Bangkok and slums in 

particular is natural growth, so that most slum dwellers now are born in Bangkok (Sopon, 

1992:74-9; 1998:426-28). Thus despite rapid economic growth, major changes in the 

physical structure of the city, and several decades of government and NGO development 

work, slums and poverty still persist in Bangkok.  

                                                                                                                                                    

Community of Organizations Development Institute (CODI) and the Asian Coalition for Housing Rights 
(ACHR) at one point lists a 1990 figure of 1.26 million (20 per cent of Bangkok) living in slums in 2000 
communities (Somsook, 2005c), then in another place lists 2,000 slum communities in the whole country 
with about 2 million inhabitants (Somsook, 2005a), and finally in another document lists 3,500 slum 
communities in the country with 20 per cent of urbanites dwelling in slums (Somsook, 2005b:1). It could be 
possible that her 1990 figure is based a count of existing slums rather than registered ones, but there is no 
documentation to help track this down. Daniere and Takahashi cite research done in 1992 by USAID that 
counted at least 1400 physically separate slums with 300,000 households and 1.7 million people (Daniere & 
Takahashi, 1999:528). 
14As an example, a document which chronicles that history of community development says that most of the 
people in slums are from the provinces. There is no argument or citation of evidence, because it is assumed 
as a fact (CDO, 1996:76). 
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4.2 Upgrading and eviction: The two faces of the state 

In the previous section I introduced Bangkok and its slum communities, looking at their 

formation, definition, and numbers. The activities of defining and counting are pre-

eminently the domain of the elite and the state. It presupposes the power and right to create 

or deny existence. The poor themselves are noticeably absent in these processes. This 

results in the existence of two radically different ‘worlds’ – one inside the slum and the 

other outside, each relating to the slum in a different way. The urban poor ‘use’ the slum 

literally: for some it is the only home they have ever known; for others it ranges from a 

place of survival, an entry point to employment in the city, or a location to thrive 

economically in a way they could not in a rural setting or on the edges of the greater 

urbanized area. The elite objectify the slum; it is something to be defined, a social problem 

to be corrected, something to count and measure on a host of variables, or the focus of a 

career. As a result slum dwellers live out their lives in a context that is defined for them 

rather than by them. They are counted or not counted, their communities are improved or 

not improved, and their tenure is declared legal or not legal by the state and elite power 

without their ever being consulted. 

My argument in this section is that ‘being defined’ by powerful others who attempt 

to dictate the nature of the relationship forms the atmosphere in which poor communities 

live out their everyday existence on the economic and social periphery of Thai society. In 

order to set the stage for the analysis that follows, I explore here two primary connection 

points between the worlds of the elite and state power and slum dwellers. I will show that 

in the practices of slum upgrading and the elimination of slums as physical space, the state 

manifests itself to the urban poor in two distinct faces. The experience of these faces in the 

form of benevolence and indifference/hostility shapes the environment in which leadership 

in slum communities operates.  

The government reaction to the 1960 Litchfield, Whiting, Browne, and associates 

report I noted earlier was the beginning of slum policy, and it is instructive because it 
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illustrates several key themes: foreign gaze, elite response, and the sense of needing to 

eliminate slums as physical space. As slum policy progressed there was an increasingly 

sophisticated conceptual development tied closely to changes in thinking in developed 

countries and international organizations (see Sopon, 1998:441). 15  The idea of slum 

elimination and clearance is no longer in the forefront of official policy, yet slum eviction 

manifestly continues. 16 Askew notes the paradox of ‘emerging state initiatives for the 

provision of facilities, basic infrastructure and resettlement…set against an increasing 

trend towards slum eviction in the inner city’ (2002:146). How are we to understand a 

policy of participatory and holistic development in the context of market driven eviction?  

I found that Benedict Anderson’s work on imagined communities and nationalism 

provides a helpful rubric for understanding the policy and practice of the state towards 

Bangkok’s slums. His concept of ‘official nationalism’ provides a framework for seeing 

continuity in change as elites respond to external pressure without fundamentally changing 

basic values (1991:86). The duality of Anderson’s model helps explain Thai reaction to the 

West in areas such as administration, city planning, and even dress codes17 as surface 

                                                 

15In his 1992 piece he develops his analysis of the history of the state’s work in providing housing for the 
poor under the heading ‘slum policies and concepts under western influence’ (1992:11). Working roughly by 
decade he summarizes the approaches in the following way: the late 1940s through the 1950s was a time 
when social welfare policy was first introduced into Thailand and the government constructed some housing 
for the urban population; the 1960s after the Litchfield report focused on city beautification, with slum 
clearance and walk-up apartments built; in the 1970s, partly in response to the failure of the social housing 
experiment and the influence of the World Bank and other international organizations, a slum improvement 
rather than clearance policy was begun; in the 1980s land for housing the poor and land sharing projects were 
the focus, but as this was costly and required strong government mechanisms very few projects were 
completed. Finally he calls the decade of the 1990s a time of recognition policy, with no explanation of what 
precisely he means. He does note the government’s founding of the Urban Community Development Office 
(UCDO) in 1992 with a budget of 1.25 billion baht to help develop saving groups and generate loans for self 
help projects. Demaine concludes that the development projects of the 1960s were not designed for the 
benefit of the populace but rather for the leadership of the country that wanted to ‘increase respect for 
Thailand in the eyes of foreign powers and to maintain national security’ (1986:99). 
16On the fact of eviction see Evers (2000:239), Somsook (2005c, 2005a:3); for a history of major evictions 
see Nalini (1998 :243-47); for examples of rough estimates on numbers of places or units evicted see Vichai, 
(2005:234-36),  Bello, 1998:108) 
17Brummelhuis and Kemp point out that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century Western advisers 
were employed and ‘Western administrative models were consciously and deliberately applied by the Thai 
government’ (Brummelhuis & Kemp, 1984:11). Under Field Marshall Plaek the western calendar was 
adopted and western dress encouraged, the reasoning being that these policies were necessary for progress 
and civilization and so that the world could see Thailand as a modern nation (Wyatt, 1984:255). Askew 
observes that in the area of city planning from the 1960s and beyond, a Western-styled transport 
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changes to bring conformity to the West and show a modernized face while leaving elite 

values intact. Slum policy continues the historical pattern of official nationalism by 

adopting Western development terminology and concepts while retaining the elite 

antipathy and even hostility towards the poor and their housing.  

This duality is experienced by the urban poor as the two faces of the state – both 

benefactor and indifferent guardian/hostile enemy – as market driven interests push them 

off the land they live on. In suggesting a duality, I am not saying that one face hides the 

‘real face’. Benevolence, indifference, and hostility are all real stances and are a major part 

of the complex linkage that connects the elite and slum worlds. Development that 

embraces the whole person, popular participation, and community-based problem solving 

are not just rhetoric; they no doubt reflect the sentiments and inform the practise of 

numbers of individuals who work inside the bureaucratic arms focused on the urban 

poor.18 

From an upgrading perspective the work of the community development arm of the 

government has accomplished a great deal. 19  Registered slums have the potential for 

access to a number of state generated funds for development. The Community 

Development Office of each district has a budget for work in the slums, and since 1980 

local ministers of parliament have been given development funds which are often used for 

building day care centres and local health clinics (Askew, 2002:146). The Bangkok 

                                                                                                                                                    

infrastructure was ‘embraced wholeheartedly’ by the government (Askew, 1994a:86). 
18Sentiments like those expressed in a BMA publication on the history of Bangkok, which describes slums as 
the roots of society and the nation, and community development as a most important work (BMA, 1999:206), 
or like those in a slogan on the back of the CDO tenth anniversary publication ‘warm families, generously 
hospitable communities, and the people in unity’ (CDO, 2002:76) are not just flowery words for some 
Community Development Officers. Many have a sincere heart for their work and are loved and respected by 
the people in the slum communities they are involved in. However, by the same token, there are also those 
for whom it is a job, and who look down on the poor and treat them as social inferiors. In my own work 
among the urban poor, I have observed both of these types of civil servants, and I am very sympathetic to the 
reasons why the poor so dislike dealing with the government bureaucracy. Both of these ‘faces’ are present in 
relations with the urban poor and it is an important part of the context and tone for community-state relations. 
19As an example Sriwan and Janphen compared communities inside of BMA that had been developed with 
those that had not (1988). They found that developed communities had better family planning; lower infant 
and child mortality rates; were better in the areas of sanitary, health, and environmental issues; and were 
better organized with more community participation.  
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Council and District Councils also have budgets for development in slums. All of these 

funds have resulted in registered slums getting concrete walkways, concrete or asphalted 

public areas for exercise and community programmes, children’s play areas and 

equipment, fire fighting equipment, tables and chairs, public address systems, and so forth.  

State concern for the urban poor goes beyond physical improvements in the 

community to programmes that address longer-term issues such as providing housing that 

has secure land tenure and strengthening community organizations. The National Housing 

Authority (NHA) since its inception has built over 400,000 housing units, 70 per cent in 

Bangkok and its vicinity (Chuanpis, 2004). The NHA is also supervising a low cost 

housing project from 2003-2007 that projects building 600,000 more low cost units of 

which they apparently have 81,485 low cost homes to offer (although applicants exceeded 

300,000) (Chuanpis, 2004). In the early 1990s the National Economic and Social 

Development Board assembled a study team to look at alternatives for solving the 

problems of the urban poor (Somsook, 2005b:1). In 1992 the government capitalized a 

revolving loan fund with 1.25 billion baht through the NHA and set up an autonomous unit 

called the Urban Community Development Office (UCDO) (2005b:5). The UCDO worked 

to ‘increase the organizational capacity of urban poor communities through the promotion 

of community savings and loan groups and the provision of integrated loans at subsidized 

interest rates to community organizations’ (2005b:5). In 2000 UCDO merged with the 

Rural Development Fund and became its own legal entity called the Community 

Organizations Development Institute (CODI) (2005b:24).  

These are not insignificant developments and combined with overall economic 

growth and the work of NGOs, a large proportion of slum dwellers in Bangkok live in 

improving conditions with the potential or hope for access to resources that will benefit 

their families in the long term. But as Esterick points out, Thailand ‘encourages an 

essentialism of appearances or surfaces’ so that ‘the surface is taken for the real,’ leaving 

what is real out of sight and unchallenged (2000:4). Somsook, who directs CODI, says, 
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‘On official paper and official tongues, words like participation, decentralization, 

transparency and partnership have entered the mainstream’ (CODI, 2005). She then goes 

on to paint a picture of state institutions lagging behind opportunities, failed top-down 

efforts, real power flowing in ways that are not democratic, and the poor being cut out of 

the process of decision making about how resources are used (CODI, 2005). In the 

argument that follows I draw together evidence from economic policy, income disparity, 

access to housing, elite views of slums, and the problem of eviction to show that the state 

wears an indifferent/hostile face that countenances and at times pursues the elimination of 

slums as physical space. 

Thailand has experienced strong economic growth over the last four decades and 

particularly since the 1980s when a series of more stable democratic governments were in 

place to create conditions for economic growth.20 In many ways conditions for the poor 

have improved dramatically since the 1960s. While in many cases the use of cheap labour 

by outside corporations results in making the poor poorer, this has not happened in 

Thailand (Slagter & Kerbo, 2000:ix). Since the 1950s poverty rates have dropped from 50 

per cent to 13 per cent and by the end of the 1990s Thai workers’ minimum daily wage had 

risen to five dollars per day, which was much better than they had made just a decade 

before (Slagter & Kerbo, 2000:ix).  

In one sense it could be argued that by pursuing policies that have led to rapid 

economic growth the state has shown its concern for the welfare of its poorer citizens. 

However the evidence points in another direction. Unger argues that Thailand’s choice of 

wealth producing market economic policies was nothing more than the ‘serendipitous 

match’ between Thais’ low propensity for spontaneous sociability and the much stronger 

Chinese endowment of ‘social capital necessary to thrive in business despite the absence of 

an effective framework of laws and institutions supporting a capitalist economy’ 

                                                 

20More recent works that focus on the Thai economy include Pasuk (1998), Pasuk (2000), Pasuk (1996b), 
Pasuk (1996a), Dixon (1999), Girling (1996), Warr (1996), and Warr (1993). 
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(1998:175, 57). He calls it a ‘laissez-faire by accident’ strategy and warns that it may not 

fare as well in the future (1998:174-75). If the economic strategy was accidental, where the 

money ended up was not. Writing in the late 1990s Pasuk and Baker observed that the 

economic boom was more for the rich than anyone. The average income of the top ten per 

cent tripled in the last 20 years while income for the bottom 30 per cent stayed the same, 

and this was mostly true for the remaining 60 per cent as well (1998:285). In the 1980s the 

income share of the top 20 per cent grew from 51 per cent to over 60 per cent in the 1990s 

while the bottom 20 per cent dropped from 5 per cent to 3 per cent (Somsook, 2005b:2). 

By 2000 Pasuk and Baker said that by some estimates, half of all the income gains during 

the boom years went to just 10 per cent of the population (2000:236).  

Lack of an economic strategy is mirrored by lack of an explicit policy or strategy to 

address urban poverty. Writing in a 1987 study on the urban poor, a group of Thammasat 

academics pointed out that the government’s free-enterprise approach to economic 

management was either an intentional or an unintentional plan to: 

help the poor through market mechanisms or trickle-down process rather than through direct welfare 
assistance….There is no explicit policy that is designed to deal with urban poverty, and the prospect of 
that policy is not bright unless government decides it is about time the problems of urban poverty be 
tackled directly (Mehdi, Vorawoot, & Orathai, 1987:6-19).  

A decade later Sopon observed that the government had not set up any recognized 

mechanisms to deal with slums and that there are very few documents with substantive 

policy toward slums (1998:444). He concluded that, ‘Generally speaking, Thailand has no 

substantive and continuing policy for slum development….It could be said, that in the past 

government action tended to be on a one-off basis with no long-term vision’ (1998:444). 

Sopon places the blame squarely on a lack of political will (1998:444 footnote 3, 447). He 

illustrates from the issue of land sharing which has had mixed results (1998:444). Land 

sharing came to the forefront out of an international seminar on Land for Housing the Poor 

held in Bangkok in 1985. Soon after, it appeared in official policy (CDO, 1996:19, 72) and 

was touted as an innovative strategy (Anuchat & Ross, 1992:17). Success however turned 
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out to be limited and related to the aid of high-ranking government officials, which is an 

exception rather than the rule (Sopon, 1998:447-48). 

During the years of growth easy access to finance in the housing market made it 

possible for the upper and middle classes to own multiple homes but the boom did not 

touch the lower 30 per cent of the population (Somsook, 2005b:2). Sopon argues that slum 

dwellers as a percentage of the Bangkok population have decreased since 1960 and that in 

terms of housing units the amount of slum stock housing has radically decreased. 21 

However this is much more a function of the rapid growth of the city and economy rather 

than actually seeing urban poor able to improve their circumstances. The least expensive 

housing in the city ranges from Baht 200,000 (US$ 8,000) to Baht 250,000 (US$ 10,000) 

(Daniere & Takahashi, 1999:528; Sopon, 2003:18). Daniere and Takahashi note that this 

price range is affordable to those in the 20-40 income percentile range, while in 1989 only 

three per cent of all units for sale were under this price and thus accessible to those in the 

lowest quintile of income (1999:528). By Sopon’s calculations, housing in the Baht 

200,000-250,000 range is beyond the ability of 76.62 per cent of slum dwellers.22 The 

                                                 

21Sopon points out that from the 1960 Litchfield report 46 per cent of Bangkok’s population of 1.6 million 
lived in slum housing at that time which was some 740,000 people, while in 2000 there were something over 
a million slum dwellers at a population near 6 million makes it only around 17 per cent of the people living in 
slum conditions. Similarly slums as the proportion of housing stock dropped from 24 per cent in 1974 to only 
6 per cent in 1994 (2003:11-12). In talking about slums shrinkage and improvements in slum conditions 
Sopon does not connect some of his own material where he shows that a). it is internal growth that is causing 
slum expansion and not migration in from the provinces, which means that people are not moving out of 
slums but are being born and reared in slum culture as a class of urban poor, and b). the fact that he draws 
upon poverty line research to show that of the 527,670 people who fall below the poverty line in Bangkok, 
371,170 do not live in slum communities, which means that in addition to the poverty of slum communities 
there is a whole other group of urban poor living under bridges, on construction sites, or in cheap housing 
that falls outside the classification of slum (2003:17). As Sopon himself has said, prior to Litchfield the type 
of housing that they classified as deteriorated was just village housing brought to the city and there was not 
nearly the income disparity in 1960 that exists today where the condition of the bottom 20 per cent makes 
mobility out of poverty quite difficult.  
22After saying that three fourths of the people in slums have no ability on the basis of per capita income to 
purchase the cheapest private sector housing in the city Sopon points out that this means that 23.38 per cent 
with per capita income of Baht 2,382 per month (US$ 60), could afford a house if they wanted. ‘If these 
qualified households are encouraged to buy a house outside slums, the slum population would automatically 
decrease by one quarter of its current number’ (Sopon, 2003:18). From my own experiences with urban poor 
both in slum housing and those outside, this seems to be an extremely naïve statement. When you take into 
consideration the economic and social realities that people live in, for example, paying for school uniforms, 
shoes, books and materials, gym clothes, plus tuition to go beyond sixth grade, medical expenses, and 
support for aged family members living with them or in other places, it makes the calculations based on bare 
numbers appear very unrealistic and overly optimistic. Again, he seems to miss making connections in his 
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result is that ‘most low-income households in Bangkok end up in the slowly expanding and 

suburbanizing squatter settlements of the region’ (Daniere & Takahashi, 1999:528). Slum 

housing is the cheapest and most available option for the poor (Somsook, 2005c: Sopon, 

1998:433). Reducing such housing in the heart of the city is at odds with the documented 

but often unrecognized benefits that the middle and upper classes receive from the 

presence of the poor such as providing cheap labour, the informal food sector, and the 

maintenance of tradition that contributes to life of the city (Anuchat & Ross, 1992:17; 

Rataya, 1985:2).  

Elites reveal their attitudes towards slums and the urban poor through words, 

policy, and practices. In material documenting the history of development work by state 

agencies among slums – at the same time holistic development, local problem solving, and 

participation are coming into vogue – there is another track that sees slums as something to 

be contained and eliminated (the source material here is BMA, 1999:204; CDO, 1996:17-

19, 22, 23, 26). Only registered slums are counted; the others do not ‘exist’ and thus do not 

show up in statistical tables; the parameters for upgrading are quite narrow (they cannot be 

illegally squatting, live on land slated for public infrastructure development, be too large, 

or have problems that are not too difficult to solve); no new congested communities are to 

be allowed to start; existing communities should not expand; local officials are to 

coordinate with community committees in examining and watching over communities to 

guard against expansion, new technologies like aerial photography are to be used for this 

purpose; it is recommended that laws be adjusted to control the building of housing for 

low-income people to keep it away from business and other types of housing; and a rule 

                                                                                                                                                    

own material because he estimates that one-fifth to one-third of all slum dwellers are indebted and that most 
of this is from loan sharks (he does not indicate where this estimate comes from). Loan shark interest rates on 
the streets are at least 240 per cent a year, and people are borrowing money precisely for the kinds of 
expenses related to education, health, and family that I have detailed above. It is unreasonable to assume that 
the 23 per cent capable by income per centiles to be able to purchase a home are also not involved in any 
debt. 



 100 

was passed regarding the development of congested communities that had four main 

principles: prevention, control, removal and development.  

In the early years of slum development up to the early 1970s a comment 

summarizes well the feelings of the elite regarding slums: they are deficient points lacking 

in proper qualities that need to be eliminated for the good of the city (jut bokphrong thii 

tong kajat) (CDO, 1996:6). While the rhetoric has changed, the attitude has not.23 When 

Bangkok hosted the World Bank/International Monetary Fund Conference in September of 

1991, two slums near the venue were unable to be evicted in time. Officials constructed 

new walls to hide them and later moved city buses in to block these walls from view when 

one of the communities protested by painting murals on them (Askew, 2002:139). In 2003 

Thailand hosted the Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in Bangkok. A 

half-kilometre long, 20 meter wide banner to welcome the delegates was commissioned by 

the governor of Bangkok and placed in such a way as to cover the Thai Tien slum across 

from the Navy headquarters (Cimatu, 2003). Not only are the physical slums considered 

eyesores and embarrassing, but slum dwellers are also seen as lacking education and 

ability. Development officers explain the lack of participation in activities in the slum by 

explaining that the poor neglect religion, custom, and culture which are able to develop 

one’s heart and are important components in causing people to sacrifice for the public good 

(CDO, 1996:76).24 

                                                 

23Even the new rhetoric can be applied in ways that reveal the underlying attitude of the state. Nalini et al. 
interviewed Akin on the problems of slums in Bangkok. He told of sitting in on a meeting where an NHA 
official was telling the residents of the slum that they had to help themselves, that they needed to build water 
pipes and drainage pipes and look after them. One resident stood up and said, ‘How come on Sukhumwit the 
government builds all these things for them but in the slum they make us build it ourselves?’ (1998:203-204). 
The power to control the definition of what a problem is brings new meaning to the idea of participation and 
community-based problem solving. Normal government-provided public utilities in a business and residential 
area became an obstacle this poor community had to solve on its own.  
24Elite analysis and perspective of the poor routinely focuses on the deficiencies of people as individuals, 
rather than addressing any of the structural issues that cause poverty. This is in keeping with Mulder’s 
observation that a widely held view is of society as a moral construct, so that people ‘thus believe in ethical 
solutions to structural ills. If people are good, so will society be: “everything will fall in place.”’ (1997:228). 
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In my introduction to this section I have linked my assertion of 

indifference/hostility on the part of the state towards the urban poor to the issue of the 

elimination of slums as physical space. My remarks up to this point have illustrated 

patterns of attitudes and actions on the part of the state and elite power that form the 

framework for the critical issue of eviction. It is here, in the practise of, and more 

importantly, the tolerance of eviction by others, that the attitudinal configuration of the 

elite to the presence of the poor in their midst is manifested.25 While acknowledging the 

complicated nature of urban land use, eviction, relocation, and BMA/NHA efforts to 

secure tenancy, my major point lies in a different arena. It concerns at a broader level the 

way in which these issues have been approached concerning the urban poor. Elite power 

on the whole sees slums as physical entities that are a problem to be resolved by removing 

them without consideration for the people who inhabit them. The objectification of the 

slum in the end objectifies its residents, and they merge into the physical architecture of 

what needs to be eliminated, not treated as people with valid interests of their own.  

                                                 

25Slum eviction and relocation is highly complex. There are examples of successful relocations (where only 
30 per cent of original settlers move away from the new site) and less successful ones (70 per cent leave) 
(Vichai, Perera, & Watanabe, 2005:251); more often than not the relocation sites are too far from people’s 
employment, new employment opportunities are scarce, public services are lacking and people are in greater 
debt trying to pay for their homes, and defaulting on payments is the rule (Bello, Cunningham, & Pho, 
1998:109-110; Somsook, 2005b:2-3). Sopon argues that relocation is possible, but his arguments for 
relocation are predicated on structural changes such as good transportation back into the city, and the 
unrealistic expectation that former slum dwellers should put up with the two hour commute that others make 
into the city, without considering the extra expense of this travel (1998:445-6; 2003:26-7). A far more 
realistic portrayal of the problems encountered by those who have been relocated to the edges of the city is 
found in Jareonrat’s interview with community leader Somchai from Phet Khlong Jan (2005). Askew 
concludes that the realities of slum life prove to be disappointing to idealists as things like NHA housing 
alternatives and resettlement sites ‘quickly changed hands as the poor sold occupation rights to better-off 
Bangkokians’ and land sharing efforts while revealing ‘considerable organizational capacity on the part of 
local community committees … also exposed divisions among residents, and the different interests of renters, 
owners and squatters’ (Askew, 2002:147). 
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Slum dwellers always rate land security as the most important issue they face.26 

This is not simply an impression on their part. A 1988 NHA survey on eviction showed 

that 27 to 28 per cent of slums were under eviction pressure and that 71.5 per cent of all 

slum dwellers expressed a fear of eviction (Somsook, 2005c; Sopon, 1998:432). In 

addition to this, the BMA passed a regulation in 1997 to have all squatter communities 

located on waterways (khlong) eventually evicted (Jareonrat, 2005). The fear of eviction is 

well founded and a powerful influence in the formation of identity, planning for the future, 

and development.  

What is it that causes eviction? In many parts of the world it boils down to 

competition among diverse interests for land use in inner city areas where land is difficult 

to obtain with the result that ‘developers (both public and private) put pressure on low-

income people to vacate the economically attractive land they are occupying’ (Vichai et 

al., 2005:232). This is certainly the case in Bangkok where land policy has been driven by 

individual owners (Askew, 1994a:103, see also Nalini et al., 1998).27 In the past it was 

often more profitable for owners to rent land in and on the edges of Bangkok rather than do 

agriculture. However, with economic growth there are many more profitable uses, and this 

fuels the problem of private owners evicting long standing rental communities (see Evers 

& Korff, 2000:216-217; Sopon, 1998:424-25). The forces of the market have also driven 

public landowners. Public agencies such as the military, Crown Property Bureau, and the 

railway authority are the biggest landowners in Bangkok (Evers & Korff, 2000:213), and 

                                                 

26Slum dwellers rank their biggest problems as dwelling security, vocational security, improved income, and 
the physical environment (CDO, 1996:25). This same document also admits later on that land security is the 
biggest issue for slum dwellers and that it leads to other problems such as not making improvements, 
environmental problems and social and health problems (CDO, 1996:73-4). A study by the NHA in 1997 
also pegged land security as the major issue, with slum residents facing pressure from both the government 
and the private sector to change land use (NHA, 1997:11). Somsook of CODI reports the major problems of 
the urban poor are land and housing insecurity, poverty, rights in the city, access to basic infrastructure, 
health and education (2005a). 
27The land status for Bangkok slums is about 61 per cent on private land, another 25 per cent on public land 
through renting or squatting, 14 per cent on both private and public land, with illegal squatting being only 
around 17 per cent (Sopon, 1998:430-31).  
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their ability to garner large rents on long-term contracts often puts them at odds with 

communities of the poor who generate miniscule amounts of income for them.  

What is the state role in all of this? Evers and Korff assert that the state is always 

involved in the conflicts relating to urban land use, even when not playing the role of 

‘evictor’ (Evers & Korff, 2000:240). I see two stances that emerge in the way that the 

urban poor experience the role of the state in eviction. The first is indifference because the 

entire bureaucratic arm responsible for slum upgrading and development, the Community 

Development Office of the BMA, has no authority to deal with the issue of land tenancy, 

which is the greatest need of the poor.28 When private or public interests want to use land 

the poor occupy, there is no entity within the state structure with the power or authority to 

protect the interests of the poor. Thus one part of the state system is relegated to watching 

while private owners or other state agencies appropriate the land.29 This leads directly to 

the second stance, which is the face of hostility. This antagonism is complex and layered; it 

is more subtle and manipulative than openly brutal. I am drawing here on a 

conceptualization that Turton makes regarding a ‘secondary complex of predatory 

interests’.30 These ‘local power structures’ both support and form predatory complexes 

                                                 

28 Although there are references in official policy about Community Development Officials helping 
communities and land owners work out land issues (CDO, 1996:19,25,26,44), lengthening rental agreements 
(1996:19), finding land for squatters (1996:25, 30), and promoting land sharing (1996:19,72), at least in the 
perception of slum dwellers I have talked with, there is very little actual help in these areas. One of the slums 
near my home was again being threatened with eviction (in the summer of 2005) and as I was walking 
through I stopped to talk with some residents about what they were doing. When I asked one man if the 
District Community Development Office was doing anything to help them he laughed out loud. He said that 
all they were interested in was ponbrayot (benefit, gain).  
29Slum dwellers I have spoken to are never quite clear as to who is trying to deceive them, but they connect it 
to the government and not private individuals. In one of the slums on canal land near my home a local leader 
told me that when they were being evicted from the privately owned land they were on, some of the people 
who had nowhere else to go moved onto public canal land nearby. She said people from various agencies 
(nuay ngaan) who came with blank sheets of paper telling people that if they wanted a house they should sign 
the paper. Some of the older people who were long time residents of this group joined together (ruam tua 
kan) so that they could go to the District Office and complain that people (representing arms of the 
government) were trying to deceive them. This is an excellent example of how urban poor have to negotiate 
relationships with the two faces of the state. When threatened by one arm of the state, they have to join 
themselves together in order to go to another arm of the state to protest this treatment (I-265, I-274). 
30Turton draws this term from the work of Thompson (1978) on the exercise of state political power in 
eighteenth-century England. These configurations and concentrations of local power structures are 
constituted by ‘the complex overlapping and interpenetration of economic, political and cultural agencies, 
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which themselves constitute much of the state (1984:29). He illustrates the varieties of 

such local concentrations of power from the village to the national level where people both 

within and without the official structure utilize wealth to develop networks of relations that 

wield influence and control to secure their own advantage in both legal and illegal ways 

(1984:30-3). 

While a part of the state, these predatory complexes do not constitute the entire 

state, and this enables elite power to do two things. They can stand behind the state’s 

ideological claim to serve the interests of ‘the people’ (Turton, 1984:29), and at the same 

time veneer their activities with a layer of legitimacy because they represent official 

interests. Thus the state can appear concerned for its poorer citizens with its official policy 

of up-to-date development rhetoric and upgrading practices, while carrying on an 

unofficial policy of elimination through these secondary complexes of predatory interests. 

This paradoxical duality has historical roots in the practise of maintaining an official 

discourse that is manifestly at odds with behaviour.31 The official fiction is maintained 

while everyone goes about their own business. Here lies my major point in this section: 

that the paradoxes of upgrading and elimination, benevolence and hostility, and initiative 

and indifference form the broader environment in which slum dwellers live and that they 

participate in reproducing.  

4.3 The research site: Chumchon Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram 

In the previous two sections I have provided a macro-context for LWPW as a community 

in Bangkok by examining slums in general and their relation to elite power and the state. 

                                                                                                                                                    

relations, and interests, and the combination of formal and informal, official and non-official, public and 
“private”, legal and illegal activity’ (1984:30). 
31Siffin notes the paradoxical nature of the theoretical absolute power of the monarchy, yet the existence of 
other forms of authority in the system and the reality that the administrative staff served their own interests 
and not that of the monarch (1966:25). Another example is the way in which the kin muang (eat the state) 
system was set up so that nobles made their living from those under them, while at the same time there are 
documented exhortations from the monarchs to not oppress the people. ‘To order the officials to stop 
oppressing the people or to devote their full time to their work were, in a sense, absurd in a socio-
bureaucratic system with kin muang as a central premise and with no real differentiation between being an 
official and living one’s life’ (Siffin, 1966:37). The disjunction between official policy and practice regarding 
slums fits this pattern.  
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Here I will focus on the micro-context by looking specifically at LWPW and in the process 

highlight issues internal to the slum that are of importance to the analysis chapters that 

follow.  

4.3.1 A walking tour through LWPW 

When you get off at the Siam Square sky train stop and move through the bustling crowds 

down to street level heading east, the newly opened Siam Paragon shopping complex rises 

on your left. As you continue walking the wall changes to a distinctive decorative style 

alerting you that sandwiched here between the shopping malls and traffic is a Buddhist 

temple. Turning left through a small archway you are suddenly in a different world, but it 

is not the quiet of a temple as you may have expected. Mobile vendor carts, pouring smoke 

from charcoal fires, line the narrow path where adults, children, bikes, motorcycles, and 

the occasional motorized three-wheeler filled with vegetables compete for right of way. 

For the curious, another couple hundred metres walk leaves behind the quiet temple on 

your right and the cheerful voices of children playing at an elementary school on your left 

and completes the transformation; you have entered the world of a Bangkok slum. Dwarfed 

by skyscrapers, high rise condominiums, shopping centres, high tech plazas, the Saen Saeb 

canal on its north border, a temple to the south, and a royal residence on its western edge, 

LWPW is home to around 2500 people.32 Standing in the middle of this dense wood and 

                                                 

32The primary source for the demographic and statistical material is a photocopied 2002 publication of the 
Pathum Wan District Community Development Office (2002). I got a copy of this shortly after beginning my 
data collection, but I was already very familiar with the physical layout of the community. When I examined 
it I found that the map of the community it contained was much different than the actual community itself. I 
later was told that the District Office bases its statistics on dwellings with house numbers. This means that 
approximately a third of the actual community is not represented on the map, and I assume also in the various 
descriptive statistics. The copy I was given had handwritten corrections to numbers on it, and it turned out 
that all statistics had to add up to the exact number of people and dwellings in the community. It looks to me 
that what has happened is rather than counting the actual number of people, families, and dwellings in the 
geographic confines of the community, the descriptions have been bent around the need to equal a certain 
preconceived number for which there is no explanation. My assumption is that it is roughly based on the 
dwellings that have house registration numbers. The document I have lists 298 dwellings with 492 families 
and a total of 1789 people. I estimate that these numbers underrepresent the total amounts by somewhere 
over a third, since the map in the publication counts only dwellings with house registration numbers. This 
cuts out the third of the community that lies to the east, which is primarily newer housing occupied by people 
from the provinces who have moved in since 1973. I was able to get close to their total number of dwellings 
in this document by taking the 159 units of the flats and then counting the dwellings they list as having a 
house number. 
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cement block housing, it is hard to believe that this place was once a playground for kings 

and 60 years ago was still mostly agricultural land on what was the eastern edge of the city.  

A walk through the L-shaped community provides a good introduction to its major 

features. The first 400 metres from the entrance to the canal shows a pattern of residence 

and the kinds of occupations common to the whole community. This first stretch running 

north-south is known as Ton Pho,33 though residents at the southwestern entrance refer to 

themselves as naa wat because they are next to the temple. The entire community 

encompasses a total of 44 rai (73 hectares or 111 acres), 40 of which are on Crown 

Property Bureau (CPB) land and four of which belong to the Pathum Wanaram Temple. 

Though the land is owned by others there is a vigorous informal housing market where 

‘housing rights’ are a commodity that can be purchased. Thus some people ‘own’ their 

homes or ‘own’ rental housing while others pay rent. The larger wooden or cement block 

homes tend to be ‘owned’ and rental housing is of the small cubicle variety where an 

owner has subdivided a larger building into smaller rooms. 

The diversity of occupations in slums is noted in the literature (see Askew, 

2002:141-3 for a review) and is clearly visible in this first segment of LWPW. People work 

both outside the slum and inside the slum in formal sector wage-earning occupations and 

informal sector work. 34  Outside the slum, workers includes guards, clerks, cleaners, 

construction workers, hotel employees, transportation workers, recyclables collectors, 

general labourers (rab jaang), and mobile food vendors who locate at the entrances of the 

community or on Ratchadamri Road. Inside the slum are a wide variety of eating venues, 

dry goods and snack shops, hair salons, motorcycle repair places, sewing stands, owning 

rental housing, and two open-air snooker shops. A more recent innovation sweeping 
                                                 

33This area is named Ton Pho because of the Pho tree located on the western end of the community. 
Alternately spelled as Bo or Bodhi, the pipal tree, ficus religiosa, is sacred to Buddhists because it is the tree 
under which Guatama Buddha received enlightenment. A small spirit shrine (saan phra phuum) is located at 
the base of the tree. 
34 Askew defines ‘informal sector’ enterprises as ‘economic enterprises established outside the legal 
framework of registration, involving few formal skills and qualifications, and primarily maintained by family 
labour’ (Askew, 2002:141-2).  
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Bangkoks slums is the commercial installation of public washing machines and public 

water dispensers. Those who are the local ‘monitors’ receive a portion of the income from 

these machines.  

Photograph 2 View of LWPW and its surroundings 

Satellite imagery courtesy of DigitalGlobe 

If you turn right at the Pho tree and head east about 150 metres you move from Ton 

Pho to the geographic and social centre of LWPW. Three features dominate here: a 

building that functions as a health clinic, meeting place, guest reception area, and 

communication centre; in front of this, a large asphalted area where community events are 

held; and to the west, three large five-story buildings known as ‘the Flats’.35 The history of 

the Flats is directly related to the connection of this land to the monarchy. Early in the 

                                                 

35There are 159 flats each with one bedroom and one bathroom, 24 square metres in size. This area is also 
sometimes called ‘The Centre’ because the title for the little health clinic starts in Thai with sun (centre). 
When I am referring in general to these buildings I will use ‘flats’ but when I refer to it as residents do in the 
sense of a geographic segment of LWPW I will use ‘Flats’. 
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reign of Rama IV (1851-1868) this was agricultural land farmed by a group of Laos who 

were taken prisoner in a rebellion sometime prior to this (Chulalongkorn University, 

1999:16). The King wanted to build a place outside the city where he could relax, and 

apparently the area here was noted for its lotus flowers. Chinese labourers were hired and 

two lotus pools and a resting place were completed in 1857. The resting place was named 

Pathum Wan (which means lotus forest, baa bua luang), but the locals called it Wang Sra 

Pathum (lotus pool palace),36 and the lotus pools Sra Pathum. After its completion the 

current temple was built there (Chulalongkorn University, 1999:16-17). At some point 

after this Wang Petchabun was built and served as the home of one of the princes.37 Royal 

land is now managed by the CPB, and according to residents it owns much of the land in 

the surrounding area, including that upon which the large businesses and shopping malls 

surrounding them are built.  

Shortly before World War II Rama I/Ploenchit Road was a sparsely populated area, 

and the easternmost limit of the city was just past Ratchadamri at Wireless road. The 

transition of this area into a slum community seems to have happened gradually. The two 

palaces and temple drew in workers/staff associated with them; land use changed and the 

original farming people moved out. From the sketchy accounts given to me by older people 

the area behind the temple was filled in so that by the 1960s it was quite dense; two-storey 

wood houses and wood walkways ran from the canal to the temple (I-128, 257, 203) and 

covered the areas now known as Ton Pho and the Flats. Older people in the community 

remember their parents paying rent for the use of the land to an official from the CPB, but 

nobody that I have spoken with remembers how the rental arrangements actually came 

                                                 

36Wang Sra Pathum is a 17 acre site (to the west of LWPW up against the Saen Saeb canal) where the current 
King and Queen were married, where the late Princess mother resided, and which has been recently 
renovated to serve as the residence for HRH Princess Maha Chakri Sirindhorn (2Bangkok.com, 2006). 
37Wang Petchabun was the home of Prince Juthathuj’s family and apparently was later taken over by the 
Wang Petchabun company owned by the Wanglee family. This company had a lease with the Crown 
Property Bureau to develop the World Trade Centre (WTC) but went bankrupt. Central Pattana, owners of 
the Central Department store chain, have now taken over the project and renamed it Central World Plaza 
(2Bangkok.com, 2006). A high-rise office building and five star hotel are currently being added to the site. 
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about. There was a mix of social statuses and careers in the area including people 

connected with Wang Petchabun, lower level civil servants, city bus fare collectors, 

vendors, teachers, some career soldiers, police, as well as people from the provinces who 

had begun to come into the city (I-257).38  

Photograph 3 View of LWPW 

Satellite imagery courtesy of DigitalGlobe 

By 1973 there were rumours of eviction and in the early morning hours of 5 

December, the King’s birthday, a major fired burned out the area around where the flats 

now stand.39 Before the fire most people in the community were either born there or were 

long-term residents, but post-fire the area east of the flats, sparsely populated before, now 
                                                 

38The people I met who have been in LWPW the longest are Y. N. who told me that her family came there 
and staked out places to build right after World War II. Her family controls a large amount of rental housing 
in the Rua Khiaw area. I also met a woman whose mother is 67 and was born and raised in LWPW. Her 
mother (the grandmother of the woman I met) is now deceased and apparently came into LWPW sometime 
before World War II.  
39The 1973 fire is critical to the development of LWPW both physically and socially. In the next section I 
will look at this event in detail.  
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filled in with people from the provinces looking for work (I-302). By 1977 the CPB had 

completed the three buildings of rental flats for those who had lost their homes in the fire, 

and a new era of immigration was in full swing. In the 1980s during the construction of the 

World Trade Centre a green corrugated metal fence was put up separating the eastern side 

of the community from the construction. Residents started calling this area Rua Khiaw 

(green fence) and the name stuck even though the fence was later replaced by a concrete 

wall. While there is now a mix of owners and renters throughout the entire community, 

even in the flats, this area is primarily occupied by renters who have come from other 

provinces, the majority from the Northeast. Housing here is even more dense than 

elsewhere, and there is a greater proportion of wood shacks with corrugated metal roofs. 

Most of this area does not have house registration numbers and thus is not counted in the  

Photograph 4 The Flats 

Satellite imagery courtesy of DigitalGlobe 

official statistics or placed on the maps in the district publication on LWPW.  

While the housing is contiguous, historically Ton Pho, the Flats, and Rua Khiaw 

have each developed in a different manner; and this has created distinctions and divisions 
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that will be discussed in the next section. In 1985 LWPW registered with the Pathum Wan 

District, extending the government administrative apparatus into the community and 

bringing them into contact with local politicians.40 Registration formalized a community 

committee with two year terms and connected them to development funds for physical 

improvements to the community. Becoming on official chumchon has created, at least for 

some of the Bangkok-born residents, the ideal of a single united community expressed in 

the term samakhii (unity). Unity as a concept is made visible in the celebration of festivals. 

The planning and conducting of these ngaan (literally work, it can also be used in a 

celebratory sense) is seen as one of the major roles of the committee. There are numerous 

religious and secular events throughout the course of the year in Thailand, and over time 

five have become traditions that are now considered community-wide celebrations. The 

five festivals celebrated are: Civil New Year; Children’s Day the second weekend in 

January; Thai New Year in April; the Queen’s birthday, known as Mother’s Day, 12 

August; and the King’s birthday, known as Father’s Day on 5 December. These events all 

take place in the large open area in front of the flats and health clinic. It is not uncommon 

at a community celebration like Children’s Day or the King’s birthday to have the local 

MP, the Bangkok Council, and District Council representatives make brief visits to say a 

few words and often pass out some kind of gift on the occasion. Community development 

officials and people from the local health district also frequently are present at community 

functions. 

Life in LWPW has a great deal in common with other slum communities in 

Bangkok. The dwellings are crowded (averaging 8.0 persons per unit in Bangkok slums 

versus 3.75 per unit in the rest of Thailand), privacy limited, housing dilapidated and 

                                                 

40There are two major parts of the BMA: the governor’s office is responsible for the management of the city 
while the Bangkok Metropolitan Council (one member per 100,000 of population) is the law-making body 
and planning arm for the city and serves as representatives of the populace (BMA, n.d.:4-5). Each District 
also has an elected council with a minimum of seven members who serve four-year terms. Bangkok is 
divided into 37 constituencies for House seats so Ministers of Parliament generally cover slightly more than 
one district (Nattaya, 2006). 
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deteriorated, and the layout haphazard (Sopon, 2003:9, 13-14). Residents typically have a 

smaller number of income earners per household than the non-poor and tend to be older, 

less mobile, and less educated; their earning capacity reflects the lower educational levels 

of the household heads (Mehdi et al., 1987:1-2 to 1-3, 1-5, 4-5 to 4-6, 4-19).41 Most of 

Bangkok’s slums have water and electricity, and in LWPW residents pay 20 baht per 

month for garbage pickup by the city.42 The impression that one gets in walking through 

LWPW is that it is a place of vitality and dynamism, not desperation. The basic amenities 

are present, food is plentiful, the prosperity of economic growth the last four decades has 

trickled into the slum in the form of motorcycles, televisions, refrigerators, and the 

ubiquitous cell phone. So the question could be asked how poor are the people in LWPW?  

It is tempting when first seeing the rundown quality of housing, the crowded 

conditions, more garbage on the ground than elsewhere in the city, and the ever present 

                                                 

41 The statistical information on LWPW in the summary document by the Pathum Wan Community 
Development Office (2002) is nearly impossible to understand because it appears that all figures were based 
on being able to add up to the total number of dwellings (298) or the total number of people (1,789). 
However this counted only people with house registrations numbers. The relative percentages derived from 
these numbers show about 16 per cent of the community is under the age of 14, 27 per cent are between 15-
25 years old, 40 per cent between 26 and 45 years old, 12 per cent are between 46 and 60 years of age with 
only four per cent being over 61. Roughly 33 per cent have lived in LWPW five years or less, 38 per cent 
have been there six to ten years, and 28 per cent more than 21 years. The category of between ten and 20 
years completely has been dropped. All but three of the residents are Buddhists, the others being Muslim. I 
never met anyone who was a Muslim personally. Numbers of adults and children were impossible to discern, 
and income figures were given by person rather than family or a per capita figure by home. Other figures are 
puzzling such as the one indicating that 23 per cent of the community has two years or more of college 
education. My own interviews showed completely the opposite. One example will suffice here: during the 
preparation phase for the free-recall listing I conducted interviews with a total of 59 people, (27 men and 32 
women). For 11 of them I did not get any information about education so this leaves 48 people. Five had no 
formal education, 26 had primary level education, anywhere from first through sixth grade, 14 had 
somewhere between seventh and twelfth grade and only three had any time in college at all, with no one 
actually graduating.  
42Garbage pickup deals does not mean LWPW is ‘clean’ in the same way that outside the slum is clean. 
While there are not piles of rotting garbage everywhere, the area around and under housing tends to collect 
plastic bags and other garbage and people by habit throw things on the ground rather than in a bin. Data from 
the National Statistical Office in 1994 showed the availability of basic community necessities in slums: 99 
per cent have electricity, 97 per cent have water supply, 58 per cent have garbage disposal, 52 per cent have 
drainage, 69 per cent have concrete walkways, 71 per cent with community committees, 69 per cent with fire 
brigade, 19 per cent with a day centre, and 89 per cent with household registration (Sopon, 2003:15). 
However Daniere, citing a USAID report of 1992, says that around 20 per cent of Bangkok residents ‘live in 
settlements that have inadequate waste and sanitation facilities, contaminated water, and erratic and unsafe 
supplies of electricity. Data on the Bangkok region, from both NSO and Setchell surveys, … suggest that 
slum households have access to few of the amenities typically available in formal housing’ (1999:528). 
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rats, to make the assumption that everyone in a slum is poor. This is not true,43 and Askew 

notes that from the beginning ‘slums have been diverse social formations marked by 

internal differentiation,’ calling them ‘spaces of accumulation and inequality’ (Askew, 

2002:143). Poverty indexes and minimum wage figures can provide statistical views of 

poverty, but they are unable to portray the social complexity that makes physical want a 

reality for many urban poor (see Iliffe, 1987:2). 44  Absolute poverty in the slums has 

decreased, while relative poverty continues to increase as the gap between rich and poor 

grows (on income disparity see 1998:285; Pasuk & Baker, 2000:236).45 The inequalities 

                                                 

43The Thammasat research showed that some 11 per cent of urban households in the country were poor by 
the poverty line established in 1987, with those in the BMR being the least poor (Mehdi et al., 1987). 
Working with data from 1993 Sopon has developed a rough continuum of poverty in Bangkok that has three 
categories: the real poor, the typical poor and the general low-income group (1998:437-8; 2003:17-18). The 
real poor consist of those who cannot afford three meals per day by his calculations of per capita income and 
consist of nine per cent of the Bangkok population and 15.65 per cent of slum dwellers. This means that 
371,170 of the real poor live outside of slums. The typical poor he figures at two wage earners at minimum 
wage with two dependents and shows that this covers 47.28 per cent of slum dwellers (427,800 people), but 
20.28 per cent of Bangkok (1.2 million people). This shows that that some 700,000 typically poor people in 
the city do not live in slums. Sopon’s third category of general low-income group is comprised of those who 
cannot afford the least expensive house on the open market, which covers 76.62 per cent of slum dwellers. 
Sopon suggests a continuum with four levels to describe income levels of people in Bangkok slums. There 
are the relatively affluent who become money lenders and thus have a kind of symbiotic relationship with the 
community, the long time dwellers who have adjusted to conditions and enjoy the benefits of the location 
(but who can afford a home outside the slum), those moving into the slum who are renters, and those who are 
truly poor (2003:23). I certainly agree with Sopon’s analysis that not all slum dwellers are poor, but taking a 
more subjective view based on my personal experiences with urban poor, what looks good on paper as 
numbers is a different reality on the ground. Even where there are two working adults with typical informal 
sector or low end formal jobs, if they have children or any other family members they are responsible for, life 
can be very challenging. While there may be enough income to eat every day and pay the rent, if anything 
goes wrong outside of these very narrow parameters, they are in trouble. Illness, loss of job, problems with 
family outside the city necessitating expensive travel, equipment breakdowns and so on, all conspire to put 
economic pressure and force many people to turn to money lenders who typically charge 240 per cent interest 
per year. 
44Figures from 1988-2002 show a nationwide drop in those living under the poverty line from 32.6 per cent 
to 9.8 per cent, with Bangkok having only 2 per cent under the poverty line (NESDB, 2006:8, 10-13). Both 
poverty lines and minimum wages are varied throughout the different regions of the country. In 2002 a new 
poverty line for the nation was established changing from 922 to 1,163 baht per capita per month which 
changed the poverty incidence level to 14.38 per cent. Bangkok’s poverty line changed from Baht 1,021 to 
1,703 baht per capita per month (US$ 25 to 42) (NESDB, 2006:10-13). Bello, writing in 1998, had sources 
that showed 3.4 per cent of Bangkok’s population under the poverty line, but notes that experts urge caution 
in handling these figures (Bello et al., 1998:108). He cites Somsook from CODI who calculates that with a 
minimum of 3,000 baht per month to pay for food and energy some 1.2 to 1.5 million people are in poverty 
in the city, which is 22 to 27 per cent. Current minimum wage in Bangkok is 184 baht per day (Start, 2006). 
45Absolute poverty is measured against the minimum that is necessary to maintain a person’s physical 
efficiency. Relative poverty is measured against the average living standards of a particular society (Iliffe, 
1987:2, 4). 
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seen in LWPW are intimately connected with family circumstances and not simply 

monthly income. Here Iliffe’s distinction between two types of want is helpful.46  

There are many in the community who do not have to struggle for their daily 

existence because their circumstances are such that they are able to put money aside for 

other uses. For instance I spoke with a man from Chaiyaphum who has a mobile vending 

cart selling what he calls ‘Japanese crepes’. Twenty years ago he bought the rights to a 

piece of land from a person born in the slum for 9,000 baht and built his own place on it. 

He is able to average 10,000 baht a month or more from his food sales and has built a 

house in Chaiyaphum where his children live (I-341). But for many people with 

comparable income in food selling, construction work, or hair cutting, they find themselves 

in a struggle for survival and cannot put any money aside for emergencies. It is a 

combination of paying rent, having to feed more people, and sending money to other 

family members out of their income. 

When people fall short, the informal street loans run at 240 per cent annual interest, 

which only intensifies their difficulties. The idioms of the struggle to survive emerge as 

you talk with people about their work and incomes: ‘enough to get by day by day’ (phaw 

yuu ben wan wan), ‘need to be industrious and frugal’ (tawng kayan tawng brayat), 

‘enough to take care of the family but certainly not rich’ (phaw liang khrawb khrua tae mai 

ruay rawk), and ‘looking for it in the morning, eating it at night’ (haa chao kin kham). For 

some the struggle is more intense than others; one family collects recyclables as their 

primary source of income, making anywhere from 50 to 100 baht per day ‘according to the 

stars and luck’ (laew tae duang tae choak) (I-342).47  

                                                 

46One type of want is found among those who must struggle continuously to preserve themselves from 
physical want. The second is comprised of those who fail at the first level and fall into chronic physical want 
and thus become the very poor or destitute (Iliffe, 1987:2). 
47Iliffe’s distinction between structural and conjunctural poverty is helpful here as well. Structural poverty is 
the long-term poverty of an individual due to personal or social circumstances. Conjunctural poverty is the 
temporary poverty into which ordinarily self-sufficient people may be thrown by crisis. Structural poverty 
varies in different settings where resources, particularly land, are plentiful and where it is scarce (1987:4). 
Those who are poor in LWPW are primarily struggling to keep themselves from physical want in a form of 
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Photograph 5 Overlooking Rua Khiaw 

What I have been illustrating thus far can be described as economic deprivation, 

which is only one of five different types of ‘deprivation’, defined as ‘any and all of the 

ways that an individual or group may be, or feel disadvantaged in comparison either to 

other individuals or groups or to an internalized standard’ (see Glock & Stark, 1965:246-

9).48 While there are clear differentials both in income and the status of some people in 

LWPW, on the whole there is a sense of collective identity as being poor (khon jon). Glock 

and Stark’s concept of social deprivation comes closest to capturing the feeling that people 

                                                                                                                                                    

structural poverty. Those who fall into chronic want and form the truly destitute are sometimes found in 
established slums but also seek refuge under bridges or on the street. Askew observes that ‘poverty in the 
contemporary Thai metropolis takes a range of forms, and arguably a focus on slums excludes the most 
desperate of the urban poor’ (Askew, 2002:140).  
48 Economic deprivation arises from the differential distribution of income and the limited access to 
necessities and luxuries of life. It can be judged on subjective or objective measures. Social deprivation is the 
propensity of societies to value some attributes of individuals or groups more highly than others. Awards like 
prestige, power, status, and opportunities are distributed in a differential fashion, with the highly regarded 
getting more of these awards. Organismic deprivation is when a person is disadvantaged relative to others 
through physical or mental deformity or a stigmatizing trait. Ethical deprivation is where there are value 
conflicts between the ideals of society and those of individuals or groups, when people see a discrepancy 
between the ideal and real. Finally, psychic deprivation is when people find themselves without a meaningful 
system of values by which to organize and interpret their lives (Glock & Stark, 1965:246-248).  
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have of being on the margins of society, relatively powerless, and lacking in resources that 

others have. The presence of consumer goods does little to ameliorate the experience of 

social deprivation that people have living in a slum. From my observations and 

conversations with people there were five areas in particular that were salient in resident’s 

experience of slum life. I will look at four of them here and discuss the fifth in a later 

section. 

Photograph 6 A lane in Rua Khiaw 

There is a pervasive sense that slum dwellers’ relative poverty makes them 

vulnerable to being taken advantage of and exploited. It is the rich, the police, and the legal 

system that take advantage because ‘justice is money’, respect is given to those with 

money, and the poor cannot be ‘seen’. Thus people in the slum try to avoid interactions 

with the police and the official world their own business. One person said, ‘if you have 

money, what is wrong can be turned into not wrong’ (I-342). Another major problem area 

is drugs and, for those with children, the fear that their children may get involved. People 

seemed to be resigned to the presence of drug use and selling because it is impossible to 

really eliminate. Residents’ acknowledged that Thaksin’s efforts at suppression improved 
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the situation for a time, but police are either seen as ‘not being serious’ about it or too 

outnumbered to impact the problem. This is a source of stress to parents whose children are 

users and a fear for parents in general.  

A third area of deprivation comes from their awareness of the irony that LWPW is 

literally surrounded by incredible wealth. Some eke out their lives on the edges of this 

economy; they sell food or work as guards or clerks, forced to practise ‘industry and 

frugality’ to survive while watching the conspicuous consumption of the middle and upper 

classes. The people I interacted with in LWPW seem to be very realistic about their lot in 

life. It is very common in their speech for them to refer to themselves as the collectivity 

‘rao khon jon’ (we the poor) when talking about the world outside the slum. They are 

aware that the playing field is not level, and are highly sceptical about those in political 

power and in the government administrative structure who make so many demands of them 

for so little in return.49 It is interesting to me that in all my interactions with urban poor in 

several different settings, I rarely hear karma invoked as a reason for their condition of 

poverty.50 Finally, for others slum life is not a matter of income, but a lack of options and 

the ability to choose. Many who could afford a home elsewhere if they were a wage earner 

are locked into living in LWPW because it is the location that provides them their job and 

income. If they bought a house outside the slum they would not have the income from their 

                                                 

49L. P. tells the story of going to protest one time at Bankhrua, (I discuss this in more detail in Chapter 7), 
and he made the argument with an official that building the proposed exit ramp there would make traffic 
worse than it already was. The official told him that the computer model said that traffic would get better. L. 
P. responded that what you put in the computer is what you get out. After saying this, the official would not 
talk with him anymore. He concluded by suggesting that the whole project was to help the business people by 
providing access to all of the shops in that area with the freeway exit (I-257). L. P’s response and 
argumentation shows his sense that the elite argument is based on their interests, which are those of the 
business community, rather than thinking of the welfare of the chumchon.  
50Basham revisited the merit and power interpretation where the powerful have karmatic sanction for their 
power, with the practical result being the notion that authority deserves the loyalty of the subordinate 
(1989:127). His interview data asking about belief in merit and power found that of his urban respondents, 
less than half expressed belief in their connection. The explanations were based in much more pragmatic 
grounds such as power coming via wealth, ability, or connections (1989:131). This certainly fits my 
experience in LWPW where people related the inequities of the social system to issues of wealth and the 
opportunity (sometimes seized by taking advantage of others) to gain wealth and thus power. Cosmological 
answers like ‘it is my fate and karma’ (ben wen ben kam) are more of an exclamation than a causal 
explanation. Asking a person why they are poor will more often elicit a response dealing with, family 
background, lack of education and lack of opportunity.  
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informal economic activities which depend on the density of customers that LWPW offers 

both outside and inside the community. 

4.3.2 Exploring the inner workings of LWPW 

A walking tour through LWPW shows many of the prominent features, but there is much 

that cannot be seen from the surface level viewpoint. It is the things that are not apparent to 

the eye of the casual observer that are of most interest for this study. In section 4.2 my 

discussion of how the state and elite power relate to slum communities formed an issue 

external to the slum, part of the broader environment. In this section I will raise a series of 

issues that are primarily internal to LWPW and form the context for how leadership 

processes operate in the community.  

4.3.2.1 Forces that divide and unite 

Askew notes in the literature the varying representations that have been used to describe 

slums in Bangkok: the ideologically driven assertive picture as conflicts intensify over land 

use, the grass-roots development discourse of cooperative and equally poor people joining 

together to improve their situation and the environment, slum dwellers as individualistic 

opportunists, and the ‘community of the poor’ as a face-to-face society with close 

interpersonal ties and emotional linkage to a local area, which is used to garner public 

support and oppose eviction (Askew, 2002:140). Each view can find empirical support, yet 

each tends to obscure and oversimplify the complexities that are found on the ground in 

any particular slum.  

The first issue I want to raise in my representation of LWPW is to problematize the 

notion of LWPW as a ‘community’. I have used the term unproblematically thus far as a 

convenient translation for the Thai chumchon, but there are actually multiple 

understandings of ‘community’ as a sociological term and of chumchon as it is used by 

people in LWPW. Definitions of community tend to cluster around three concepts: being a 

collectivity; a particular geographic location; and notions of social interaction, structured 

relations, and social cohesion (Keyes, 1978:3; Moerman, 1969:548; Winthrop, 1991:40-
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43). LWPW fits the second concept, but as seen through the eyes of its residents, the first 

and third are highly contested ideas. Residents’ views of LWPW as a chumchon hinge on 

where they came from, their own sense of permanency in the community (related to 

renting or owning a place), and where they physically reside in the community. There are 

both centripetal and centrifugal forces at work in LWPW that are important for 

understanding leadership processes there, and these forces that pull apart and draw them 

together are closely related to events set in motion by the fire of 1973. 

The fire serves as a nodal point for LWPW in terms of its physical structure, the 

distribution of power and wealth, the makeup of the residents, and the meaning people 

make of chumchon. When I first started working in LWPW I assumed it was a single 

community. It was registered with the district as a chumchon, and it was a bounded locality 

filled with dense housing. I saw the three divisions of Ton Pho, the Flats, and Rua Khiaw 

as being convenient physical descriptors. What emerged over time however was much 

more complex than that. Apparently even before the fire there were fine-grained 

distinctions based on locality, and the fire in some sense both intensified and dissolved 

these distinctions. Four pieces of evidence led me to this conclusion. The first had to do 

with the different names of the community in the past, where two were connected to the 

Ton Pho area.51 The second was an incidental remark by an informant, who grew up in the 

area where the flats are now located, that there were fights between people who lived in his 

area and Ton Pho when he was a child back in the 1960s (I-303).52 Another was how 

                                                 

51Over the years the community was known by several names: Trok Lang Wat Pathum (a trok is a small 
lane); Trok Pho or Chumchon Ton Pho, because of the large pipal tree at the west end of the community, and 
Lang Talaat Nai Lert (behind the Nai Lert Market), because it sits to the south of what was formerly a well-
known market across the canal, where a department store now stands (I-302, I-304). 
52Normally I would have passed over this comment as being part of the normal fighting that children do. 
However at approximately the same time I began to do my research in LWPW as a part of my job I also 
began working with a series of five contiguous slum communities. What I discovered there was how sharply 
delineated community lines were drawn in people’s minds. The communities have separate names and 
leadership structures, and a distance of just a few metres makes a huge difference in identity. The distinctions 
are not only carried by the children who are very wary about interacting with children from another group, 
but adults as well. Most long-term residents are familiar with other long-term residents across all five 
communities but they definitely ‘belong’ to a certain community. It was this experience that opened my eyes 
to see that the geographical proximity of houses all stacked next to each other is not necessarily mirrored by a 
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contradictory responses about the presence or absence of informal community committees 

prior to registration made sense when viewed through the lens of identity based in locality. 

Thus K. in Ton Pho said there was an informal committee (he was on it), while D. and L.P. 

from the Flats repeatedly insisted there was no committee until registration. Locality 

facilitates or inhibits seeing what others do as valid. Finally, certain celebrations are known 

to have their origin in a locality, with the oldest tradition being that Ton Pho puts on the 

annual Civil New Year’s celebration.  

When the fire happened in 1973 the physically altered landscape helped sharpen 

territorial distinctions, create new ones, and in some ways fostered a greater sense of 

community for at least parts of the chumchon. There are several different versions of what 

happened with the fire, but the consensus among residents is that it was not an accident.53 

Sometime prior to the fire, rumours about a coming eviction were strong enough to lead 

some people to take action (I-302). Bathiwat, a soldier living in the centre area, announced 

that he was planning a trip to go ask the King for permission to be allowed to stay on the 

land because it was owned by the CPB. He told everyone that he was leaving at 6:00 AM 

on the morning of the King’s birthday, 5 December, to go to the royal residence at Hua Hin 

in Prajuab Khirikhan province. Those who wanted to go along were invited to join him. 

However somewhere before 5:00 AM the fire started (I-302). K. noted that there were 

rumours in advance that a fire was coming. He was working outside the community, and 

when he came in that night someone told him there would be a fire; he did not sleep well 

(I-296). Bathiwat and a few others did make the trip to Hua Hin that day and met with an 

official of the King. A representative was dispatched to the scene and the King ordered that 

                                                                                                                                                    

sense being a unified community.  
53I-302 said that the fire started in the empty home of someone who had gone upcountry and therefore must 
have been arson. I have heard several different theories advanced. One is that it was residents who started the 
fire to get back at the CPB, although I am not clear at what the problem was that angered them. Another view 
is that CPB set the fire to get them off the land so it could be rented out to businesses that would pay large 
amounts to lease it (I-296). Others suggest that it was the business interests themselves who set the fire to 
drive them off so that they could then lease the land from CPB. It is obviously much more lucrative for the 
CPB to have long term rental leases for large amounts of money with businesses than it is to collect a small 
amount of land rental money from urban poor. 
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the flats be built to house those who had lost their homes. Temporary shelters were set up 

in the burned area so people could live, and by 1977 the three buildings of flats were 

completed. 

In the aftermath of the fire there were four significant developments. The fire 

sharpened the distinction between Ton Pho and the burned area in the centre by creating 

differentiated housing that was not present before. People in other parts of the community 

now see the Flats as the locus of the committee and as the administrative and celebratory 

centre. The 2002-2004 committee that I first worked with had 11 members, and only three 

were from Ton Pho. They felt under-represented and cut out of the decision-making 

process. There was clearly a Ton Pho-Flats split in this group, and the change to a new 

committee in 2004 was seen as a chance to change the balance of power by adding people 

from Ton Pho. The 2004-2005 committee is now dominated by Ton Pho with 16 of the 17 

members being from there.  

The fire also changed the demographics of the community by creating the 

opportunity to build rental housing. Prior to the fire the Rua Khiaw area had some old 

wooden housing that was not burned. During the transition time after the fire, people born 

in LWPW or long-term residents staked out ground to build new rental housing on. In 

general people indicate that it was after the fire that people from the provinces, particularly 

the Northeast, moved into this new rental housing area. L. P. said that the influx did not 

really come till 1985 when the CPB moved people out of this area to Thep Lila. Again 

those born or long-term in the community took advantage to build rental housing and 

people moved back in, with the CPB apparently not opposing it at this point. The details of 

the influx are not as important as the fact that it created a new set of distinctions: renters 

and owners, those born in the slum and those who came from the outside. Whereas the Ton 

Pho-Flats distinction is nuanced and subtle, the renters/owners one is much sharper, and 

the strained relations between slum born people and the provincial renters will figure 

prominently in discussions about leadership in Chapter 6.  
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A third set of distinctions also emerged after the fire because of the opportunities 

that it created for amassing wealth. Those who built rental housing often held their claim to 

the land by the threat of force. Two family names were prominent in those that claimed 

land and built rental housing after the fire, and both had ruffian (nakleng) type family 

members who were able to keep others away from the land they had staked out (I-303, I-

92). The wealth they generated then allowed them to become even more influential in the 

community in the future.  

However the fire not only heightened and created new distinctions, but also set into 

motion forces that served to lessen and obscure distinctions by promoting at least the ideal 

of the entire area being a single ‘community’, primarily among those who were born in the 

slum. After the fire another informal committee gathered around the issue of planning a 

large King’s birthday celebration to show gratitude for building the flats for them (I-323). 

Although the King’s birthday is a ‘Flats’ event, just as the Civil New Year’s celebration is 

a ‘Ton Pho’ event, it is freely attended by people from the entire community area. By 

linking their own local history to a national celebration of the most respected institution in 

the country, that of the monarchy, the Flats created an event that embraced everyone and 

downplayed territorial and birthplace distinctions, bringing people together around their 

reverence for the King. One day I was talking with some Northeastern renters who sell 

food outside the wall at Rua Khiaw. I asked them if they were part of the chumchon, and 

they said no, ‘we have no voice, no rights, all they want us to do is help.’ So I asked them 

if they ever went to any of the festivals, and they said they attended the Queen’s birthday 

and the King’s birthday because ‘you have to demonstrate your loyalty’ (tawng sadaeng 

jong rak phak dii) (I-201). The presence of a large number of Rua Khiaw people for the 

merit making event on the morning of the King’s birthday was noted as a good sign by 

committee members; they took it as an affirmation of their committee and leadership by 

these outsiders (PO-327).  
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4.3.2.2 Changing views on legitimate leadership 

In section 2.5 I defined leadership in a processual sense as all the forms of interpersonal 

influence operating within a group that facilitate task accomplishment for the group. I 

noted that what is important in looking systemically at leadership processes across a group 

is the issue of legitimacy because this is directly related to how compliance and 

cooperation are gained by actors who may or may not have formal positions within the 

group. The critical issue in LWPW is securing the voluntary cooperation of others to help 

in events and tasks that are too big to do as an individual or small group (I-26, I-133). 

When buildings need to be cleaned, a festival put on, or a protest joined, people get 

involved on a voluntary basis and residents see this ability to mobilize as the defining mark 

of leadership. In both the informal pre-registration system and the formal community 

committee system that came with registration, the primary source of power to influence 

and mobilize others towards group task accomplishment is personal power rather than 

position. In this section I explore the patterns of leadership and bases of legitimacy in 

LWPW around the nodal point of community registration in 1985.  

4.3.2.2.1 Legitimacy before registration as a chumchon 

It would not be surprising to find some version of the traditional ‘elders’ and nakleng 

forms of village leadership in urban slums. Slum dwellers’ roots, even when born in the 

slum, go back to rural areas.54 What needs to be discovered is how these forms are adapted 

and modified in the changed material and social conditions of the slum. Urban slum 

communities are not just simply reproductions of village life in the city (Sopon, 1992:82); 

the social cohesion of the village is broken down in urban life where there is no need for 

the defence and protection of the village as a unit. In the village, rice farming and irrigation 

                                                 

54In trying to understand how slums were governed prior to the current structure I had a conversation with a 
staff member at the Community Development Office of the BMA. He indicated that in the past a village 
headman (phuu yai baan) type system was used in at least some urban places covering more than just slums. 
This system was phased out over time. It appears that before BMA came into existence at certain areas of 
Bangkok were administered in a fashion similar to the village system.  
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necessitate forms of cooperation which are no longer present as people make their living 

through a variety means.55 Akin’s work based on research in the late 1960s found that 

nakleng were the community leaders; 56  Johnson in the early 1970s found elder type 

respected persons; 57and Sopon observed that the well-to-do or communal tycoons are 

elected onto the committees when they are formed, so that the exploitative informal 

structure thus becomes the legalized structure as well (1992:111). All of these works are 

dated now, and new research needs to be done to provide fresh perspectives of the changed 

political, social, and economic conditions in slums. Johnson’s narrow view of leadership 

and broad view of community obscures his ability to see alternative kinds of leadership,58 

and Sopon’s observation is over-generalized and an oversimplification of the diversity that 

exists in Bangkok’s slums.  

Inquiring into the patterns of governance of the community prior to registration in 

1985 was a very confusing process; it took me a long time to sort out and understand what 

was happening in the data. Four distinct perspectives emerged from my informants. The 

first sees no sense of community or leadership until the coming of formal registration in 

                                                 

55See Potter (1976:34-50) on village social groupings, particularly on cooperative labour-exchange groups. 
56Akin’s work in the late 1960s in Trok Tai identified three major cliques (phuak) whose leaders were 
nakleng types, with one who had the ability to represent the entire community (1975b:283) and who 
commanded greater resources than the other faction leaders (1975b:301). In some circumstances it is possible 
for a single nakleng type leader to emerge as a community wide leader, there are also many other examples 
where influence does not extend much wider than their client group (see Ockey, 2004b chapter six for 
examples of differing types of slum leadership). 
57Johnson worked in slum development with the NHA in the 1970s. Trying to identify community leaders by 
both social survey and informants, they found only 20 per cent could identify someone they considered a 
community wide leader (1979:317). They were told that some leaders would not cooperate with other leaders 
because they belonged to different factions (1979:318). Others said they could mobilize people in the 
community for self-help projects, but this appeared to be exaggeration (1979:318). In a community of 2,000 
people 15 leaders were identified and did not appear to represent the community but factions (1979:318). 
These leaders were long-term residents, occupied status positions, had reasonably good incomes, and were 
respected both because of their age and position (1979:318). 
58Johnson concluded from his data collection among several slums that they were ‘generally unorganized as 
communities’ (1979:485). He noted that although community leaders existed, there was no formal structure, 
constituency, or stratification of the leaders. Religion and entertainment activities were segmented and not 
community wide (Johnson, 1979:308-9). His interests in community (defined as a geographic entity) led to 
the conclusion that ‘slum communities and other low-income areas are not organized in a manner which 
allows them to operate as an entity’ (1979:329). Sopon makes a similar community level observation, noting 
that while communities have a natural core group or leader, the formal organizational structure of a 
committee that covers the whole community, such as happens with slums registered with the district, is not a 
natural structure for people (1992:99). He points out that in almost all cases community committees have 
been initiated by outsiders such as governmental and non-governmental organizations (1992:99).  
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1985. The picture painted is that of everyone being on their own, with individuals, 

families, and small groups pursuing their own interests without regard to others. The 

interviewees used Thai idioms used to express the idea: tua khrai tua man and tang khon 

tang yuu (everyone for themselves).59 However in continuing dialogue with these same 

people two more perspectives became discernible. D. saw community tasks being handled 

within a group of people who were close to each other, had grown up together, trusted each 

other, and who as friends saw their relationship as horizontal rather than having large 

status differences (I-203). Here is a portion of my dialogue with D.: 

A. So what you are saying is that it was basically every person for themselves. So were there leaders 
(phuu nam) or not?  

D. There were no leaders. We watched over things ourselves. In the past there was no chumchon (here the 
administrative unit sense as not being registered with the BMA). 

A. So there was no committee? 

D. Right. There was none at all. There were no leaders/administrators (phuu bokkhrong). We 
administrated (bokkhrong) things ourselves. 

A. So you administrated things yourselves. Well surely that means that you must have had some people 
who were leader types or respected types? 

D. No, we did not have them at all. You see it was like we loved each other, we were together from the 
time we were little till we had grown up, we were able to associate with each other. 

By way of contrast others saw decentralized nakleng as a kind of natural leadership.60 L. P. 

in describing the situation said that nobody was bold (klaa) enough to pull everyone 

together because they all thought of everybody as more or less equal. M. said that at that 

time there were people who had power, such as nakleng, but nobody had enough power to 

bring everyone together because their power was centred on the pursuit of their own 

interests (I-261).61  

                                                 

59I asked a Thai friend for clarification of this term, and he explained it as each various person doing their 
own thing without any relationship, no coordination of activity, and not being interested in or interfering with 
others. L.P and D. used the idiom substituting ‘groups’ and ‘homes’ for the tua which references people. This 
gives the sense that various homes and groups were operating on their own with no relationship or 
coordination. 
60See Appendix 4 for background on nakleng in Akin’s work on Trok Tai and for current perceptions of 
nakleng in LWPW.  
61The perception of nakleng in the community in the past again depends on one’s standpoint. D., as a woman 
who grew up in the community, admits to the presence of nakleng and does not like them, but in general has 
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A fourth perspective came from K., a member of the current committee and long 

time resident of Ton Pho (I-296). When I mentioned to him that D. and L. P. said there was 

no leadership prior to community registration and that they had characterized it as every 

person for themselves, he disagreed. He said that in 1980 he had been part of an informal 

committee of around 15 older people who mutually respected each other. He was the 

youngest member, as he was able to do things like climb trees to trim branches, which the 

older men could no longer do. I brought this up to L. P. on another occasion, and he then 

admitted a committee formed in 1977 to put together the King’s birthday celebration in 

gratitude for the building of the flats to replace the housing lost in the fire.  

What do these accounts show? Clearly there were traditional forms of legitimate 

authority operating as respected elders (as informal committees) and nakleng but with a 

very narrow locus. There was also another type of group made up of more horizontal 

relationships through friendship or mutual respect that was involved in tasks that benefited 

a wider circle than just their own group. This included putting on different kinds of 

festivals and celebrations, taking care of the environment of segments of the community, 

and handling issues that can be summed up in the term bokkhrong (governing). I want to 

suggest that the ‘no community-no leadership’ represented by D. and L. P. view reads back 

into history a newer perspective that is now shaping ideas of legitimacy in LWPW. This 

will be explored more in the next section. The fact that prior to the 1973 fire a small group 

was going to intercede with the King on behalf of their community points to some sense of 

a collective identity, at least for certain people, that belies the description of being 

‘everyone for themselves’ (tua khrai tua man).  

                                                                                                                                                    

very fond and pleasant memories of her younger years. L. P., as an adult male who moved into the 
community as an outsider 40 years ago, was much more aware of the presence of nakleng as those who could 
do physical violence to others. Grandma N., one of the richest people in the community and whose son is the 
most well known nakleng in the community, insists that there are no nakleng. This kind of response resonates 
with what Akin experienced as well. He noted that in general people would say that nakleng were bad, yet 
they would try indirectly to convey with pride that they themselves were nakleng (1975b:253). Grandma N., 
due to the general image of nakleng as bad, would not want to admit that her son was one. 



 127

4.3.2.2.2 Legitimacy after registration as a chumchon 

In trying to sort out the seemingly contradictory responses within and between the people I 

interviewed I came to the conclusion that the result of 20 years of formal registration with 

the state has changed the nature of legitimacy in LWPW and partially created a more 

comprehensive notion of community. This new notion is desired by some but difficult to 

obtain and maintain. In this section I will unpack the changed nature of legitimacy and its 

impact on the notion of community because of its importance to the analysis of Chapter 6.  

While a decentralized structure of traditional leaders formed around small groups 

of kin, friends, locality, or nakleng seems to have been the rule, there were indicators that 

some people were able and willing to speak on behalf of a segment of LWPW broader than 

their own group. This was evident in those going to appeal to the King regarding their 

potential eviction in 1973 before the fire, the formation of an informal committee to plan 

the annual King’s birthday celebration, and the 1985 registration of LWPW as an official 

chumchon with the Pathum Wan District.62  

The functional centrepiece of registration is the community committee because it 

serves as the representative of the residents to the BMA. I will briefly overview the formal 

view of the committee and its work. The rules governing community committees are found 

in the Handbook for the Work of Community Committees (CDO, n.d.:22-8). There are six 

sections covering definitions of terms, the composition of the committee, eligibility rules 

for those running for a position and those voting, voting procedures, the work of the 

committee, the duties and responsibilities of the committee, and the guidelines for 

conducting their monthly meeting. The minimum number for a community committee is 

                                                 

62Registration of slums is not automatic. LWPW had to send representatives to initiate the process and show 
evidence of there being a willingness on the part of the people in the locality to register. Registration offers 
benefits in terms of connecting the community through a representative committee to the resources of the 
state to help with development projects. It is also the intention of the state that this representative committee 
act to mobilize the participation of the people to work for its own development (CDO, n.d.). 
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seven people, no matter how small the community, and the maximum is 25.63 There are 

two routes by which people can become committee members, and the state controls and 

monitors both through the local District. A committee serves a two-year term, and the 

district CDO announces in advance the time frame when people can register as a candidate 

for the committee. Elections are held only when there are more applicants than the number 

of allowable slots. In such a case the people with the highest numbers of votes are taken to 

fill the slots. If less people apply than the number of allowable positions, then the CDO 

will announce the official appointment of those applicants (if they fit the required criteria) 

to the committee. Six positions are mandated by the regulations: president, vice-president, 

secretary, treasurer, registration, and information. These positions are chosen by the 

committee, which may create other portfolios as well. Any committee member who does 

not have a portfolio is simply a committee member-at-large. The committee chooses its 

advisers, who are able to attend meetings and give advice, but not vote. The lists of the two 

committees that served during the time of my research are found in Appendix 5.  

The work of the committee as defined by the official regulations is as follows: to 

support democracy with the King as the head; to coordinate with public and private 

agencies that are working for the benefit of the community; to work for the development of 

the community physically, economically, and socially through the participation of the 

people and mobilization of community resources; to support samakhii (consensus, unity, 

accord) and winai (discipline); to support culture, arts, and beautiful customs; to watch 

over and care for the material assets of the community; and to make known, follow up on, 

and report to the Director of the District the activities and work of the various agencies and 

organizations involved in the community. A monthly meeting is to be held, and they can 

meet more frequently as necessary. The Director of the District also holds a monthly 

                                                 

63If there over 140 families, one position is added for every twenty families above that number up to 25. 
When I first started the data collection the committee had 11 members, with 15 being their allowable 
maximum. When it was time to choose a new committee in early 2004 they were told that they could have 23 
slots, and in the end only 17 people applied and were accepted. 
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meeting for all of the community committee presidents with representatives from the 

various district agencies that are involved in the communities. 64  Representation, 

coordination, and mobilization are major themes in the state’s view of what community 

leadership should be involved in. While the first two are shared by leaders and residents, 

the third is not, and this will be a subject of importance in Chapter 7. In the eyes of the 

community there are three important public functions: distributing items that are given to 

the community by outside agencies and politicians, planning and putting on the community 

festivals, and protecting their homes from eviction. All of these figure in the analysis 

chapters to follow.  

How has registration impacted conceptions of legitimacy inside of LWPW? In 

Chapter 2 I noted the complex nature of the way that the legitimacy of the Thai state is 

construed, calling it in Weberian terms a traditional-legal hybrid (see page 43 above). Prior 

to registration, modified forms of the historical patterns of respected elders and nakleng 

existed in LWPW as traditional forms of legitimate authority.65 As the community entered 

into a relationship with the state via registration, the result over time was an increase in the 

‘legal’ dimension of how they viewed legitimate leadership among themselves. What is 

now viewed as legitimate leadership in the community is closer to this traditional-legal 

hybrid accorded the state rather than pure traditional authority. This legal dimension I will 

term an ‘officialization’66 in the sense of authorizing and formalizing so that what now 

                                                 

64I attended one district meeting. It was primarily information-giving from the various district agencies, and 
at the end there was time allotted for a representative from each chumchon to make a request to the District. 
Since I only attended one meeting I was not sure if the format was the same every time. One day while 
helping clean the concrete landing at the Saen Saeb canal I was able to spend some time with T. who was the 
current committee president. I brought up how I had attended a meeting once and narrated how it had been 
conducted. I asked if it was that way all the time, and he said yes (PO-306). 
65See Appendix 4 for my discussion on the role of nakleng as a traditional form of leadership before and after 
registration. 
66I am coining a term here because I again want to avoid connecting what I am attempting to describe too 
tightly to the Weberian idea of legal-rational authority (see Weber, 1947:328-33) and thus introduce 
conceptions that are not present here in the case I am studying. I have already noted Weber’s observation of 
the complexity of composition of the belief that constitutes the willingness to obey a system of authority (see 
page 43 above). In the same context he says, ‘In the case of “legal authority,” it is never purely legal. The 
belief in legality comes to be established and habitual, and this means it is partly traditional’ (Weber, 
1947:382). By using ‘officialization’ I am steering away from the sense of the legality as obedience to an 
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‘counts’ as leadership must have an official basis as being sanctioned by the state. In using 

the idea of an increase in the ‘legal’ dimension, I am not using it in the sense of an increase 

in devotion to the impersonal law or the rule of law. As Unger notes, ‘the most striking 

feature of Thai law is its weakness’ (1998:175). The legal dimension means that 

officialdom is seen as legitimate, but it is officialdom conducting business in a 

personalistic and paternalistic fashion where law is bent to personal ends. I will first look at 

the evidence for this ‘officialization’ and then discuss its impact on views of legitimacy 

and conceptions of community in LWPW. 

I first observed the officialization of the notion of leadership while conducting two 

different types of interviews as preparatory work for the free-recall listing. In the first I 

asked directly who were formal leaders (ben thaang kaan thii mii tamnaeng) and who were 

informal leaders (mai dai ben thaang kaan), and in the second I explored who were 

considered respected, well-known, and acceptable in the community (see Appendix 3 for 

details). In identifying formal leaders 19 of 24 respondents named either the committee as 

a collective whole, named a specific person who was on the committee, or admitted the 

existence of such leaders but said they did not know them personally yet. However only 

three of 24 respondents could name an informal leader and, of the ones named, not a single 

one actually lived in the community. Similarly the questions relating to the respect-well- 

known-acceptability complex showed that it was either people currently on the committee 

or former committee members who could be described in these terms. Leaders are clearly 

equated with official positions.  

                                                                                                                                                    

impersonal order to highlight a movement towards a need for official sanction and its symbols in order to be 
seen as legitimate. Traditional bases such as being respected or a nakleng now require the augmentation of 
being ‘official’ in order to gain legitimacy and garner compliance and cooperation. Officialization is related 
to the rank and status values that I am emphasizing in sakdi administrative behaviour because there is law 
that operates through personalism. Individuals become the arbitrators and they justify something in terms of 
law if they want. However if it is convenient they can use their status conferred through formal position to 
make their own decision. Thus there is a Thai saying with a play on words with a coarse pronoun ‘kot ken kot 
kuu’ (there are laws, and then there is my law). Officialization means that ‘officialdom’ is seen as the 
legitimate carrier of authority, and at the same time officialdom uses its sakdi to make personalized decisions 
rather than conducting affairs by the impersonal rule of law.  
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The importance of official sanction and the possession of the symbols of 

officialdom that confer legitimacy was clearly seen in the transition between committees in 

2004 (PO-119). There were rumours in the community that enough people were applying 

to force an election. In the end only 17 people applied for 23 slots and thus were appointed 

in a formal meeting. Announcements were made over the loudspeakers that the new 

committee was going to be appointed. The meeting was directed by uniformed District 

Community Development Officers who read documents, brought papers that needed to be 

signed, and oversaw the process of issuing an official card to each new member. The entire 

palaver is done to show that this was an authorized transition of power. L. P. once made an 

observation in passing that indicates how important official recognition and its symbols are 

to the legitimacy of the committee. He was recalling the history of the different committees 

and noted that the very first group did not yet have official cards indicating they were 

approved community leaders like they have now. An official card serves as a symbol of the 

authority of the state; it legitimizes its holder and enables the person to act.67 

The influence of the officialization process was also noticeable in the three primary 

ways that people used the word chumchon. The generic use draws upon the meaning of the 

word chumchon as an assemblage of people (Haas, 1964) and carries a spatial sense as a 

synonym for slum; this is chumchon as place. There is also as sense of chumchon as a 

administrative unit, a registered community with the BMA. This combines the spatial view 

of a bounded locality with the legality conferred by the government, creating an 

administrative unit where there was not one before (Evers & Korff, 2000:230). For 

instance I have been in unregistered communities and heard people refer to themselves as 

‘being a chumchon’ (in the geographic/spatial sense) and then in the same sentence say 

they are not a chumchon yet (in the registered with the government sense). One informant 

said, ‘If you do not have a committee you are a chumchon raang’ (an abandoned, forsaken, 

                                                 

67I was also issued an official card by the National Research Council that had my picture, signature, name of 
the research project, and the dates that I was approved to collect data.  
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or neglected community) (I-114). D. reflected this official usage when she described the 

history of the community in these terms: 

Long ago (samai kawn) there was no chumchon here, we did not khun gab chumchon (meaning to be 
subject to, dependent upon the chumchon here in the sense of officially registering with the BMA) ... we 
did not khun ben chumchon (in the sense of to start or begin to be a chumchon); there was no such thing. 
It was sort of like we were renting this land from the crown’ (I-203).  

A third sense has to do with the chumchon as an entity that one can belong to, or 

feel a part of, which has nothing to do with geography at all. This sense is expressed in two 

ways. First, there is an insider/outsider distinction that is relational and not connected to 

where one physically lives. In LWPW there are people who are renters but do not feel that 

they are part of the chumchon even though they live within the geographic boundaries of 

the community. People who live right next to the Flats will say that they are not part of the 

chumchon. There is also a geographic component in that people who live at the farthest 

edges of LWPW insist that they are not part of the chumchon. As an illustration, one man 

used chumchon twice in the same sentence with two distinct uses. I was asking who the 

leaders in the community were, and he said, ‘There are no leaders here. The chumchon 

came afterwards. The chumchon does not reach to here’ (DI-18). In the first use this man 

referred to a legal entity, which he clearly resides in; in the second he referred to a group to 

which he could belong. This second group is one that in his view is for the Flats people, 

and not for people like him, although he lives within 100 metres of the Flats.  

In its broadest sense what I am terming officialization increased the importance of 

the perception of the need for legitimacy based in the formal sanction from the state. This 

shift has had a number of practical consequences on leadership processes and conceptions 

of community in LWPW. The major shift is the change in perception of who can lead in 

the community and the type of leader that is needed. In the first years after registration it 

was the traditional forms of leadership, respected elders and nakleng, that were acceptable, 

with more of the latter dominating the role of committee president (I-323). However since 

the election of 1998 there have been no nakleng types to either win an election or even 
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apply to stand for election or be appointed. During the course of my data collection people 

were emphatic that nakleng are not considered leaders by people in the community and 

would not be elected. Thus over time there has been a marginalization of nakleng style 

leadership so that while its presence in the community is acknowledged, it is not seen as 

official or appropriate for the community.68 Whereas 40 years ago a nakleng type in the 

community Akin studied could mobilize the support of the whole community, this is less 

likely to happen today in LWPW for two reasons. First, nakleng are seen as pursuing 

personal rather than community benefit (I-261). Second, from L. P.’s perspective, with the 

election system in place, it gives people a chance to choose leaders that they like rather 

than those they fear (I-257).69 

While the role of nakleng has been marginalized, ‘officialization’ has expanded the 

traditional role of respected elder beyond the kinds of decentralized small groups or 

localities that existed before registration and gives them chumchon-wide (in the legal and 

geographic sense) influence. The skill sets for leading the community have changed; it is 

no longer the wide (kwaang) contacts of the nakleng that are needed, but people who can 

interact with officialdom, have time to attend all the meetings, and work the administrative 

system (I-329) (see Ockey, 2004b:130). The role of group (klum and phuak) has also been 

elevated since people will apply for the committee as groups. These horizontal 

relationships provide mutual assistance and a labour pool for task accomplishment.  

                                                 

68Ockey has traced changes in the idea and practices of nakleng (see particularly 2004b:15-21; and 81-100 
on the move from nakleng to jaopho). While his analysis focuses on larger figures in terms of money and a 
level of influence at a provincial or national political level, it appears that at the slum community level there 
have also been changes. 
69Within the community people attribute the lessening of the influence of nakleng to changes in the political 
environment that in more recent years have suppressed criminal influences and, at least in the eyes of 
residents, broken the ability of the police to stand behind nakleng. In the past, according to K., nakleng were 
not touchable because of their relationship with the police (I-296). However, as M. points out, now it is 
possible for regular people to report suspicious or illegal activities to the police and something will be done 
about it (PO-324). Apparently this lessens the sense of fear of those outside of the phuak (clique) of the 
nakleng and also circumscribes some of the activities of the nakleng themselves. Ockey argues that another 
factor bringing change to the nakleng form has been a trend toward the weakening of patron-client ties, 
which has contributed to a more restricted role for some types of nakleng (see 2004:6, 97, 131, 145). 
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The process of officialization has ironically also played a part in decreasing the 

participation which is central to the democratic process, and heightened divisions between 

residents. The coming of the state administrative apparatus ostensibly brings democracy in 

its lowest levels into the community. However the reality is that once a group has assumed 

official positions they do not feel the need to necessarily consult with others (PO-13), thus 

facilitating a model of leadership that actually is less participative than some of the 

traditional forms. (I will pick up this issue and discuss it in detail in Chapter 6). It is 

interesting that the officialization process has unleashed forces that work both towards 

uniting and dividing the community. For some, particularly those born in the slum, it is a 

natural step to move from the administrative unit version of chumchon to conclude that as 

they have been officially constituted a unity over a bounded geographic space, they are, 

and should be, a cohesive collectivity – a community – as well.70 However officialization 

has undercut this claim by raising but not fulfilling the expectations of people. 

Participating in decision-making, getting a share in distributions, and being able to vote for 

the community committee members are privileges theoretically present for all residents but 

not in practice. This creates an insider/outsider mentality and a lingering bitterness in some 

who live physically in LWPW but feel like they do not belong.  

In spite of these divisive forces, the officialization view runs deep. When I 

interviewed people in Rua Khiaw they could not name an informal leader, and when asked 

if there were any formal leaders, some would respond with an emphatic no; then they 

would follow with a grudging admission that there was the community committee. 

Officialization brings a legal dimension to the idea of legitimacy; people may not like, 

                                                 

70Evers and Korff note that ‘slums in Bangkok bear features of communality, partly based on existing social 
networks among neighbours, friends and informal sector activities … For larger slum areas of several 
thousand inhabitants we do regard it as impossible that the whole area is one community’ (Evers & Korff, 
2000:230). LWPW is large enough that claims of communality were not made prior to registration; instead 
local distinctions were highlighted. However it is small enough that after registration its formation as an 
administrative unit led some people, notably those born in the community and who have served on the 
committee, to make a claim for communality. 
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trust, or respect the community committee, but the force of its legitimacy due to official 

sanction by the state has severely restrained other alternative claims to legitimacy.  

4.3.2.3 Eviction and the struggle to survive 

The theme of this section has been the exploration of some of the inner dynamics of 

LWPW that are not easily observable on the surface. In section 4.2 I argued that one of the 

faces of the state towards the urban poor is an indifference/hostility that tolerates and at 

times pursues the elimination of slums as physical space. My point in making this 

argument was that this stance forms the operating environment for slum communities. This 

is certainly the case for LWPW. The current configuration of the community is for the 

most part a result of the erosion caused by evictions since the early 1970s. The fear of 

eviction hangs over the people in LWPW; it shapes their attitudes and actions and is a 

major part in their experience of poverty.  

The gradual influx of people and increasing density of wooden housing on this 

CPB-owned land started after World War II. People rented the land from the CPB, and an 

official came in to collect rent each month. Most likely, in a process similar to what 

happened in other areas, long-term residents with more means moved out and divided up 

their homes into rooms for more rental housing. It is for certain that by 1973 there were 

rumours of eviction, and then the fire came, which in residents’ minds was connected in 

some way to the eviction rumours. From one perspective the fire had the opposite of its 

intended effect because, with the King authorizing the building of flats to house the 

displaced, it rooted people by giving them more formal housing and registration numbers. 

Then, somewhere between 20 and 30 years ago, the CPB stopped collecting rent money on 

the land (I-65). To the residents this represented a methodology for allowing the legal 

owner to evict them for not paying rent. L. P. says that the community has been red-lined 

(I-128), and this opinion is shared by others who see a very limited future for the 

community. In inquiring about the possibility of eviction I never spoke with a single 

person who thought they would not be evicted. Everyone is sure it will happen; many are 
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fearful because they are not sure what they would do and would like to get their family 

raised. Renters are less bothered by it because they feel like they will just go and rent 

somewhere else. They are usually in the city working and their families are living in the 

provinces.  

In 1985 the CPB relocated people from the Rua Khiaw area to Thep Lila on 

Raamkhamhaneg Road; then around 1998 the housing that filled in the land immediately 

behind the temple was evicted in order to make room for the funerary structure used at 

Sanam Luang for the cremation of the Queen mother. There were two locations made 

available for people on the edges of the city at Wang Thong Lang and Rom Klaow (I-200). 

In the early 1990s LWPW was one of five communities that would have been eliminated in 

order to build a freeway exit along the Saen Saeb canal to bring cars down into the 

shopping centres there. However they participated in the well documented and successful 

resistance campaign spearheaded by the Baan Khrua community against the Expressway 

Authority.71 Although during the time of my data collection this issue was quiet, residents 

still feel that this can be revived at any time.  

The level of uncertainty in the community has increased in recent years as the 

pressure for other more lucrative uses of the land grows. In 2000 the rent stopped being 

collected on the flats; then in 2005 a section on the west side was removed for a road that 

will run from the new Siam Paragon across to the World Trade Plaza. Residents next to the 

temple who paid rent in the past indicate that rent collection has stopped as well. They 

fended off a possible eviction for the expansion of the school that they live next to by 

sending their own representatives to talk with the District Director. A compromise was 

reached, and the school is being built on land behind the temple complex instead. Then in 

2006 the cement company at the east entrance reached an agreement with the CPB to 

expand their operation and rent a portion of the land next to them. A major section of Rua 

                                                 

71See Ockey’s summary of the protest effort in his chapter on slum leadership and eviction (2004b) and 
Askew (2002:295-9). 
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Khiaw was evicted with higher prices being paid for their dwellings than normal since no 

relocation land was being offered. I spoke with a shopkeeper next to the evicted portion 

and asked if the committee had been able to help. She said this was impossible because the 

housing in Rua Khiaw does not have registration numbers; if you have a house registration 

it is possible to fight, but if you do not, then it is very hard. This was why the people on the 

temple side were successful, because they had house registrations. She has heard rumours 

that when the new five-star hotel connected to the World Trade Plaza is finished they will 

evict the rest of the Rua Khiaw area to put in a park and walking area for the guests. In 

addition to not collecting rent, another technique used by owners of the land is to not sign 

off to allow for a house registration number (DS-2, I-254, I-327). M. explained that now 

after a fire the district (he did not say what particular group or office in the district) sends a 

representative and they take away the right to have a house number there. This then puts 

whoever will come and build on that spot in a vulnerable position when an eviction 

happens (I-341).  

Eviction impacts leadership in LWPW because it is seen as a key role that the 

committee, as community representatives, must address. Protecting the community from 

eviction is high on the list of committee responsibilities, but is absent in any of the 

government descriptions of what the committee should do. Eviction also highlights 

divisions in the community because renters who do not have house registration numbers 

are easily evicted and the committee is unable to help them. In some cases the committee is 

seen as being uninterested as when the naa wat group sent their own representatives to the 

district to protest their eviction (I-341), or people are not sure if the committee is thinking 

ahead and working on this issue (I-302).  

The residents of LWPW are surrounded by powerful interests that want to use the 

land they live on: from the Expressway Authority, to a cement company, to shopping 

malls. For some renters losing their place is not much of a problem, but for many people 

who were born in the community or who have lived there long-term, eviction is a serious 



 138 

dislocation for them and a disturbing future to contemplate. There is a mood of resignation 

among long-term residents, as they feel sooner or later the pressures of the surrounding 

interests will drive them away. It is not a matter of if it will happen but when in the minds 

of many. The constant insecurity in the face of eviction is perhaps the most painful part of 

poverty for the majority of residents. It is the social deprivation of looking up every day 

and seeing themselves encompassed by high-rise buildings that symbolize the wealth and 

commercial vigour of a city, and knowing that they are not wanted there.  

4.4 Conclusion 

LWPW is a place that easily hides its relational and social complexity under the surface 

homogeneity of slum life. An incident on my last trip through the community reminded me 

that what you see never tells the whole picture. I have walked by a wizened old man who 

collects garbage to recycle many times, stopping to chat on occasion and even interviewing 

him once. ‘Uncle’ has the wiry build, sweaty countenance, and greasy clothes that are so 

common to his career in Bangkok; he is always on the prowl, looking for bottles and cans 

and meticulously stacking and storing them away for sale in the future. Constant, 

methodical motion comes to mind when I think of him. I had noticed that near his storage 

area by the Pho tree a small room had been cemented in, an air conditioner installed, and it 

was now full of computers and children playing video games. An official looking piece of 

paper pasted to the wall grants permission for the establishment to operate. I had noticed 

the contrast before, and it always struck me: Uncle patiently stacking used bottles and 

sweating in the heat while children a few feet away explode monsters on a computer screen 

in an air conditioned room. It was the old and the new, the economy of the past next to the 

economy of the future, a picture of some of the paradoxes and divisions that exist in the 

slum. So on this last day I struck up a conversation with Uncle and casually asked about 

the owner of the video-game parlour. He smiled and said it was his daughter.  

The garbage recycler and his entrepreneurial daughter are a picture of the 

contradictions in LWPW. To focus on either one is to exclude key facets of the 
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community; to look at the ‘surface’ is to miss the linkages that lie below. In this chapter I 

have not only tried to show surfaces, but also to explore what lies beneath them and some 

of the points of connection. In the context of introducing the city of Bangkok, its slums, 

and LWPW in surface images, I have also raised a series of issues that are not plainly 

visible on a statistical tour or a walk-through. Behind smiling community development 

officials and politicians handing out gifts is the reality of state and elite power that wants to 

eliminate slums as physical space. I argued that these faces of benevolence and 

indifference/hostility form the environment in which slum residents live out their lives. I 

also looked beneath the surface conditions of slum life to highlight three issues that are of 

importance to leadership and interpersonal influence in LWPW. Forces of division based 

in locality and place of origin keep people apart; chumchon is a contested idea and 

communality cannot be assumed. The coming of the state administrative system into the 

slum has changed views of what constitutes legitimate leadership. I presented evidence that 

a process of ‘officialization’ has added a legal dimension to people’s understanding of 

legitimate authority. The result has been to marginalize some forms of traditional 

leadership while expanding others, and at the same time fostering a sense of the chumchon 

as embracing everyone in its geographic locality while deepening existing divisions by 

narrowing participation rather than broadening it. Finally, eviction is not just a threat, but 

an ongoing reality. This has created in LWPW residents a sense of resignation as to the 

inevitability of being driven from their land by powerful interests outside the slum, and 

affects relationships within the slum and between the slum and the state.  

The next three chapters present the results of the data collection and analysis set 

against the backdrop of key issues that have emerged here. In Chapter 5 I develop a model 

of preferred leadership that gives insights into the shared perceptions that people in LWPW 

have about the configurations of traits and associated behaviour that give someone the 

potential to have interpersonal influence. Chapter 6 moves from cultural ideals and values 

to develop models of how the process of leading in LWPW is worked out in real life, and 
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includes a discussion of how the preferred model is drawn upon for actual leadership 

practices. Then in Chapter 7 I look at the relationship of the community to the state, 

examining how those tasked with representing the community negotiate their relations with 

the powerful.  
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Chapter Five 

5 A MODEL OF PREFERRED LEADERSHIP 

In Chapter 2 I critiqued the literature on Thai leadership for not engaging with the Thai 

practice of leading in a way that indicates how Thai culture shapes that practice. In this 

chapter I address this underdeveloped area by focusing subquestions one and two to 

provide baseline sociolinguistic data rooted in the shared perspectives of local actors in 

Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW). I then look for connections and configurations in 

the material to develop a model of preferred leadership. To answer these two questions I 

chose the technique of free-recall listing and associated methods of analysis. Free-recall 

listing on a domain is a form of classification, where ‘classification’ refers to ‘some kind of 

structured system of categories, most of them verbalized, constructing and labelling some 

universe of things, being, events or actions’ (Tambiah, 1985:3). Tambiah points out that 

with classifications the tendency has been to see them as existing in some kind of 

unchanging fashion outside of everyday events or as at least part of the source of 

motivation of everyday action. In proposing here a model based on the classification of the 

qualities and performances of a preferred leader I want to avoid either of these positions. 

Following Tambiah, I see a classificatory system not only describing the world, but also 

entailing ‘evaluations, and moral premises and emotional attitudes, translated into taboos, 

preferences, prescriptions and proscriptions’ (1985:4). Such systems can be seen as designs 

for living that are used by local actors within specific situational contexts (Tambiah, 

1985:4). There is no isomorphic relationship between the classificatory model and 

everyday life; the connection between the semantic and the pragmatic has to be carefully 

untangled.1 As it applies to leadership, the semantic here relates to what Tambiah calls 

                                                 

1On a similar note, Quinn and Holland point out that cultural models do not translate simply and directly into 
behaviour, nor do cultural conceptualizations act as the sole determinants of behaviour (1987:6). They reject 
the idea that there are representational models that are explicit and descriptive and operational models that 
are implicit and guide behaviour, observing that this may reflect more on western mind-body duality more 
than how cultural knowledge is actually organized (Quinn & Holland, 1987:8-9). 
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‘central collective valuations and preferences’ and the pragmatic to the issues of task and 

power/prestige in social interactions and contexts (see Tambiah, 1985:2 and his application 

to ritual). I will introduce the semantic element in this chapter and then will proceed to 

relate this to the pragmatic arena of how leadership is actually practised in the community 

in Chapter 6, and in its relation to the state in Chapter 7. In sections one to four I trace the 

procedural steps I used, explaining the decisions I made and the rationale for the particular 

directions I took in collecting the data, and share the results gained. In section five I 

interpret the results of the correspondence analysis. I then move on to analysis of this 

material in the light of other leadership research and conclude with a discussion of how 

this model works to build interpersonal influence, relating this to two issues relevant to the 

study of Thai leadership, that of patron-client relations and the nature of reciprocation and 

obligation. 

5.1 Preparation for the free-recall listing exercise 

Preparation for a free-recall listing exercise involves testing questions on the semantic 

domain to be studied in order to construct questions that adequately cover the conceptual 

sphere of the domain, are meaningful to respondents, and are easy for respondents to 

answer. This preparatory exercise raised two important questions: who to study and what 

to study.  

5.1.1 Deciding who and what to study 

In Chapter 2 I problematized the traditional conception of leadership and proposed to study 

how leadership, as interpersonal influence processes, works throughout the broader group. 

My planned first step in pursuing this more systemic interest was to probe the 

intersubjectively shared values that people in the community have about leader roles. I 

wanted to get a more generic sense of how people in the community see leaders and then 

move from that base to examine actual practice. To achieve this goal I needed to explore 

leader-follower relationships where both parties were in close contact because this would 

yield more concrete perceptions related to leaders’ traits and actual behaviours, thus giving 



 143

insight into the dynamics of interpersonal influence (see Lord & Maher, 1991:10-12). My 

initial thought was to examine residents’ leadership perceptions of community committee 

members, but this was not feasible for a couple of reasons. My early conversations with 

people showed me that talking about community leadership was not going to be a neutral, 

intellectually stimulating exercise for residents, but a potentially volatile and emotionally 

charged one. 2 This meant that, in addition to the fact that people would naturally be 

reticent to talk openly about someone they knew or lived nearby,3 if someone was willing 

to talk critically about committee members it would jeopardize my relationship with the 

committee and make further data collection impossible. I chose to work around these 

obstacles by examining leadership perceptions in a relationship that many people in the 

community participate in, that between employer and employee.  

A valid objection would be to argue that the employer/employee or 

superior/subordinate relationship in a work setting is not the same as a leader/follower 

relationship or as the community leader/community resident relationship. Formal position 

or the status of employer does not necessarily imply that a person has any interpersonal 

influence, nor does it mean that their employees or subordinates are freely choosing to 

follow. I acknowledge this objection, but weaken it on three grounds. First, on the 

theoretical side, a large part of what are considered ‘leadership studies’ are based upon 

people in working relationships, superior/subordinate roles, and those in some kind of 

                                                 

2On my very first full day in the community I was chatting with a sai grawk (sausage) vendor. I casually 
asked if there were leaders (phuu nam) in the community. He surprised me with a vehement ‘mai mii’ (they 
don’t have), followed quickly by, ‘they only coordinate with people from the outside’ (DS-204). On future 
days as I inquired about formal and informal leadership and asked questions about who were respected, well 
known, or important people, it became clear to me that there were strong feelings about community leaders. 
People were not explicit or concrete in their criticism but they would express their disapproval through 
sarcasm such as, ‘They are not elected, they just appointed themselves,’ or, ‘The chumchon (community) 
does not reach here.’ 
3Suntaree points out how the Thai value system which places high priority on both ‘ego’ and ‘smooth 
interpersonal relationships’ means that ‘the Thai in general are more likely to dislike conflict’ (1994:26). 
Because they feel uneasy about conflict they tend to avoid it or find indirect ways of handling it. She 
illustrates from the workplace that this appears in a reluctance to oppose openly another person, to criticize, 
or even for managers to make a negative report about a subordinate (1994:26). On reluctance to criticize see 
Basham (1989:132).  
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managing position.4 A second point comes from a study that was designed to check this 

very issue. Offerman et al. noted that researchers make the tacit assumption in leadership 

studies that factor structure does not vary significantly as a function of target stimulus, 

which shows in their willingness to transpose the terms ‘leader’ and ‘supervisor’ 

(1994:45)5 They designed a study to find out whether or not ‘supervisor’ was a basic level 

category or on par with the superordinate category of ‘leader’ (Offermann et al., 1994:44). 

Their results showed that the factor structure of implicit leadership theories did not vary 

across the three stimulus targets of ‘leader’, ‘effective leader’, and ‘supervisor’ (Offermann 

et al., 1994:54). Practically, the advantages of working in an oblique fashion by collecting 

perceptions on a relationship that was safer for respondents far outweighed the possible 

advantages of using the community resident-community leader relationship at the risk of 

harming my relationship with community leaders  

This preparatory phase also raised the question whether to study informant 

perceptions based on actual, real-life leaders, or on the perceptions of a culturally preferred 

leader. Since cultural models are conceptualized as the typical, stereotypical, salient, and 

ideal (Quinn & Holland, 1987:31), I decided to do both. I had informants answer questions 

about leaders they knew personally and also about a culturally preferred leader.6 

                                                 

4Take for instance the most comprehensive overview text, Bass and Stodgill’s Handbook of Leadership; a 
review of the table of contents reveals how much of the study of leadership is connected with organizational 
life, work, and the role of managers. The conflation is even more obvious in the subject index where under 
subordinates there are ‘see also’ entries for employees, followers, leader follower relations, and workers. The 
subject index lists a single entry for voluntary organizations on one page in a book of over 1,000 pages. 
Offerman, Kennedy and Wirtz note that supervisors are typical subjects of leadership studies and they 
designed a project to test if the conflation of leader and supervisor is a valid assumption (Offermann et al., 
1994:44-6). 
5Stimulus target refers to the target used for taking rater perceptions, in this case ‘leader’ or ‘supervisor’. If 
‘supervisor’ were a basic level term it would have richer detail in perceptions and be less inclusive than the 
superordinate term ‘leader’ (Offermann et al., 1994:44-5). See footnote 63 on page 53 for definitions of basic 
and superordinate level categories. 
6The idea for how to ask a question on preferred leadership came to me from an interviewee who made the 
statement that no leader can make everyone thuukjai (pleased, satisfied) all the time (I-42). I then developed 
a scenario using the same terms for questions on actual leaders and asked people to answer the questions, if 
the boss was someone who they were thuukjai with.  
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5.1.2 The domain questions 

With these decisions made I proceeded to test questions on the domain of leadership by 

checking out words for specific working relationships and experimenting with various 

terms to see if they elicited a good number of responses. Previous interview experience 

during pilot research in May 2000 taught me that the more concrete the question, the easier 

it was for people to answer. I experimented with creating scenarios and phrasing questions 

and then observed how people reacted and responded to the question. I also listened for 

other words that they might use that could be used in other questions. By the end of this 

preparation phase I was working with the following multi-part question: 

Think of a specific boss (nai or hua naa) you have worked with and then answer this question. This boss 
had what kind of laksana (characteristics), what kind of nisai (character), what kind of bukalik 
(personality), and what kind of lila gaan nam (style of leading) did they have? For instance, what did they 
do) khaow tham arai baang, what kind of actions (kaankratham) did they do as a leader?  

I found that each of these terms would yield new and unique responses if I asked them one 

at a time and waited to exhaust the term before moving on to the next one. These same 

basic terms also worked well with a culturally preferred scenario of a work setting asking 

about the kind of boss that they would feel thuukjai (pleased, satisfied, to one’s liking,) 

with. 

5.2 The free-recall listing and salience analysis 

In structuring the free-recall listing exercise I decided to collect data from two groups. The 

first was to find as many informants as possible who were currently or had been involved 

in some kind of formal role or position within the community. The second group were 

those who have never held any kind of formal position. I was able to collect 18 from the 

first group and 30 from the second.7 The complete list of questions and the demographic 

information collected can be found in Appendix 3. For purposes of simplification and 

                                                 

7My original plan had been to compare these two groups to see if there were any significant differences in 
their responses. I dropped the idea once I started to run the saliency analysis because there were not enough 
respondents to capture if there were differences between the two groups. In retrospect the free-recall listing 
method and its assumptions which are designed to see if there is a cultural pattern in a single domain is not 
the proper method to make the kind of comparison I was looking for. Having a total of 48 respondents from 
all over LWPW strengthened the exercise by giving it a broader base in the community. 
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consistency I am using the terms ‘leader’ and ‘follower’ here in my English translations 

relating to the free-recall listing and its subsequent analyses. However, in the actual 

questions I used the Thai terms for boss (hua naa, nai jaang or nai) and the word for an 

employee or subordinate (luuk jaang and luuk nawng). The specific context of these 

questions was that of a work setting and the relationship of superior/employer to 

subordinate/employee. Whenever I depart from that specific context in the discussion that 

follows I will always clarify the particular Thai terms that I use.  

The pool for people with a formal position was the current committee (numbering 

11 people), plus their adviser, the more prominent volunteer health workers,8 and former 

committee members that I could locate. In the end I was able to do free-recalls with 18 

people in this category. This included 10 of the 11 current committee, the adviser, four 

former committee members, and three community health workers. All except four of them 

were born and raised in LWPW, and the ones who were not have lived there 26, 37, 40 

plus, and 48 years. I also collected data from 30 people in the community who have never 

held any type of formal position. This gave me 48 respondents each generating two free-

recall lists on the following sets of questions: 

1. Perceptions of an actual leader they had worked with.  

2. Perceptions of a preferred leader they would like to work with. 

At the end of the free-recall listing exercise I took the 96 lists (48 respondents times 

two lists each) and used the ANTHROPAC program to run a salience on four different sets 

as follows:  

                                                 

8I was given a list of 18 people that were officially registered and who had been through the training to be a 
volunteer community health worker, but S., the president of this group said that many of them did not do 
anything. I noticed in talking with people about who were leaders in the community that there were a few 
names from this group that surfaced as being prominent in the community. Thus I tried to include them in my 
group of people holding formal positions.  
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Table 4 Four free-recall lists  

Leaders = people holding a formal position in the community  

Nonleaders = those not holding a formal position in the community 

List title Total # of terms generated 
Perceptions by leaders of an actual leader 177 
Perceptions by leaders of a preferred leader 118 
Perceptions by nonleaders of an actual 
leader 

166 

Perceptions by nonleaders of a preferred 
leader 

132 

 

I pointed out in my methodology chapter the weakness I discovered in subquestion 

one after I started the data collection (see p. 75). I became aware of multiple conceptions of 

leadership but realized that free-recall listing would only allow me to capture one 

perspective. The total effect of the two question scenarios, one for perceptions on actual 

leaders and one for perceptions on a culturally preferred (thuukjai) leader, was to provide 

an idealized and preferred view of leaders rather than real life practice. When doing actual 

leader perceptions I gave people a range of choices of the kind of experience they could 

reflect on; they virtually always defaulted to talk about good leaders, ones they enjoyed 

working for.9 This tendency, combined with the question set on a thuukjai leader, means 

that the focus of the material in the free-recall listing is culturally preferred and idealized 

leadership.  

                                                 

9I asked respondents to rate their experience with the person under consideration on a five point scale (very 
good-dii maak, good-dii, adequate-phaw chai dai, not very good-mai khoi dii, and not good-mai dii). I also 
asked them to rate the effectiveness of their task accomplishment at work on the same scale. When given the 
choice of talking about a leader people generally defaulted to a positive experience, so for the last ten 
interviews I began specifically asking people to tell me about negative leader experiences. In doing so I was 
able to get five people to share. In the end, by the five point rating system used, there were five negative 
leader interviews (not good, not good at all), 12 neutral interviews (phaw chai dai meaning ‘adequate’), and 
23 positive interviews (good, very good). I felt like my experiences here confirmed my decision to focus the 
free-recall on a more neutral working relationship that was outside of the community rather than on 
community leaders whom participants live near and interact with regularly. People still had difficulty 
focusing on negative aspects, even with someone external to their community, so this problem would have 
been greatly magnified when asking for perceptions of people inside the community. In the end I felt like I 
was unable to secure enough really negative experiences to obtain a good comparison, so I did not pursue 
separate analysis of these terms generated on people considered poor leaders. 
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5.3 The preparation and collection of the paired similarity judgement 

exercise 

With this data in hand the next step in preparation for analysis was to choose a set of terms 

from the most frequent and salient in the lists. These terms represent the most important 

concepts in the domain. I planned to do a paired similarity judgement exercise where each 

term is paired against all the other terms in the chosen sample. I made the decision to work 

with 21 terms, which created a list of 210 pairs, because any more terms would make the 

questionnaire too large to be practical. Taking all 96 lists I ran a frequency and saliency 

analysis and then from the top 32 terms I chose 21. Details of the decision making process 

on the choice of terms are in Appendix 3.  

Before moving to the analysis, I present here the 21 terms and their brief working 

definitions that will used in the text. Detailed definitions and comments on the 21 terms 

appear in Appendix 6, and the definitions in Thai are in Appendix 7.10 I discuss them here 

in the order in which they appeared after being sorted by salience in the total list of all 

terms. The English translations offered here represent an attempt at capturing in the 

shortest way possible the meaning of what are very complex and nuanced terms in the Thai 

language.  

Table 5 Definitions of the 21 terms 

Thai term Working translation in English 
nisai dii  good character-does not take advantage of others, 

good human relational skills, is generous, kind, 
thoughtful, not coarse in speech or abusive 

chuaylua helping out followers when in trouble facing 
difficulties, often in the form of tangible assistance 
but can be intangible, expects nothing in return 

ben kan eng informal, approachable 
suusat honest 
kayan industrious 
mii hetpon reasonable-is able to give reasons for actions and 

behaviour, listens to both side, thinks before acting 
jai dii literally good hearted, meaning kind 

                                                 

10Dr. Suntaree Komin helped me a great deal in sharpening my understanding of some of the nuances and 
distinctions between these terms. In one of our supervision meetings we spent several hours talking about 
issues relating to the 21 terms; those insights are incorporated here and in the detailed definitions in the 
appendices (Suntaree, 28 September 2004). 
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khaowjai understanding 
rak loving-this person is informal and approachable, 

helps when followers are in trouble, shows interest, 
watches over and protects 

rabpidchawb responsible 
yutitham fair-loves followers equally, listens to both sides, 

does not treating people as favourites 
sawn teaches-gives advice, counsel and instruction to 

followers, which is done without being harsh or 
scolding 

trong taw welaa on time 
chuay tham ngaan helps with the work 
bruksaa dai able to go to for counsel 
riabrawy well mannered and polite-contains the ideas of being 

detailed in work, cautious, proper in dress and 
actions 

namjai literally water from the heart; contains the elements 
of showing compassion, understanding, friendliness, 
thoughtfulness, consideration and the expression of 
goodwill (abbreviated in the text as compassion-
understanding-friendliness) 

suphaap polite 
dedkaad decisive 
phuud jaa dii literally ‘speaking good’; translated here as friendly 

speech, contains the ideas of speaking politely, not 
coarse, having reasons, being informal and familiar 

manut samphan thii dii good human relational skills 
 

Using the questionnaire with the 210 pairs of terms for discrimination, I collected a 

total of 50 responses. Details on the collection are found in Appendix 3. Each respondent 

generated 210 answers in the form of a number ranging from one (not similar at all) to five 

(very similar). The answers were put into a text file by respondent, listing all their choices 

for the 210 discriminations, and this file was used to generate two types of analysis in 

ANTHROPAC, a consensus analysis and a correspondence analysis.  

5.4 The results of the consensus analysis 

Consensus analysis is a method designed to find out the percentage of agreement among a 

group of respondents where the answers are not known (Borgatti, 1990:40-4; Romney, 

Weller, & Batchelder, 1986). In this case I am trying to find out how much agreement 

there is among my informants on the interrelationships between the 21 terms. The 

assumption in consensus analysis is that cultural patterns are high consensus codes 

(Romney et al., 1986:332) and therefore you want to see high informant-by-informant 

correlations with the first factor being several times larger than the second in order to have 
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confidence to say that a cultural model is present (Borgatti, 1990:44; Romney et al., 

1986:332). Borgatti notes that the rule of thumb is, if the ratio between the first and second 

value is less than three to one, the assumption of there being a single cultural pattern is 

indefensible (1990:44). The higher the average informant-by-informant correlation, the 

stronger the patterning (Romney et al., 1986:332), with 50 per cent and higher being 

considered a high level of agreement (Weller & Romney, 1988:76).  

Before starting the analysis I eliminated three respondents because they had marked 

all the same answers, making no discriminations. This was an indication they became 

bored with the exercise. Working with 47 respondents the first run on the consensus 

analysis gave a ratio between the first and second factor of 2.69, not enough to indicate the 

presence of a cultural model. Upon reinspecting the data I made the decision to drop six 

informants11 with highly repetitive answers. The rerun of the data with 41 respondents 

produced a ratio of 3.163 between the first and second factor, and .363 per cent for the 

average informant-by-informant correlation. 

These results show a weak cultural pattern, which was not a surprise to me. I 

believe that the existence of even weak patterning is indicative that these terms actually 

represent shared material that is widely agreed upon. I base this assertion on my 

observations from collecting the paired similarity data. Watching how people handled the 

exercise I was sceptical that there would be any patterning at all. Consensus analysis is 

based on the assumption of independence, which in an anthropological context means that 

                                                 

11Dr. Craig Rusch was helping me with this exercise and at this point we decided to analyse the data from 
two independent angles and compare the results. I made a physical examination of the paired similarity file 
which had all the answers to the 210 pairs for each respondent. I marked down those respondents that by 
visual inspection had a high per centage of the same number answers, meaning that they had failed to make 
discriminations between terms and simply marked the same answer for large blocks of the pairs. In working 
with people in gathering the answers to the paired similarity questionnaire, I noticed that when people had the 
time and were interested in the project they would make discriminations between the terms. However, in 
order to collect a larger number I had to leave them with people to either fill out or give to their friends to fill 
out. In these cases where I was not engaging a person in asking the questions I had no control over them 
rushing through the exercise without really thinking and making discriminations. Dr. Rusch inspected the 
informant-by-informant correlations and identified the ones that he thought were the lowest, which meant 
that they had the least agreement between their answers and that of the other respondents. We then compared 
our findings and learned that we had each chosen the same exact six respondents. 
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‘the only force drawing people to a given answer is the culturally correct answer’ 

(Borgatti, 1990:44). This assumption was violated in LWPW because of the low 

educational backgrounds of people and the physical and social context of the slum. People 

in the slum who have limited education feel that they cannot answer questions, and this 

leads them to draw in others to help them. The density of people in the community insured 

that privacy was virtually impossible in interview settings which were done outside of their 

dwellings. The novelty of a foreign researcher would often draw a group as well, and I 

observed that debates would break out on how dissimilar or similar two terms were. 

Completely different lines of reasoning would manifest so that answers were very diverse. 

Many people found it difficult to understand and would read into the exercise, thinking 

they were rating some kind of actual person rather than comparing terms. Finally, with 210 

questions it was obvious that people became bored and started marking answers without 

making discriminations. I believe that a weak cultural pattern is not indicative of multiple 

patterns in the data but is related to the challenges encountered in collecting data among 

this type of population.  

5.5 The results of the correspondence analysis 

Correspondence analysis is a tool that falls under the rubric of metric or multidimensional 

scaling. It provides a visual representation of similarities of a set of objects, allowing us to 

look at a complex set of relationships at a glance (Borgatti, 1990:28, 30), and serves as a 

tool for the descriptive task ‘of revealing the structure of the data and providing a scaled 

model of that structure’ (Weller & Romney, 1990:7). I analysed the paired similarity data 

using the correspondence analysis function in ANTHROPAC and then graphed the results 

with the Statistical Program for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program. Figure 1 shows the 

results along two dimensions. Correspondence analysis produces a point rather than vector 

model so that the degree of similarity between items is related to how close the points are 

in the space of the diagram (Weller & Romney, 1990:12). In this sense the points on the 

diagram represent the relationship between terms in the psychological space of the 



 152 

aggregation of the informants. In this section I present an interpretation of the visual 

representation of the data provided by the correspondence analysis.  

5.5.1 The nature of the representation of the 21 terms 

What precisely is the nature of this visual representation? The result of the methods applied 

and seen here in Figure 1 is the raw material of an implicit theory of culturally preferred 

leadership among the people of LWPW in the specific context of the relationships between 

an employer/superior and employee/subordinate in a work setting. The terms represent 

implicit leadership traits 12  based on the personal characteristics and attributes that 

followers expect from leaders (Ling, Chia, & Fang, 2000:730). They provide a window to 

how people in this community conceive of a prototypical leader, and help elucidate the 

social influence processes that cause others to see a person as a leader or potential leader 

(Yukl, 2002:129). This is baseline sociolinguistic data that gives insight into the conceptual 

structure and discourse used to construct culturally preferred forms of interpersonal 

influence.  

In working with this material there are a few points to keep in mind. It was 

generated in the specific context of working relationships with a specific set of questions. 

The type of question used affected the terms generated; a different set of questions worded 

in a different fashion would certainly have yielded some different terms. It is important to 

keep in focus that these terms in the aggregate do not represent any single leader, but rather 

indicate what a prototypical leader looks like. This is not the single model of culturally 

preferred leadership; rather it is a construction specific to the context and types of 

questions that were asked. The 21 terms are representative of key concepts but do not 

capture everything that existed within the free-recall listing exercise. They were chosen 
                                                 

12The concept of traits stems from the attempt to account for consistencies within personality (Cattell, 
1968:123). Personality traits, as ‘relatively stable dispositions to behave in a particular way’ (Yukl, 
2002:175) include constellations of behaviours, operate over a wide variety of situations, and contain that 
notion of being a characteristic that a person can have more or less of (Cattell, 1968:123-4, 126). The 21 
terms generated from the free-recall listing can be best thought of as traits, representing characteristics and 
associated behaviour which taken together as a whole form a prototypical view of a culturally preferred 
leader. 
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from a larger pool of terms because of limitations inherent in the paired similarity 

judgement exercise, which becomes too long to expect people to complete if beyond 21 

terms. 

Figure 1 Correspondence analysis of the 21 terms on two dimensions 

5.5.2 Interpretation of the correspondence analysis 

In analyzing a map produced by correspondence analysis it is important to remember that 

the axes are by themselves meaningless and the orientation is arbitrary; what is significant 

is which points are close to other points (Borgatti, 1990:34). The contribution of the visual 

representation is in terms of identifying dimensions and clusters (Borgatti, 1990:34-5). 

Borgatti defines dimensions as ‘attributes that seem to order the items in the map along a 

continuum’ and which theoretically are ‘thought to “explain” the perceived similarity 

between items’ (1990:35). Clusters are groups of items that are closer to each other on the 

map (1990:34).  

Since the consensus analysis showed only a weak cultural patterning, I decided to 

investigate other methods that might be easier for people in the community to work with 
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than the paired similarity.13 I developed the interpretation offered here from three major 

sources: the visual representation of the correspondence analysis, hierarchical clustering of 

pile sort data, and interviews on term definitions and relationships. These multiple sources 

of analysis create a triangulation of data that lends more weight to the interpretation than 

any single source would have provided. 

I begin with the results of the pile sorting and hierarchical clustering because these 

are procedures that help us see what terms go together and to what degree (Handwerker & 

Borgatti, 1998:556). As I mentioned above, the logic of the consensus analysis is that 

strong cultural patterning exists at anything over 50 per cent of informant-by-informant 

agreement. Figure 2 is a hierarchical clustering of pile sort data taken from 30 respondents 

in LWPW. The 21 terms are listed across the top in abbreviated form (the number below 

them was assigned for the pile sort), and the per cent of agreement among informants is on 

the left. This analysis confirms and illuminates the relationships between items in the 

visual representation of the correspondence analysis in Figure 1. At the 47 to 50 per cent 

level and above four major groupings are seen: 

cluster one: good character, friendly speech, well mannered-polite, polite  

cluster two: loving, understanding, teaching  

cluster three: helps with work, industrious  

cluster four: responsible, on time, honest, fair, reasonable, decisive 

                                                 

13In Chapter 3 I traced the chronology of the research with a focus on how different discoveries were made. I 
will review briefly here the process and methods that I used to interpret the visual representation of the 
correspondence analysis. Since the paired similarity judgement exercise was awkward for people in the slum, 
I began to investigate pile sorting the terms and then performing various analyses on the correlation matrix 
that this produces. The pile sort function itself produces a correlation matrix where each cell indicates the 
percentage of that term being matched with another term. Reading those percentages is revealing in and of 
itself, but it is also possible to run the matrix through a hierarchical clustering analysis that provides a visual 
representation of terms that connect together based on a percentage as well. I collected 30 pile sorts from 
people in LWPW, gathering them fairly evenly from one end of the community to the other. It was obvious 
that even though pile sorts were easier than the paired similarity exercise, people with lower educational 
backgrounds still had a difficult time figuring them out. Time and attentiveness was also an issue; people 
would rush through the exercise without taking time to really think through their discriminations. Just 
looking at the raw data, I knew that there would not be strong patterning. However, to my surprise when I ran 
the hierarchical clustering, although the percentage of agreement was low overall, there were strong patterns 
of agreement at the 50 to 70 per cent level that matched well with the visual representation from the 
correspondence analysis.  
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Figure 2 Hierarchical clustering analysis from 30 respondents in LWPW 

Three of these clusters match closely with the way the visual representation of the 

correspondence analysis divides on the horizontal axis. Dimension 1 in Figure 1 is a 

continuum of task related behaviour (to the right) and interpersonal behaviour (on the left). 

The terms of clusters one and two are located on the left side of Figure 1, while cluster four 

lies on the right. The clustering analysis also clarifies and enhances understanding of the 

relations between terms in the interpersonal side and connections between the interpersonal 

and task poles. Cluster two suggests further differentiation among the interpersonal terms, 

linking behaviour directed specifically towards the subordinate. Cluster three suggests that 

some interpersonal behaviour can be linked to task accomplishment as well on the 

interpersonal side of the map.  



 156 

Dimension 2 on the vertical axis in Figure 1 is a continuum from public behaviour 

located on the upper half to the private internal world on the lower half. The public pole 

has to do with behaviour that is observable to others; this includes politeness, friendly 

speech, human relational skills, manners, kindness, and being on time. The private pole 

includes good character, helping others, and being fair, responsible, and honest. These 

traits are not simply internal, as they are also expressed in behaviour, but they speak to 

what is more deeply rooted and indicative of character. Note however that cluster one 

shows that on the private pole good character is closely link with public behaviour in the 

minds of informants, the external flowing from the internal. 

I want to draw all of this material together now to offer a model14 illustrated in a 

graphic representation that is based on the term definitions, correspondence analysis, and 

hierarchical clustering, but goes beyond these as an interpretation of it as a whole. This 

model represents an implicit theory of culturally preferred leadership in LWPW, which I 

call the Thuukjai Leader Model (TLM).15  

                                                 

14I use the idea of model here in the sense that Jacobs defines it, as a ‘series of logically interrelated 
statements about reality; the statements serve as blueprints for the analysis of that reality’ (1971:5). He points 
out that models are not designed to be comprehensive, but rather they are judged on how well they provide 
understanding of the reality being studied (1971:5-6).  
15Naming this model was not an easy task. I worked through a number of different options before deciding to 
use the Thai word thuukjai (satisfying, pleasing) which was part of the question terminology in the free-recall 
listing scenario on a preferred or ideal leader. Use of the word ‘Thai’ is too essentializing because the model 
is specific to LWPW. I toyed with ‘good person’ because so many respondents had used ‘good’ (dii) or ‘good 
person’ (khon dii) when talking about the subject of their free-recall. This however was problematic because 
it is quite clear that not all people who are seen as ‘good’ can serve as leaders. To think of it in terms of an 
‘ideal’ leader model is closer to the mark but I felt that it risked confusion with Weberian ideal types that I 
utilize throughout the text and I did not want to convey the idea that this model is some kind of ideal type in 
that sense. ‘Preferred’ or ‘culturally preferred’ was a possibility drawing on the GLOBE use of CLT as 
‘culturally endorsed implicit leadership theories’ (see House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004). 
However in the end I chose to utilize thuukjai in keeping with my emphasis throughout on trying to elucidate 
Thai conceptualizations rather than setting the Thai material into a broader framework of sociological terms. 
The latter work is important, but the focus of this study is a cultural account of leadership and therefore I felt 
it was appropriate to utilize the Thai terminology and root the model close to the empirical materials.  
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Figure 3 Major dimensions of the thuukjai leader model 

In Figure 3 I attempt to show how the various terms connect together and relate in 

the larger framework of the public, private, task, and interpersonal dimensions. 16  A 

superior who makes subordinates feel pleased and satisfied (thuukjai) is strong in both task 

and interpersonal relations. The behaviour cluster that relates to work very clearly reveals 

Thai cultural preferences and values. The thuukjai leader makes sure the job is done but 

not at the expense of relationships with subordinates. The term definitions show that 

people do not make a sharp separation between work and personal life, thus ‘helping’ and 

‘loving’ can be expressed to a subordinate outside of the work context when they are 

                                                 

16Two points of clarification are needed here. First, I am making a shift in the use of the term ‘dimension’. In 
the visual representation of the correspondence analysis a dimension represents a continuum of attributes 
which can be used to explain the similarity and differences of the items (see Borgatti, 1990:35). In the TLM I 
am using dimension in a slightly different fashion, the four ‘dimensions’ being elements or component parts 
of the whole. At the same time they retain their sense of being a continuum as well so that it can be said there 
is a public-private dimension and a task-interpersonal dimension. The second point is that in order to develop 
this analytical model I have had to separate and make distinctions between items that are not always 
separable. The value of the model here is not that it captures every single relationship between terms, but that 
it provides a broader heuristic for understanding how major configurations connect to create interpersonal 
influence. 
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having problems. This behaviour configuration happens in dyadic relations and is a key to 

motivation for  

subordinates in the Thai context (this idea will be explored further in Chapter 6).  

There is another set of publicly observable traits, but I have placed these at the 

upper side of the private dimension. They represent the public self that others see but are 

rooted in private character, expressed in the ideas of good character and honesty, the 

deepest levels of the private self.17 The critical connector that has much to do with causing 

subordinates to feel thuukjai is the informal-approachable (ben kan eng) trait. The public 

self that others see is brought into action in dyadic relations by being informal-

approachable, someone who can be sought out for counsel, who helps in time of need, who 

gets involved helping people with their work. Being informal-approachable operationalizes 

the publicly observable image into warm dyadic relations.  

5.5.3 The TLM and Thai leadership ideals 

The question arises as to the relationship of the TLM, developed in a very specific context, 

to any types of known leadership patterns or leadership ideals in the Thai social structure. I 

find in the literature five potential points of contact with this model, though none are 

isomorphic with it. The ideals represented in the model have antecedents in traditional 

values of idealized superior-subordinate relationships, concepts of ideal monarchy, 

principles of Buddhist virtue, elements of the positive view of the traditional form of 

nakleng leadership, and changes in the political culture in terms of what constitutes 

morally acceptable leadership.  

Idealized superior behaviour in the superior-subordinate (phuu yai-phuu noi) dyad 

is to act calm, be kind, generous, and protecting (Akin, 1975a:109). In terms of ideal 

                                                 

17The notion of public self and private self was suggested to me by Dr. Suntaree while we were discussing 
ways of representing this implicit leadership theory model. The idea of the self having a public and private 
side helps to capture the publicly observable ‘face’ that others see and to separate it analytically from the 
strong cluster that emerged which was also public and interpersonal (what I have termed ‘work related 
relational behaviour’). 
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conceptions of monarchy, the Sukhothai and Ayuthayan periods provided values that have 

shaped ideals regarding leadership. In the Sukhothai era the style was that of patriarchal 

monarchy, where the King was seen as the father of all his people (Thinapan, 1987:168, 

see page 191 footnote 5 for a list of historical sources, Wyatt, 1984:54). In the Ayuthayan 

era the Hindu-Brahmanical 18  ideology that emphasized the ruler as a warrior – king 

(1987b:5) was counterpointed by Buddhist conceptions of the ideal King, who is to 

observe the Ten Royal Virtues (Tosapitrajadharma) (1987b:9).19 In the Sukhothai period 

the King was viewed as a phraphotisat (one seeking enlightenment with the intention of 

helping others also to attain it) who should practise the ten Buddhist virtues (bamphen 

baramii), and this served as the basis for the transition to the religio-political concept of the 

moral king whose power and authority are exercised by the dharma (thama). The ten 

virtues (totsabaramii) to be practised by common people are related to but not the same as 

the royal virtues (H. R. H. Maha Chakri Sirindhorn, 1981:137). Significant for the TLM in 

terms of cultural ideals from Buddhism are the virtues of giving, generosity, and liberality 

(thaan); moral character (sil); kindness and gentleness (medtaa); and patience and 

forbearance (khanti) ( see 1981:14, 137-41 for both of these lists of virtues). When 

comparing these traditional ideal values with the TLM there are clear points of connection 

with the cultural ideals of paternal relations that are loving, understanding, kind, and 

                                                 

18Chai-anan points out that both the Hindu and Buddhist philosophical streams were present as cultural and 
political foundations well before the Sukhothai kingdom and that what is referred to as the ‘Indianization’ of 
Ayuthaya was a process begun in the Sukhothai era (1987b:8).  
19The ten duties of the King are as follows: liberality, charity, generosity (dana), high moral character (sila), 
sacrificing everything for the good of the people (pariccaga), honesty and integrity (ajjava), kindness and 
gentleness (maddava), austerity in habits (tapa), freedom from hatred, ill-will, enmity (akkadha), non-
violence (avihimsa), patience, forbearance, tolerance, understanding (khanti), non-opposition, non-
obstruction, in the sense of not to oppose the will of the people or measures that help the welfare of the 
people (avirodha) (Shin, 1989:101-2). For a discussion of the nature of traditional rule and some of the texts 
upon which these concepts were based see Chai-anan’s discussion (1987b:7-15). In relating the Hindu and 
Buddhist streams of thought to traditional rule he says, ‘while the Hindu model of kingship provides for 
flexibility and for adoption of Machiavellian policies, the Buddhist model is not concerned with real politics 
at all’ (1987:9). For insight into how these concepts have been drawn upon in different periods see Sulak 
(2002:34-35,43) who shows how the king as righteous ruler (Dhammaraja) concept was drawn upon by 
Rama IV and later Phibun after his return to power in 1947.  
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generous; a high regard for personal morality and morality in leadership; and an emphasis 

on giving, generosity, charity, and liberality for both rulers and people.  

Moving closer to the present, in Akin’s study of the Trok Tai community he found 

that their ideals for leadership were based on the nakleng to who could give aid, protection, 

and help (1975b:287). Associated with this was also the positive view of the heart of the 

nakleng which is expressed by a willingness to give up everything for friends and 

followers without hesitation (1975b:287). Ockey cites interview data indicating that people 

feel that in order to be successful in politics one must be bold and decisive, which are traits 

associated with the idea of having the heart (jai) of a nakleng (2004b:79-80). Again the 

dual themes of giving, helping, and loving combined with decisiveness match well with 

values in the TLM. Ockey has also traced changes in the political culture through recent 

decades and argues that nakleng type Prime Ministers were historically more successful 

prior to the 1970s, while phuu dii (good person) style leaders have been more successful 

since (2004b:8).20 He sees the phuu dii as being associated with moral goodness (khunna) 

and believes that this indicates a change in political culture as regards the nature of 

legitimate leadership (2004b:8). The TLM seems to track with Ockey’s observations about 

the change in what is deemed legitimate leadership. While 40 years ago in the slum Akin 

studied it was the idealized version of nakleng that provided the model, and actual nakleng 

formed the leadership structure, today in LWPW nakleng are not seen as legitimate leaders 

and leadership ideals focus on moral qualities like ‘good character’ (nisai dii), which was 

the most frequent and salient term in the combined list from all the free-recall listings.  

5.6 The TLM and leadership studies in general 

To this point I have offered an interpretation of several lines of evidence that grew out of 

analyses of a free-recall listing on the domain of leadership in LWPW. Drawing upon the 

                                                 

20Phuu dii means literally ‘good person’ and was originally used to describe members of the aristocracy. 
While retaining this connotation it also refers to ‘well-mannered’ and ‘good’ people in general (Ockey, 
2004b:7-8).  
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results of correspondence analysis of paired similarity data, hierarchical clustering of pile 

sort data, and term definition interviews I have proposed an implicit theory of leadership 

for the community that I call the Thuukjai Leader Model (TLM). It is now time to examine 

the significance of this lexigraphic work in terms of advancing our understanding of both 

leadership in general and Thai leadership in particular. In section 5.6 I will look at this 

model in relationship to leadership studies on traits, implicit theories of leadership, and 

leader behaviours. Then in section 5.7 I will look at the TLM model in relationship to key 

issues in Thai leadership studies, with a particular focus on how the model works to build 

interpersonal influence. 

The TLM is a model composed of traits and their associated constellations of 

behaviour. The study of traits was once a major leadership research paradigm, but it lost its 

impetus after three major studies in the 1940s showed little agreement on the abilities and 

characteristics that distinguished leaders from followers (Bass, 1990:78). However, there 

has been a resurgence of interest in the study of traits21 with new lines of research finding 

that traits can be key determinants of leaders (see Northhouse, 2001:17; Yukl, 2002:244). 

Lord, De Vader, and Alliger ran a meta-analysis on the relation between personality traits 

and leadership perceptions using the articles in Mann’s 1959 review (1959) and subsequent 

studies (Lord et al., 1986). They concluded that personality traits were associated with 

leadership perceptions to a higher degree and with more consistency than has been thought 

(Lord et al., 1986:407). 

With an implicit theory of leadership, such as the TLM, the traits and behaviours in 

the model reflect the way in which people make distinctions between leaders and 

nonleaders (Lord et al., 1984: 344). At a superficial level one could say the traits that 

                                                 

21For overviews on the trait literature and recent trends see the chapters that cover trait research in Bass 
(1990), Northouse (2001), Yukl (2002), and Dubrin (1998). See Rost  for a review of some of the literature in 
the 1980s that was part of the traits comeback (1991:82). He is very critical of leadership studies in general 
for not clearly defining leadership, and notes that trait researchers have been remiss in this as well along with 
not directing their writing in a fashion consistent with their definition (1991:82). 



 162 

comprise the TLM show who could be a leader in the social setting of the slum. However 

this misses the actual power of the model for thinking about leadership. Yukl has noted 

that a weakness of trait studies has been their lack of examination of how traits interrelate 

and interact to impact leader behaviour and effectiveness, and he calls for a more holistic 

approach that embraces patterns of traits (Yukl, 2002:201). One of the strengths of the 

approach that I have used in developing this cultural model of preferred leadership is that it 

does not merely look at 21 separate traits as discrete entities. Rather it is the configurations 

of traits expressed as a whole that creates prototypicality. Leaving any one of the 

constellations out changes the entire dynamic. I will explore this idea further in the next 

section with reference to studies of rural leadership in Thailand that are based on lists of 

traits.  

Comparing the TLM with the findings from other streams of leadership research 

begs the question as to the ultimate goals of that research. My impression is that apart from 

the qualitative/quantitative methodological divides and differences based in theoretical 

orientation (Ohio State, situational, charismatic/transformational, and so on) there are two 

major ways you can approach a study of leadership, and this relates to the question of 

purpose. One way is a macro-level pursuit that is comparativist and universalist. The 

underlying and unstated goal of such programmes seems to be the desire to find a ‘one size 

fits all’ way of doing leadership. It is interesting that the Global Leadership and 

Organizational Behavior Effectiveness (GLOBE) research programme published a journal 

article in 1999, while data was still being collected on the project, to argue that the 

attributes of charismatic/transformational leadership were universally endorsed as 

contributing to outstanding leadership (Den Hartog et al., 1999). However the final 

publication in 2004 reveals the presence of six culturally endorsed leadership theories 

(CLT) that find support throughout the ten regional clusters that grew out of their data 

(House et al., 2004). Single solution approaches repeatedly find that people do things quite 

differently around the world.  
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The observation of diversity spawns the second approach, micro-level studies that 

are embedded in a sociocultural setting, with the goal of describing, understanding, and 

explaining what is happening so as to gain insights into how to improve the practice of 

leadership in that setting. My interest in creating a cultural account of Thai leadership 

locates me in the latter approach, and my methods, being designed to tap into local 

terminology and concepts, often make comparison with more abstracted concepts difficult. 

For instance there are numerous ILT type studies with a variety of methods employed to 

construct the ILT.22 Under cautious comparison the TLM could appear to have similarities 

at a number of points 23  but comparison of ILTs often leads to the universalist trap, 

searching for ways to fold more diverse ideas into a major concept or dimension. This 

process misses the real value of an ILT – not as a terminal point for studying leadership in 

a setting but as baseline data for beginning such a study. 

                                                 

22I have already noted the GLOBE study which developed 21 primary leadership dimensions or first order 
factors, and found six culturally endorsed leadership theory dimensions that are composed of varying 
combinations of these 21 factors (House et al., 2004:131, 676). Lord, Foti and De Vader, working with 263 
college students developed a list of 59 attributes prototypical for leaders based on 11 basic levels leaders 
(business, education, finance, labour, national politics, mass media, military, minority, religious, sports, and 
world politics) (1984). After combining synonyms they created the final list of attributes by choosing those 
that had appeared at least 30 per cent of the time for their particular type of leader (Lord et al., 1984:351-2). 
Gerstner and Day, working with these same 59 attributes, studied students at an American university 
representing a eight countries. Their goal was to look for cross-cultural differences on prototypical attributes 
for a business leader. They did find that business leader prototypes varied by country (1994:127). Kenney, 
Schwartz-Kenney and Blasovich worked with American University students to study a leader worthy of 
influence (LWI) for either an appointed or an elected leader (1996). From the lists gathered they used cluster 
analysis to develop 25 distinct basic-level behaviours for both of these types of leader (14 for appointed and 
19 for elected with 8 overlapping) (1996:1135). Offerman, Kennedy , and Wirtz developed an implicit 
leadership theory, again using college students and later testing it with working age people (1994). From an 
original listing of 455 items, they reduced the number to 160 traits, and using principle components factor 
analysis, came up with eight factors represented in 57 items, which was later reduced to 41. The factors are as 
follows: sensitivity, dedication, tyranny, charisma, attractiveness, masculinity, intelligence, and strength 
(1996:49-53). Ling, Chia, and Fang developed a Chinese Implicit Leadership Scale by doing a free recall 
listing on leadership characteristics with 133 people (2000). They reduced an initial list of 2,546 terms down 
to 133 terms by eliminating redundant terms and then only keeping terms that appeared more than once. They 
administered an exercise to 597 people, who were asked to rank on a 10 point Likert scale how characteristic 
these 133 terms were of a leader. When they factor analysed the results, the analysis revealed four 
independent dimensions that they called personal morality, goal effectiveness, interpersonal competency, and 
versatility. This brief sampling vividly illustrates the divergent methods and the complexity of trying to 
compare results among factors and dimensions composed of different attributes.  
23From the studies cited in the previous note attributes, factors, or dimensions that connect or partially 
connect with something in the TLM include: caring, concerned, kind, well-dressed, well-groomed, decisive, 
responsible, industrious, speaking well, clean-cut, friendly, honest, sensitivity, dedication, personal morality, 
goal effectiveness and interpersonal competency.  
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The TLM also has points of contact with research into leadership behaviour. One of 

the fruits of leadership research has been the identification of four critical leader roles: the 

task, social, participative, and charismatic (Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996:268). Yukl, 

Gordon, and Taber, endeavouring to draw five decades of leadership research into an 

integrated conceptual framework, have found evidence of a taxonomy of 12 specific leader 

behaviours grouped into three metacategories: task, relations, and change behaviour 

(2002). While the charismatic and change behaviour roles are relatively new, the task, 

social, and participative roles have long histories as streams of research that reflect two 

basic questions regarding how people are to be led or governed and who decides (Bass, 

1990:415, 436). In answering these questions four separate but related lines of research 

arose that shaped our current understanding of these roles. The directive/participative line 

of research focused primarily on how decisions were made. In the other three – the 

autocratic/authoritarian or democratic/egalitarian continuum, the task or relations 

orientation, and the dimensions of consideration and initiation of structure – the locus is on 

task accomplishment and the quality of relationship with others.24  

Certainly the TLM shows a concern for task accomplishment and the quality of 

relationship with others, but how does this really advance our understanding of leading in a 

Thai context? As numerous LBDQ studies have already shown (because they could only 

measure in those terms!) Thais will score on these dimensions (see Table 2). Campbell 

critiques consideration and initiation of structure as being both too simple and too 

complex, and asserts that these terms represent factors of a higher order that are less than 

optimal (Campbell, 1977:228). The power of the TLM is not in confirming the existence of 

broad abstract categories but in clarifying the constellations of specific behaviour patterns 

that elucidate the processes through which influence is built. In Chapter 2 my critique of 

                                                 

24 Bass makes the following distinctions between these dichotomous concepts: Authoritarian versus 
democratic has to do with distribution of power, whose needs are met, and how decisions are made; task and 
relations orientation focus on whose needs are met; consideration and initiation of structure has to do with 
how decisions are made, and how tasks, goals, and role relationships are structured (Bass, 1990:418-19). 
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the bulk of Thai leadership studies was that they treated Thai culture as a black box, using 

it to explain their results without unpacking the elusive term ‘culture’ in terms of local 

concepts. The TLM provides an explanation of LBDQ study results that indicate people 

like leaders high in both consideration and initiation of structure in terms of cultural values 

and preferences. In Figure 3 there are seven traits on the task side and 14 on the 

interpersonal relations side which reflect specific kinds of behaviour that create a global 

impression which shapes the conceptions of who can lead and the evaluation of the actions 

of a leader. The TLM calls into question the analytical separation of the task and social 

dimensions, as this separation can obscure the interpenetration and connection of the 

configurations of behaviour. Implicit leadership theories like the TLM remind us that 

holistic views form prototypicality and social processes of interpersonal influence should 

be studied as configurations in their own setting as well as in their constituent parts.   

5.7 The TLM and issues in Thai leadership 

I now want to move beyond the description of the TLM and seek to understand how it 

works to create interpersonal influence. This analysis will be done in light of some key 

issues in the area of Thai leadership studies. In Chapter 4 I pointed out that from the 

perspective of residents, the critical issue for chumchon leadership is the ability to secure 

cooperation for a variety of different kinds of tasks, events, and activities. Because of the 

voluntary nature of the community leader-resident relationship, there being very limited 

positional power or ability to use reward or sanctions to gain cooperation, it is personal 

power that leaders must rely on. This touches upon the realm of interpersonal relations in 

Thai society, how various relations are formed, and the kinds of obligations entailed in 

each. 

I have already noted above that the TLM represents how people in the community 

perceive a person who has the potential for interpersonal influence. The model also gives 

insight into the dynamics of influence, showing patterns of behaviour that are linked 

together. However from the beginning of the data collection process it was clear that there 
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are multiple bases for interpersonal influence and that the TLM represents one type among 

several.25 This raises the question of how the TLM actually works and why it is an ideal 

and preferred model in contrast to other bases of interpersonal influence. Asking this 

question leads to the issue of patron-client relations and the nature of reciprocity and 

obligation. In Chapter 2 I traced the debate over how to understand patron-client relations 

in Thai society; one line of thought that has seen patron-client relations as the master key 

for understanding Thai social organization, to the point that virtually all dyadic relations 

are seen in this light. If this is the case then all forms of leadership simply become a 

manifestation of such relations. In order to offer an answer to these questions in light of my 

research findings I will first begin with what appears to be a digression into other bases for 

influence, add some research findings on the subject of reciprocity and obligation, and 

finally return to the TLM to draw some conclusions regarding how this model works to 

build influence in the voluntary cooperation setting of the slum, and how it relates to 

patron-client relations.  

                                                 

25People’s comments about leadership generally fell into four basic categories: descriptions in terms of a 
positive or negative experience, differentiating types of leadership based on how leaders gain cooperation, 
the scarcity of those they considered to be good leaders, and the impact of good leaders on work 
performance. Respondents would talk about positive and negative experiences with people they had worked 
with in terms of how they felt about it personally. One person related how stressed he became at work 
because of the pressures his boss put on him (LFRL-7). A woman indicated that she had worked for 18 
months with a boss who always considered himself right and employees wrong, and it was like being in hell 
the whole time (tok narok). She also told of how she worked with a boss for 11 years who never smiled, 
which she said made her tired. The second category had to do with types of leadership. One respondent told 
me that there were three different types of leaders: nakleng who use force and violence to compel 
compliance, nakleng who threaten but do not actually resort to violence, and those who lead by being uafua 
(obligingly generous, giving help and support) (DQI-9). The third category consisted of comments telling me 
that good leaders, of good character, and leaders that people feel thuukjai (pleased, satisfied ) with are hard to 
find (NLFRL-11, LFRL-4). DQI-9 said that one in 20 would be the kind of leader he likes. NLFRL-11 said 
that good character, honesty, and skill in work are three things that you cannot find in the world. When I 
asked an informant to expand on why good leaders were so hard to find, he said that most leaders have their 
own needs, and many have their own business; thus they need to aow tua rawt (save themselves) and aow tae 
jai (in the sense of being self-centred). Finally, leader actions and attitudes impact their followers in terms of 
work performance, the fourth category. Some leaders inspire people to pour themselves fully into their work 
without being stressed. Not paying workers what is due them causes them to leave or resign (NLFRL-25). 
LFRL-8 noted that when a leader helps followers who have a tangible need (kaad in the sense of being short 
on money) that it creates pride for both sides and causes the work to go well. LFRL-13 pointed out that if a 
boss is too strict the work will suffer, but if he is not strict enough and spoils the workers it will also suffer. 
In another context the distinction between preferred and non-preferred leadership was illustrated to me while 
I was teaching a course at a training centre for pastors. I had asked the students to do a free-recall listing on 
what good church leaders were like, after which I asked them to do the same for leaders in general. They 
immediately asked the question, ‘for leaders that we would like to have or leaders that we actually have?’   
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5.7.1 Examining other bases for interpersonal influence 

In Chapter 2 I introduced the work of Suntaree on personal power as expressed in the term 

baramii, and Conner’s development of three foundations for interpersonal influence: power 

(amnaat), influence (ittipon), and baramii. In Chapter 7 of his thesis Conner examines in 

detail these three foundations and notes that each one elicits a variety of responses in other 

people. In my own interactions with people in the community, as with Conner and his 

informants, I observed a fluidity of use regarding these terms, a kind of polarity where 

native speakers could use a term with a positive or negative connotation depending on the 

circumstances. Thus with both the leadership foundation terms and the terms used to 

express response to those foundations, the same terms can be used in different contexts to 

mean different things, or to express different nuances of meaning. The polyvalence seen 

here should signal some caution in attempting to formulate a framework based on a stable 

meaning for a particular term. In my opinion a problematic point in Conner’s analysis was 

that in his attempt to systematize a leadership foundations continuum with clear cut 

boundaries, he had to downplay or dismiss evidence of linguistic diversity and multiplex 

usages, particularly as it relates to baramii.26 In the material that follows I draw upon 

Conner, but attempt to move beyond his three foundations rubric to embrace more of the 

nuances found in interpersonal influence. Whereas the idea of follower response to another 

person exhibiting one of these three foundations was somewhat peripheral to his work, it is 

central to what I am doing in trying to understand how cooperation and compliance are 

given or withheld in the voluntary relational setting of the slum. My ultimate goal here is 

                                                 

26Conner was attempting to develop a continuum of leadership foundations based in local terms. However, in 
order to use baramii, representing a form of personal power and defined as interpersonal moral goodness 
expressed socially (1996:243), he had to downplay some of the linguistic diversity present in that term. The 
critical example here is where some of his informants suggested that baramii could be used in a negative 
sense to describe mafia type godfathers (jao pho) (1996:261). He notes that his informants disagreed among 
each other with some asserting the term could be used in this fashion, and others arguing that it represented a 
misunderstanding of the term (1996:238 footnote 17). In the end he has to argue that when local people use 
the term in a negative sense it is an incomplete attribution that should be corrected (1996:307) I feel 
uncomfortable with telling native speakers what is the correct understanding of a term that they seem to have 
quite definite ideas about. The necessity to bend local meaning to conform to an attempt at systematization is 
an indicator of other factors that should be taken into consideration.  
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to increase understanding of how the TLM ‘works’ in terms of being a preferred style and 

a prototype for being a person able to influence others. 

Without attempting to replicate the detailed work that Connor did on these three 

foundations of influence, I will draw upon his and Suntaree’s work, and my informants’ 

comments, to point out the major polarities of usage of the terms amnaat (power), ittipon 

(influence), and baramii (personal power). With this information as a baseline I will then 

examine the nature of the relational bonds that are formed through these different bases, 

how these bonds impact the building of influence in the kind of voluntary relations seen 

between community leaders and residents, and see whether or not other bases for securing 

cooperation are possible. 

Working with focus groups of native speakers both inside and outside the slum who 

were primarily, though not exclusively, urban poor, I collected data on the different ways 

people use the words amnaat, ittipon, and baramii. Appendix 8 summarizes my findings, 

which are supplemented by insights from Suntaree’s and Conner’s work. I find that both 

power and influence have positive and negative views, while baramii has four different 

views: an ideal moral sense, a prestige sense, a negative sense in which it is used to refer to 

jao pho (godfather types), and a charismatic sense as used by Weber. My impression was 

that in the community, generally amnaat and ittipon were used in a more negative sense to 

refer to nakleng types. Baramii rarely came up in conversations in the community, but 

when it did it was used more in the prestige sense than the ideal sense. People would often 

qualify their use of the term by saying it was a ‘type’ (baeb) of baramii or by equating it 

with money.  

As I noted earlier, Conner points out that each of these bases for interpersonal 

influence elicit a response on the part of other people, such as polite deference (kreng jai), 

fear (kreng klua), and grateful obligation (bunkhun). While I was familiar with these terms, 

it was not until much later in the data collection process that I became aware of two key 

points regarding these response concepts. First, it became clear that in the eyes of 
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residents, both those with formal positions and those with no position, the crux of 

community leadership was the ability to gain cooperation from others. The second was that 

people were framing their explanations of why they or others would cooperate with a 

person based on these ideas of deference, fear, and gratitude.27 While these concepts cover 

more territory than just compliance, cooperation, or obeying a command, there is a part 

that includes that potential within them. What this means in a practical sense is that any 

given instance of cooperation can be generated from a number of different response 

motives. This leads naturally to the question of whether or not the concepts of amnaat, 

ittipon, and baramii comprehensively cover all possible forms of response, or if there are 

other bases upon which to build cooperation. It also raises the question of where the TLM 

sits in its relation to these leadership foundations. 

I set up a method to investigate these questions based on disparate observations that 

coalesced later on in my research. One thing that emerged from looking broadly at the 

preferred model was the centrality of some form of giving. In working on defining the 21 

terms it became clear that many of them are operationalized in some form of giving. This 

is generally conceived of in tangible terms such as financial assistance, but may be 

intangible. The giving can include providing emotional support, understanding, and 

counsel. As I delved deeper into these concepts I also learned that forms of giving not only 

produce a response inside of those receiving, but also that the response varies based on the 

receiver’s perception of the motive of the giver as expressed in the idea of hoping for 

something in return (wang sing tawb thaen) or giving freely without any interest in 

personal benefit (mai wang sing tawb thaen).  

The response that giving creates inside the receiving party partly contains a sense 

of obligation back to the giving party. Thus I began by thinking in terms of a continuum 

                                                 

27In working on explaining kreng jai for outsiders Suntaree has provided a number of behavioural examples 
(1994:45). One of them was being kreng jai to refuse complying with others’ wishes or requests. This is 
precisely the way that the interviewees I worked with framed their explanations of why they would cooperate 
or join with the giving party. 
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expressing the sense of obligation that one person has to another. This sense of obligation 

represents a potential to cooperate with another person, should that person invite her, or be 

in a position to require help. Theoretically the continuum ranges from the highest sense of 

obligation on one end all the way down to no obligation at all on the other, as in tit-for-tat 

economic exchanges. I then set up with interviewees sets of scenarios of dyadic 

relationships where person A was involved in some form of giving to person B. I would 

often draw an A – B relationship at the bottom of a sheet of paper, representing a 

transaction in which there was no need for reciprocation (such as the purchase of an item at 

a store) and than draw an A – B relationship at the top of the paper, asking interviewees to 

think of a relationship which carried the maximum sense of obligation they could conceive. 

With this in place I would then explore the different types of possible relationships that 

could exist with a focus on the kind of response that was generated inside of the receiving 

party. After doing this for a while and getting a feel for some of the parameters, I would 

create scenarios of specific relationships (such as professor to student) and vary their 

status, the closeness of the relationship, and the type of giving to see how it affected the 

sense of obligation inside the receiving party. I would also create the scenario of 

community leadership and inquire specifically as to how this particular sense of obligation 

would impact a request for or perception of the need for cooperation. In setting up the 

scenarios of dyadic relations I limited myself at two points. I excluded dyadic relations 

where one person had formal positional power that would require the subordinate to 

comply whether they wanted to or not or else face some kind of sanctions, since this type 

of situation did not exist in LWPW. I also excluded relations between kin because the 

situation in the community required leaders to mobilize more than just family members.  

Working through these scenarios gave me a number of insights into the nature of 

obligation and reciprocity, which in turn brought a sharper focus to the dynamics of the 

TLM. In sections 5.7.2 and 5.7.3 I summarize my findings in two ways: first as a series of 

general points, and second as a set of factors that people take into consideration when 
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calculating the type of obligation they have to another person. I will deal with connections 

to the TLM in section 5.7.4.  

5.7.2 General insights on reciprocity and obligation 

5.7.2.1 The same response terms are used for all relationships 

Terms used to describe the response evoked inside of a recipient to an act of giving, such 

as kreng jai, kreng klua, and bunkhun are utilized across the gamut of social relationships. 

At every level and type of relationship people were able to make fine distinctions between 

and among these terms. In the section that follows where I discuss a number of factors I 

will look at some of these criteria for making distinctions.  

5.7.2.2 People are aware of the scope of their obligations to others 

I found that in a particular relationship people are aware of what that relationship requires 

in terms of reciprocity and obligation. They can define its parameters, quantify it, and 

make choices about behaviour based on their sense of who they owe relatively more 

obligation and need for reciprocation. Recipients are active agents in making attributions 

about giver motives and adjust their sense of obligation based on their evaluation of the 

situation. 

5.7.2.3 Not all relations are patron-client  

The basic rules of hierarchical relations between social superiors and inferiors apply at all 

times and at different levels of status. I argued in Chapter 2 that hierarchical relations are 

not in and of themselves patron-client relations, which are a specific type of relationship. 

In the community there are patron-client relations of the type known as nakleng and luuk 

nawng. Nakleng are those who have ittipon (influence) and, as was explained to me, in the 

history of Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW) they were often leaders because they had 

the ability to jat klum (form a group); in L. P.’s words, ‘khaw ma tawng ma’ (if they ask 

you to come, you have to come) (I-323). In general informants say that the sense of 

obligation in such a relationship is rooted in being kreng klua, which in this context carries 

the idea of literally being afraid. Kreng klua covers the range of fear, from being in awe of, 
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to reverence and respect (So, 1984).28 With the nakleng, actual fear is present because as a 

person who has ‘influence’ the nakleng can use their influence to threaten and actually 

carry out physical harm. 

People in the community were very clear that acts of giving between a social 

superior and inferior in and of themselves do not constitute a patron-client relationship of 

the type known as luuk phii-luuk nawng.29 There are other discriminating factors (I discuss 

these below) that enter into the equation that will dictate whether the relations turn into that 

of patron and client. 

5.7.2.4 Personal power embraces more than baramii 

Both Suntaree and Conner have proposed baramii as a Thai concept that falls under the 

area of leadership studies dealing with leader power, and specifically that of personal 

power.30 I want to suggest here in a preliminary fashion, and then pick up the theme in 

more detail in Chapter 6, that there are other forms of personal power besides baramii. My 

investigations on dyadic relations showed that there are types of relations that do not 

partake of amnaat or ittipon, but at the same time do not fit any of the three types of 

                                                 

28As with the English term fear, this term can apply to both positive and negative situations. You can have 
fear in a positive sense of the King or of parents, and you can have fear of physical harm as with nakleng.  
29Akin says that the patron-client relationship is expressed in the term luuk phii-luuk nawng. The dictionary 
definition is cousins (literally ‘child of older sibling-child of younger sibling’) but it carries a range of 
meanings. I inquired about this in LWPW and people explained that it can be used in three ways. It can refer 
literally to family, it can be used in the context of a boss-employee relationship, and it can also refer to a 
nakleng-follower relationship (I-294).  
30Because the terminology for power is very confusing due to overlapping definitions, it is important to 
clarify how I will be using the term ‘personal power’ through the thesis. Dahl notes that while the analysis of 
power has not produced many rigorous causal models, it has generated numerous unstandardized 
classification schemes (1968:412). The classic taxonomy of power is French and Raven’s five types: reward, 
coercive, legitimate, expert, and referent (1959). Yukl notes that there is another widely accepted power 
conceptualization that separates ‘position’ power from ‘personal’ power, and that while relatively 
independent, there are overlapping components (Bass, 1990:228; 2002:144). With another perspective 
Dubrin sees seven different bases of power (1998:169). Multiple uses make it hard to use a term with 
precision, with the concept of personal power being one of the most contested. In some schemes personal 
power and referent power (compliance given because a target person admires the agent and wants their 
approval) are nearly identical, while in others personal power is broken up into referent power, expert power, 
and prestige power (Dubrin, 1998:163; Yukl, 2002:144-45). The common definitions of referent power (see 
Yukl, 2002:150 for an example) do not precisely embrace the dynamic of obligation that is present in 
baramii. Therefore in the context of this thesis I will use personal power in its broader sense as potential 
influence based in friendship and loyalty, as contrasted to position power that grows from legitimate 
authority, and control over resources, rewards, punishment, information, and the work environment (Yukl, 
2002:144). 
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baramii that I have described above. In light of the diverse use of baramii and the 

difficulties with classifications of power, it may be more useful to track these indigenous 

concepts in the Weberian scheme of legitimate authority. Rather than attempting a clean 

systematization of the Thai concepts, which is difficult due to polyvalent meanings, it 

could be more insightful to map them against Weber’s ideal types. As Weber notes, in the 

real world we seldom find these pure types (1947:110), but they do provide a useful 

framework for placing these different concepts. Amnaat (power) clearly has a legal 

overtones in one of its forms, while ittipon (influence), particularly in the nakleng as 

ruffian leader, and baramii represent traditional forms of authority. As Conner notes, 

ittipon can shadow or parallel amnaat, drawing upon positional power to increase influence 

in this negative sense (1996:239). Similarly amnaat can be built from ittipon as a 

traditional form of leadership outside of the legitimation of a formal position on a legal 

basis. While pure baramii could certainly be a part of charismatic authority in the case of 

the monarch, in general use it is a traditional form of leadership based on the moral 

character of the leader (see my comments under the charismatic sense of baramii in Table 

25 Appendix 8). At this point that I think it would be more helpful within the frame of 

traditional leadership to see baramii as part of a continuum of concepts that includes 

respect and trust. I introduce this issue here because of its relationship to the discussion of 

the TLM that will follow, but in Chapter 6 I will develop the evidence for this assertion in 

more detail.  

5.7.2.5 Not all compliance is based in reciprocation and obligation 

Because the tendency has been to focus on status differentials and patron-client relations in 

Thai studies I wanted to particularly examine relationships that are more horizontal in 

nature, like those found in groups (klum), cliques (phak phuak), and between friends 

(phuan). While there is less difference in status in horizontal relations, kreng jai still 

applies, and as I noted above, expressions of help and goodwill increase the sense of kreng 

jai. One focus group noted that within a clique there is informality and mutual sharing, and 
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the closer people become, the fewer boundaries or limitations they have in helping each 

other (I-325). This points to a key direction where the relational bond in horizontal 

relationships is different from vertical relationships in the arena of helping others. In 

relationships of larger difference in status the discourse is based on kreng jai and bunkhun, 

and the corresponding idea of reciprocation (tawb thaen). With groups, cliques, and friends 

it is possible to have the same dynamics built through expressions of giving, however there 

are also other bases for cooperation that can be activated that are different from 

reciprocation based on gratitude and polite deference. Cooperation is rendered because a 

person might hen kae (for the sake of, out of consideration for) another person, know the 

other person well, or help out because he is part of a group. Voluntary cooperation can also 

grow from trust or respect, or the perception of mutual benefit. One of my Thai friends 

explained, ‘Relationship can occur, not because of an individual, but because of joint 

benefit’ (Wirachai Kowae, 2006). In the case of friends, the reason given for helping out 

was the feeling of friendship (mitraphaap). In the case of being part of a group, such as the 

chumchon, it can be described as a sense of group solidarity, rao ben chumchon diaow (we 

are one chumchon), or being a part of the chumchon, (rao ben suan khawng chumchon).  

5.7.3 Factors that influence a person’s sense of obligation 

In the section above I made some general observations regarding reciprocity and obligation 

based on my interview data regarding dyadic relations where some form of giving is 

expressed from a social superior to an inferior. In this section I summarize a series of 

factors that I drew out of this interview material about what a receiving party takes into 

account in order to determine the type and level of obligation they have to the giving party.  

5.7.3.1 Factor #1: What is the motive of the person giving? 

A key insight from one informant was that it is the element of choice on the part of the 

giving party that forms the basis for a sense of obligation. A pure business transaction, 

such as with a bank or a loan department is governed by rules and regulations, so there is 

no choice or personal opinion in the matter (I-307). However in the realm of personal 
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relations, the decision to let a person rent a place to live from you or the decision to release 

money at interest for a loan, represents a choice of that particular person over a field of 

many possible receivers. This then is an expression of goodwill (namjai) or being kind 

(jaidii) or helping (chuay) in a time of need, and it forms the core of the feeling of a need 

to reciprocate. 

However, once the giving person makes the choice to give in some way, the 

receiving person immediately starts an evaluative process that seeks to determine if the 

motive for giving was to get something in return (wang sing tawb thaen) or to not expect 

anything in return (mai wang sing tawb thaen). It is this perception of motive that is a 

determining factor in the sense of the level of obligation due. I have already noted the work 

of Suntaree on bunkhun (grateful) relationships and the distinction between 

psychologically invested relationships and those that are transactional (Suntaree, 

1985:183). She notes that there is a subtle distinction between the two, one based in true 

feelings of gratitude and the other in a friendly but non-committal relationship (1985:184). 

Among my informants there seemed to be a level of disagreement regarding bunkhun and 

its formation, which may reflect a cultural value in transition. For some, the presence of 

virtually any giving was capable of building a sense of gratitude defined as bunkhun, such 

as Bangkok City Council or District Council politicians coming into the slum and passing 

out gifts on a special day like Children’s Day (I-67). As one informant put it, ‘this is the 

character of Thai people – giving even just a little bit builds bunkhun, and they will think 

about (nukthung) bunkhun’ (I-226). However, when I tried to gain some understanding of 

the sense of obligation created by the practise of vote-buying by politicians I got a different 

picture. People noted that in past times to receive and not reciprocate made a person feel 

like they were thambaab (sinning) (I-300, I-319). While some still have this feeling, others 

will analyse the situation to see if voting for that person is the best or not (I-300), or will 

vote for whomever they want since the person who gave them the money cannot see who 

they are voting for (I-319). Feelings of bunkhun grew in people if they were in an extreme 
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situation and someone loaned them money (I-303), and it is related to a difference in status 

and implies that the person on the receiving side is tok yaak (in a difficult situation) (I-

328). These feelings also have to do with the size of the help given and its persistence over 

time. One person illustrated in this fashion: she is having financial difficulties and a person 

who is older but also poor has helped her with small amounts of money for food. She said 

that this is an expression of namjai (consideration, expression of goodwill) because it was 

not asked for, but it is not bunkhun. She said bunkhun is reserved for parents, a large 

amount of help rendered, or help given over a long period of time (I-319). It appears that 

receiver perception of motive is in part what may activate either a bunkhun type of grateful 

relationship or a transactional one. Where the receiver sees the motive as pure with no 

expectation of return the relationship is more likely to be bunkhun, whereas if the receiver 

sees the giver as seeking benefit from the help rendered the relationship may become 

transactional and put limits on the sense of obligation of the receiver.31 When I asked 

people how they know the motives of the giving person they noted that it requires time to 

observe how the giver acts. You watch to see if they are sameo ton sameo blaay, meaning 

that they are the same at the beginning as they are at the end. A change in the way a giving 

party relates to the receiver can indicate that they are expecting something in return for 

their giving. 

                                                 

31What has become for me a classic illustration of this principle happened one day as I was discussing this 
material with a Thai friend. At first he gave me the official Thai culture version saying that for Thais even a 
little bit of giving results in a sense of bunkhun. He told me a saying that is commonly known: ‘thinking 
about the hot rice and curry’ (khitthung khaow daeng kaeng rawn). This means that when one thinks about 
the food given them it brings a sense of gratitude, a feeling of indebted goodness that one needs to 
reciprocate. He then talked about bunkhun towards parents, and said that he felt bunkhun to a certain 
individual who had been instrumental in his becoming a Christian, in discipling him, and in helping him get 
involved in vocational ministry. Then he stopped himself short and said, ‘mai thung khanaat nan khao jaang 
phom duay’ (well not really to that level, he hired me also). My friend had worked on this man’s church staff 
for several years. Here was a clear juxtaposition of the ideal, unlimited reciprocation form of bunkhun 
created by virtually any level of giving, with the realities of relationships where there is giving but 
expectation as well. My friend’s feeling of bunkhun was tempered by the fact that this pastor had not only 
helped him, but also expected a great deal in return. Thus, people’s feeling of bunkhun and corresponding 
sense of obligation may be lessened if they feel that they have already paid back the goodness expressed 
towards them (in this case as an employee).  
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The perception of motive has another dimension: it is possible for followers to 

misjudge giver motives (attributing to them a desire to get something in return that is not 

truly present) or decide that the giver is doing something for them because they deserve it 

in some way (I-308). In such cases it changes the sense of obligation that the person on the 

receiving end feels. It is also possible for givers to see the sense of obligation due them in a 

different light than the receivers see it. One respondent gave me the illustration of an 

adopted child who is made to work hard by the new parents. The child may think that she 

has paid back her obligation through this hard labour while the parents assume that her 

bunkhun should have no limits (I-300). This brings up another area where informants had 

differing views. Sometimes people indicated that there are no limits to the reciprocation in 

a bunkhun relationship (I-307), while others seemed to indicate that there are situations 

where limits apply (I-319).32 One group of informants indicated that there is always space 

for non-cooperation with a request if the person asks you to do something morally wrong 

or that you do not believe in (I-319). This is one of the differences between relationships 

                                                 

32One explanation for the differences in my sources here could be between bunkhun as an ideal concept 
versus the perspective of real-life, everyday interactions and relationships. Suntaree explains bunkhun as 
ongoing, a binding of good reciprocal feelings, and a lasting relationship, concluding that both time and 
distance do not diminish bunkhun (1994:46). However, there are two deviations from the ideal that I have 
observed that may account for the other views that see limits to reciprocation. The first is that even in 
obvious bunkhun relationships like with parents, not all children reciprocate in a proper fashion. In some 
cases this lack of gratitude is rationalized by the child accusing the parent of treating her poorly. In a similar 
fashion within the Thai church organization that I work with, I have observed over the years the phenomena 
of ‘home-grown’ staff (meaning people who had been brought to faith through the work of pastors, trained by 
them, and brought onto their leadership teams as paid staff) having very painful departures from their pastors. 
In doing so, they behaved in a way that the pastors considered to be personal betrayals, and often times drew 
people away from the mother church in the process. In an ideal world of bunkhun and krengjai such 
behaviour on the part of the subordinate does not fit because one must always be mindful of expressing 
gratitude and reciprocating for the kindness that has been done to him. In probing these scenarios with other 
Thai leaders in our organization, their explanation was that the reciprocal feelings that were originally there 
were diminished by the controlling behaviour of the senior pastor and the perception on the part of the 
subordinate of getting very low pay and working extremely long hours with no hope of change in position. 
Thus it was ongoing behaviour that affected the sense of bunkhun on the part of the subordinate in the 
relationship. So while in a theoretical sense there are no limitations to reciprocation, in real life, social 
inferiors are active agents in evaluating how they are being treated in a relationship and make adjustments in 
their sense of obligation and reciprocation accordingly. Suntaree notes that Thais have a phrase ‘mot khwaam 
kreng jai’ which refers to the loss of good feelings people have for others who have in some way insulted 
them (1994:45). Such a loss means that they no longer feel the need to be kreng jai to those people, and the 
relationships are broken. Because of the close connection between feelings of bunkhun and kreng jai it might 
be possible that under altered circumstances perceived as insult, exploitation, neglect, hostility, and so on, the 
entire complex of reciprocal and deferential feelings is diminished or if severe enough, erased completely. 
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that are based in gratitude and polite deference versus those that have the kreng klua 

element of fear because of the threat of physical violence.  

5.7.3.2 Factor # 2: Relative size and persistence over time. 

While the act of giving creates a bond of relationship and sense of obligation, all acts of 

giving are not equal. Informants make distinctions in terms of quantity as well as whether 

the giving is one-time or occasional, or a very frequent and long-term act. Thus small acts 

of kindness and goodness expressed consistently and over a long period of time can build a 

sense of bunkhun. In a similar fashion, as was illustrated above, a single larger act creates 

bunkhun in the receiver where smaller acts are considered namjai. It is the persistence over 

time (expressed as liang brajam) that can move the relationship between a social superior 

and inferior from one where there is bunkhun and the feeling of kreng jai (polite deference) 

on the part of the inferior to a patron-client relationship. A single, temporary expression of 

goodness and help establishes a relationship but without the sense of depth of obligation in 

the same fashion as a luuk phii-luuk nawng bond would (I-303). In this sense people also 

quantize bunkhun and kreng jai as a lot or a little (maak or noi). One person illustrated how 

in a decision-making situation where he was asked to help two people at the same time, he 

would consider which one he was the most kreng jai towards as the determining factor.  

5.7.3.3 Factor # 3: How close are the people in the relationship? 

The idea of sanit (which has to do with how close two people are in a relationship) applies 

to both situations where there is a large status distance between two people and where 

people are relatively close. In the case of a large distance, a person who is sanit, for 

instance with a nakleng, is part of the inner group and may have a kreng jai type of 

relationship. Those on the edges or who are in an out-group are afraid (kreng klua) of the 

nakleng. In a group (phuak) hierarchy still operates as there are people of different ages, 

educational status, and wealth as members. However if the atmosphere is ben kan eng 

(informal-approachable) then all members can become close and there are no limits to the 

kind of cooperation rendered (I-325). A person may be kreng jai of people in the group but 
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if he/she is sanit this lessens kreng jai, and as one person said, ‘the closer you are the less 

boundaries there are in rendering help to a person’ (I-325). What this statement implies is 

that in more horizontal relations Thais are properly kreng jai to those who are their 

superiors, but there are inherent limits in terms of obligation that are lessened as 

relationships grow in terms of closeness (sanit). 

5.7.3.4 Factor # 4: Motives for cooperating vary with the type of relationship. 

Suntaree observes that kreng jai is present in all relationships; ranges from superiors to 

inferiors, equals, and intimates; and varies in intensity according to the degree of status 

discrepancy, degree of familiarity, or difference in situation (1994:45). It is expressions of 

goodwill, acts of kindness, and helping – primarily tangible, but also possible in other non-

material forms – that move a relationship to another level and can increase the degree of 

kreng jai that a person feels towards another. In my interviews I set up scenarios 

illustrating different status levels, degrees of intimacy, and circumstances between two 

people, and then asked the interviewees how they thought the person on the receiving end 

would feel. I also asked how this would impact a request for helping with something or 

joining in some endeavour that the person giving requested.  

One point that emerged is that not all acts of giving result in bunkhun; they may 

only increase the degree of kreng jai. A second is that kreng jai itself has very fine-grained 

nuances depending on the setting. For instance, in one of the focus groups (I-325) I created 

the scenario of a professor and a student and asked why the student might help the 

professor with something. The group indicated it was kreng jai nai thaang khaorop 

(deferential response in the direction of, or on the basis of respect). Conner identified this 

same diversity of usage with kreng jai in his research among leaders in the Northeast (see 

1996:253 footnote 31).  

There were also indications that there are limitations to compliance. This is one 

way that distinctions were made between kreng klua and kreng jai. Kreng klua can produce 

a forced compliance, even to the point of a person doing something morally wrong or 
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doing something that she really does not want to do. This can be illustrated by the situation 

of the luuk nawng of the nakleng who owe loyalty in return for the benefits they have 

received; in this case the loyalty is always informed by the potential of violence or 

sanctions if the receiver does not obey. However with kreng jai based in relationships and 

outside of the spheres of formal positional power (amnaat) and influence (ittipon) there 

remains the reservation of space for non-compliance both theoretically and practically. 

Theoretical non-compliance comes if a request were to exceed a moral boundary for the 

person being asked to cooperate. This is theoretical because normally one has come to be 

kreng jai in such a relationship because the giver has exhibited good behaviour and is not 

expected to ask the receiver to do something wrong. Non-compliance for practical reasons 

comes into play if there is some obstacle that makes compliance impractical such as being 

sick, not having enough money, or having no time.  

Finally, I have also identified types of relationships where it is possible to lie either 

outside or inside the sphere of kreng jai and bunkhun. These are relationships that are 

closer to horizontal with less status discrepancy and can be found in friendship, groups, 

and cliques. Informants can illustrate relations that are not characterized by kreng jai, 

bunkhun, baramii, or even respect, where people interact and cooperate (see p. 4194f.). 

5.7.4 The TLM and the development of interpersonal influence 

In the previous two sections I have digressed temporarily away from the Thuukjai Leader 

Model (TLM) that has been the subject of this chapter. My purpose in doing so was to set 

the stage for a more precise look at how this model works as a mechanism for social 

influence, as well as to prepare for the analysis that will follow in Chapters 6 and 7. The 

question under focus was to examine how this culturally preferred leader model works, 

with the context being the issues of patron-client relations and the nature of reciprocation 

and obligation.  

I developed the material in those two sections in order to make three major points. 

The first is that the indigenous terms amnaat (power), ittipon (influence) and baramii 
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(personal power) that serve as bases for interpersonal influence cannot be neatly 

systematized to fit either the Weberian classification of legitimate authority or 

classification schemes regarding power. The second is that there are other bases for 

influence based in more horizontal relationships that cannot be embraced by the amnaat-

ittipon-baramii complex. Finally, the terms kreng jai (polite deference), kreng klua (fearful 

deference), and bunkhun (grateful obligation) are used across the gamut of all social 

relationships, all forms of legitimate authority, and all power relations. At the same time 

that they are used broadly and with flexibility in a variety of relationships, they are also 

capable of being used with very fine-grained nuances of meaning. Native speakers take 

into account multiple factors embedded in social relationships relating to status, motive in 

giving, the size and persistence over time of giving, and the type and closeness of 

relationship. 

I want to suggest here that the plasticity inherent in these local terms argues for 

high levels of agency by actors in reading their circumstances and choosing their 

responses, and argues against a static view that would see all dyadic relations as being in 

the form of patron and client. The dynamism in relations involving reciprocity and 

obligation also argues against a static view that sees social inferiors as passive receivers of 

the benevolence of superiors who in turn respond with automated loyalty and deference. 

Patron-client relations thus become one particular form among many types of dyads that 

exist in a hierarchical social system.  

The TLM creates the potential for influence, particularly through the private-self, 

inner character component coming into social expression in both the public-self behaviour 

configuration and the work-related relational behaviour in dyadic relations. Both of these 

behaviour configurations are associated with giving in some form. People who are able to 

act in this way can develop non-exploitative relationships characterized by positive and 

warm feelings of reciprocation and gratitude that are a form of personal power. This power 

is based not in expertise, but is closer to what is referred to as referent power (see footnote 
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30 above), with the emphasis on a grateful sense of obligation. One informant illustrated 

how this sense of obligation would stay with a person till death and how it impacted work 

in a very positive way. He said that the act of helping an employee during a time that he 

was in need of tangible assistance would build pride (phuum jai) on both sides of the 

relationship (FRL-8). Translated into a leader-follower setting this personal power can be 

drawn upon even where positional power and legitimate authority exist. In a setting where 

voluntary cooperation is necessary, as in the slum, this form of personal power will lead 

people to cooperate out of a warm and respectful sense of obligation or a deferential 

consideration that does not want to refuse a request. Both of these responses are associated 

with positive feelings and are not forced or compelled in any way.33  

However the TLM is not simply about obligation in dyadic relations; it is also 

about facilitating task accomplishment. Reciprocation and obligation in a relationship do 

not inherently make it a leader-follower relation. This is one of the problems of the patron-

client rubric because it casts all relations into a frame where the social superior can wield 

influence and command obedience. In this prototypical model both the task and 

interpersonal relations dimensions are woven together and form the basis for being 

considered potentially influential by perceivers. Let me illustrate how the TLM enhances 

our understanding of influence processes in a setting outside of the slum. I noted in 

Chapter 2 that studies of rural leadership tend to compile lists of attributes, many of which 

are highly complex themselves or in their component parts (such as being respected, an 

elder, or wealthy) without making any connection between them or examining how they 
                                                 

33In Mauss’ classic work on giving and reciprocation he makes the point that there really are no free gifts; 
that what appears to be free and disinterested is in reality constrained and self-interested (1990:4). Certainly 
the people that I interviewed are aware of this reality. However what seems to energize the Thai system of 
reciprocation and obligation is the ideal of the giver not wanting anything in return. If the system 
acknowledges that all giving must be reciprocated, the ability, real or fictional, to give in a disinterested 
fashion is what creates a willingness to reciprocate in others. It is what makes reciprocation palatable. In 
situations where there is no attempt to hide self-interest, reciprocation becomes part of the proper script, but 
is not from the heart. Those who embody elements of the TLM draw out of people a willingness to comply 
because receivers see the configurations of private and public dimension behaviour as emanating from deeper 
level character that manifests itself in giving freely without hope of return. Receivers would also reciprocate 
to the giver if they saw the same complex of behaviours as being motivated by personal benefit, but not with 
the same sense of personal warmth and willingness.  
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operate to create the potential for influence. In reviewing all the attributes and traits from 

the studies I cited in Chapter 2, I found five points reflected in the major configurations of 

the TLM: good manners, morality (honest, ethical), giving behaviours (benevolent, 

sacrificial, helping others, being one others can rely on for assistance), being informal and 

approachable, and industrious. What the prototypical nature of the TLM helps to clarify is 

the necessity of having these behavioural patterns as a part of an attribute or as the basis 

for building a complex attribute. It is not age, wealth, spirituality, rank, education, or social 

status alone or in combination that differentiates leaders from nonleaders, or those with 

influence and those without. People with those attributes must also have a co-occurrence of 

the configurations of traits found in the TLM.  

I return now to a theme that I brought out at the start of this chapter from the work 

of Tambiah on classification systems. The TLM, developed through free-recall listing on 

the domain of leadership, is a sociolinguistic map of the territory of culturally preferred 

conceptions of leadership. As a classificatory system it defines the traits and attributes of 

idealized leadership, and the entire model itself shapes one form among multiple forms of 

creating the potential for influence. As Tambiah notes, classificatory systems not only 

describe; they also make judgements and as such develop into things that are proscribed or 

preferred. However Tambiah cautions that these semantic systems do not translate directly 

into everyday life. This serves as a reminder that the TLM as a social construction is not 

something slavishly reproduced, but rather provides the content for discourse and action 

relating to contexts where interpersonal influence is operating.  

As a semantic classificatory system the TLM has some clear limitations. People use 

it to evaluate potential leaders, and it shapes the discourse about what leaders should be 

like and what they should do. But it is limited because the need for cooperation in the 

community exceeds the abilities of a person’s dyadic relations, and as I have shown, there 

are other bases for cooperation that are not rooted in obligation and reciprocity. In addition 

to this, Tambiah has pointed out that we cannot ignore the pragmatic issues of power and 
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prestige in social interactions, and at this point the TLM does not help us in understanding 

more about leadership as it is conducted in the community. In the analysis that follows in 

Chapters 6 and 7 I will be connecting the way in which elements of this model are drawn 

upon, bypassed, or ignored in the real life world of leadership both in the community and 

in its relations to the state. With the anthropological approach that I am taking, I will 

endeavour to draw a more comprehensive picture that integrates the explicit and implicit, 

the beliefs as well as behaviours that are a part of everyday on-the-ground leadership in 

LWPW.  

5.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter I began by walking through the preliminary issues and preparatory steps of 

determining the questions for the free-recall listing, performing the free-recall, preparing a 

paired similarity judgement exercise, gathering that data, and then analyzing it through a 

consensus analysis and correspondence analysis. I then interpreted the correspondence 

analysis material, bringing in additional insights from the hierarchical clustering of pile 

sort data and term definition interviews. I called the resulting model the Thuukjai Leader 

Model (TLM) which consists of public, private, interpersonal, and task dimensions with 

constellations of traits and their associated behaviours (see Figure 3). These configurations 

are made up of a private-self component that expresses deepest character, public-self 

interpersonal relations and task components, the informal-approachable trait as a 

connection between public-self behaviour and the work-related relations behaviour that 

occur in dyads, and public work behaviour that is focused on task accomplishment.  

I then looked at the TLM in relation to leadership studies in general, focusing in 

particular on trait, implicit leadership theory, and behavioural studies. In the final section I 

interacted with the TLM in light of issues in the study of Thai leadership related to patron-

client relations and the nature of reciprocation and obligation. I then applied the insights 

gained on reciprocity and obligation to answer the question as to how this model operates 

to create the potential for influence. I concluded by examining the limitations of the TLM 
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in terms of helping us understand the practice of leadership in the community. In the next 

two chapters I will address the pragmatic issues that lie outside the boundaries of the TLM 

in order to bring a more comprehensive understanding of the kinds of social influence 

processes that are happening inside LWPW.  
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Chapter Six 

6 LEADING IN LWPW: TRUST, PRIVILEGE, AND SUSPICION 

In Chapter 5 I presented data collected with methods designed to develop a map of the 

sociolinguistic terrain of how leadership is perceived by followers. The result was an 

implicit leadership theory (ILT) of a culturally preferred leader that I call the Thuukjai 

Leader Model (TLM). The TLM represents a prototypical leader who embodies 

characteristics that create the potential for influence with other people. As an ILT it is not 

automatically translated into behaviour, but is one source for material that people draw 

upon and manipulate in discourse in order to construct views of leadership and to negotiate 

their behaviour in social interactions. I pointed out that while the TLM is helpful in 

understanding how influence develops in dyadic relationships, it does not provide insight 

into how influence is built in the broader community context. Here in Chapter 6 I move 

from preferred conceptions of leadership to actual practice in Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram 

(LWPW). The focus will be on how the TLM connects to real life leadership in the 

community and the presence of alternative models and concepts that inform the perception 

and practice of leadership.  

6.1 The trustworthy leader model 

My own observations of major events in the community and of the interactions of the 

committee members between themselves made it clear to me that there is no direct 

reproduction of the TLM in terms of the conceptualization and practice of leadership in the 

community. By the end of the first phase of research when the shape of the TLM was 

emerging, I felt very confused as to how that material related to everyday interaction in the 

community. People in LWPW confirmed the very idealistic nature of the TLM to me as I 

shared with them the results of the free-recall listing and talked with them about the 21 

terms. I was checking to see if people felt that these terms generated in the context of an 

employer-employee relationship were applicable to the community committee-resident 
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relationship. Usually people would look at the list and say all of the terms were important.1 

There were other comments of a more general nature that made me feel the traits embraced 

in these 21 terms were something that resonated strongly with people and would probably 

be applicable to a wider range of relationships than just the employer/employee one. A 

couple of interviewees responded in very superlative terms to the kind of person who 

embodied these traits. While working on clarifying definitions for these terms one man (I-

184) said:  

These 21 points are what we would call the definition of a complete sombun (leader) of Thai people…a 
person who has all of these [points] is able to manage (borihaan) people…if a person does not have any 
one of these points he will not be able to manage people or an organization successfully….There is really 
no one who has all of these 21 points. If you get someone who has 15 or 16 of these points you would 
consider them a very good person. In reality, nobody has all of these completely. Nobody has these one 
hundred per cent; not even Buddha was like this. 

In a similar vein I showed the terms to a person who had lived in the community for eight 

years and was married to a woman who grew up there (I-31). When he saw them he said, 

‘A leader like this, if they are really like this, they would be the very best (sut yawt). A 

leader like this I would hold in my heart and die and not regret my life.’ 

This strong reaction to the 21 terms of the TLM contrasted sharply with the 

complaints and disappointment expressed concerning the committee, and the competition 

and manoeuvring I observed within the committee and between groups based in locality in 

LWPW. My first sense of the connection between the prototypical model and real life 

leadership came during the time frame leading up to the election of a new committee in 

early 2004. I began to hear that there would be the possibility of an election because there 

were a number of people from the Ton Pho area who were applying to be on the 

committee. So I went to that area and talked with some of the current Ton Pho committee 

                                                 

1In one conversation a group of four women said that the employee/employer relationship was different from 
the community leader/resident relationship. However, when they looked at the 21 trait terms they said that all 
of them were important (I-34). Their point regarding the difference had to do with the issue of money and 
employment. A good employer should not take advantage of his employee, but they said that this was 
different in the community where nobody was being hired. In a situation where someone is hired the 
employer can take advantage, but this is not the case in the community. In their minds the voluntary 
relationship between community leaders and residents changes the dynamic to some degree, yet they still felt 
these terms were applicable to community leadership. 
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members, finding that at least ten people from there had applied. I was directed to a young 

man (I-115) who was applying for the first time to be a committee member. He indicated 

that he had been invited to apply by others in Ton Pho. I asked him why he thought people 

would elect him to the committee, and he said it was because he was a person who could 

be trusted (chuathuu). In reflecting on our conversation I began to realize that chuathuu 

provides the conceptual link between the prototypical model and how people actually 

construct leadership in daily activities.  

6.1.1 Chuathuu and the discourse about leadership in the community 

My conversation with I-115 started me on the path of trying to understand why chuathuu is 

critical to the understanding and practice of leadership in the community. As I interviewed 

people on this theme and reflected on my observations, a number of points came into 

sharper focus. First, it became clear that chuathuu shapes the discourse for the ideas of 

leadership emergence and practice. Chuathuu is related to considerations of who can lead, 

who should lead, who people will vote for, as well as how cooperation (ruammuu) is 

secured. Thus it is here that chuathuu links the preferred model and real life leadership. 

While the TLM is not embodied in any single person, real people can be attributed as 

trustworthy and there are specific identifiable behaviours that produce that attribution. 

Finally, as I explored chuathuu it became obvious that the idea of trustworthiness is used to 

explain only a part of what actually takes place in leadership in the community, and that 

there are other models and processes that are not as easily verbalized. The next two 

sections will go into detail as to how chuathuu is used in explaining leadership emergence 

and function. Then in section 6.2 I will begin to examine the evidence for another model of 

leadership present in the community. 

6.1.1.1 Chuathuu and leadership emergence 

In section 4.3.2.2.2 I argued that a process I have termed ‘officialization’ has over time 

created the view in LWPW that only those with formal positions legally sanctioned by the 

state are considered legitimate. I also noted that this acceptance of the legality of the 
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formal position did not mean that people liked, admired, or trusted those holding positions. 

I found that the discourse that forms the basis for a willing acceptance of the domination of 

others is rooted in the idea of being trustworthy (chuathuu).  

People come to leadership positions in three different ways within the community, 

and in each case being chuathuu is credited as the reason. The first path is if there are 

enough people running for positions on the committee then elections are necessary; those 

with the most votes fill the available slots. In light of the possible election, I queried people 

as to what kinds of characteristics it would take to be elected, and being trustworthy 

(chuathuu) was listed as the critical factor (I-115, I-133, I-114). A second path to becoming 

a leader is to be chosen for the role. Once the community committee is elected or the slots 

are filled by applicants appointed by the district, then the task of the committee is to 

choose who will fulfil the required positions. Reflection on why people are chosen or not 

chosen is again couched in terms of chuathuu (I-128, I-133, I-203). A third path in 

emergence to a leadership role is that of invitation. With each of the last three committee 

presidents, they all indicated that others had invited them to run for the committee and be a 

part of it. When I asked L. P., a former committee president, about why he had first applied 

to the committee, it was because a group of his friends wanted him to join (I-128). D. also 

indicated that it was her friends who invited her to apply with them as a group to run for 

the committee to see if they could force an election (I-203). Although chuathuu was not 

mentioned directly, when probing whether or not it would be possible for a person who is 

not chuathuu to be invited to participate in a leadership role, the answer was always 

negative.  

6.1.1.2 Chuathuu and gaining cooperation (ruammuu) 

Being chuathuu is not only the key factor in leadership emergence, but also is essential to 

being able to carry out leadership functions in the community. I pointed out in Chapter 4 

that the relationship between community leaders and residents was one of voluntary 

cooperation. In Chapter 5 I showed how the TLM works in dyadic relations to build the 
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potential for influence by creating a positive sense of obligation and reciprocation on the 

part of followers. However the need for cooperation in some community tasks is larger 

than what a single person’s dyadic relations can supply. How then is influence outside of 

the dyad built? Again, the term used to construct this relationship is chuathuu. I-130 

indicated that the power (amnaat) that brings cooperation in the community is in chuathuu. 

When talking about community leadership, chuathuu and ruammuu (cooperation, 

literally ‘joining hands’) are often linked. Being chuathuu makes one capable of leading 

because it is the basis for getting others to ruammuu with leaders in activities and work. I 

asked L. P. how he got projects done in the community during his terms in office. He 

explained that others would join and help, as they were able. I asked if they would help if a 

person was not chuathuu. He said: 

They would not come, you would not have them, except if they chuathuu (verbal use meaning believe, 
have faith that) you are not crooked, not taking other people’s things, that you are working with a pure 
heart so that your children and grandchildren can live there. Then they will be able to chuathuu you (I-
128).  

L. P. also attributed the rather low attendance at a Children’s Day event to the lack of 

ruammuu, which he said was more evident in his day. Committee members’ success is 

evaluated on the kind of cooperation that they get in large community celebrations as 

measured by overall attendance (PO-18, PO-327). The quality of being chuathuu creates 

the potential to draw people who are normally seeking their own interests to work for the 

benefit of the larger group.  

6.1.2 Trustworthiness (chuathuu), respect (nabthuu), and the TLM 

After hearing chuathuu used in reference to the basis of why people would chose someone 

to be a community leader I began to pursue peoples’ understandings of this term and to 

seek its relationship to the terms for respect (khaorop nabthuu). I noted in Chapter 2 in the 

section on Thai social values that the literature indicated that nabthuu (respect) was an 

important factor in being a leader. On a straightforward basis from the literature, one 

would expect that in the community those who are respected would be the pool from which 
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leaders are drawn. It would be a relatively simple matter of finding out who had the most 

prestige determinants (age, wealth, education, formal position, and so on) to see who 

potentially could be a leader. However, it was not nearly this simple in terms of what I 

observed in the composition of the committee, nor did it turn out to be the way that people 

chose to explain leadership emergence.  

6.1.2.1 Comparing trustworthiness (chuathuu), respect (khaorop nabthuu), 

and the good person (khon dii) 

In Table 6 and Table 7 I have summarized the results of my discussions with informants 

about the nature of these trust and respect terms and how they are developed in a person’s 

life. For purposes of comparison, in Table 8 I have also added a summary about the good 

person (khon dii) since this was often mentioned as a component for being respected and 

considered trustworthy. 

Table 6 Terms for trust 

Terms and dictionary definition: chuathuu believe in, have faith in, chuathuu dai be reliable, trustworthy, 
naa chuathuu believable, trustable in the sense of being able to believe or trust in such a person. 

Informant definition and explanations  

I-115 People will vote for someone they chuathuu dai (this is reliable, trustworthy); chuathuu is not the 
same as nabthuu; I-129 does not lie (mai kohok), speaks and does not change, follows through on what they 
say, not narrow in their social interaction (mai chai wong khaeb), those who do not help others or who have 
no experience are not chuathuu; I-134 we chuathuu the things that they do, things are completed according 
to what they have said, money is needed, chuathuu always has to be seen, we show it by our actions, unlike 
nabthuu which can just come from our position in society; I-117 chuathuu does not equal nabthuu we 
chuathuu others from the things they have done, it comes from what you do and not from what you are as 
with nabthuu. 

How it is developed 

I-115 cooperating (ruammuu) with activities and work in the community, holding an honest (sujarit) job, 
helping others, not having problems with other people (mai mii ruang kab khon); I-129 must be khon dii (a 
good person), have education, need to have kaan sadaeng dii (showing goodness to others), there needs to 
be fruit from one’s work in the community (pon dii) in order to maintain being considered chuathuu but 
you do not need too much to get started; I-133 they help the group/public (chuay suanklaang), they help 
every person, have an honest (sujarit) job, money is not needed but good character (nisai dii) is required, 
others looks at the things we do (kaankratham); I-117 the person should know the community (in the sense 
of knowing the needs of the community), develop good policies, take community interests to heart, ask 
people how they are doing, and have a broad outlook (mawng kwaang), I-134 over time chuathuu can 
develop into nabthuu. 
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Table 7 Terms for respect 

Terms and dictionary definition: nabthuu respect, revere, look up to, synonym is khaorop show respect, pay 
reverence. 

Informant definition and explanations  

I-114 nabthuu is not necessary to be elected, but you need to be chuajai, waangjai (to trust, have confidence 
in), waijai (to trust, have faith in) and chuathuu; to be a leader in the community you need to be chuathuu 
and not khaoropnabthuu; I-23 people nabthuu those who are phuu yai (elders) and awuso (senior, elder) and 
they may pick them as community president but others do the work, sometimes people nabthuu those who 
cannot do anything, kaankratham (actions, the things people do) is a major component of nabthuu; I-134 
one kind of nabthuu is based on kiattiyot (honour) that is based in position, these are people you respect but 
do not know them personally, the other kind of nabthuu happens when you observe someone’s work and 
see their results; I-23 a person the resident’s khaorop the most may not have much to do with other people 
at all; I-31 residents khaoropnabthuu the committee, but they watch for the fruit of their work. 

How it is developed 

I-26 If you have a problem and a person helps you then it builds respect (nabthuu); I-115 you must be 
dedkaat (decisive) at work and have namjai (compassion, understanding, friendliness) outside of work 
hours; I-129 you must be phuu yai (a superior or elder) but you have to be khon dii (a good person), it can 
be because of position tamnaeng and the fruit of work (pon) plays a part; I-134 you must be khon dii, help 
society, and be the kind of person that the populace nabthuu, in a group if you have someone who is 
chuathuu and one who has kiattiyot (honour) because of position, you have to watch the kaankratham 
(works) of this person because over time he can become chuathuu, there is a difference between thae (real) 
nabthuu and that which comes from kiattiyot (honour), real nabthuu comes from people seeing you work; I-
117 nabthuu is what comes from inside us (pai nai), so we nabthuu our aunts and uncles, or the person who 
has the position of being the boss (huanaa); I-19 (a community leader from another chumchon) said that to 
earn khaorop from residents you must do good (tham dii) and sacrifice for the community; I-31 the leader 
should take what they learn in their meetings and call a meeting to share this with the people in the 
community and this will build khaorop. 

 

Table 8 Terms for 'good person' 

Terms and dictionary definition: khon dii good person 

Informant definition and explanations  

I-23 the residents want a leader who is khon dii, this means someone who passes out the things that are 
given to the community in a fair way, someone who sacrifices and who does not do things for their own 
benefit; I-129 khwaam dii (goodness) means not being a rogue (keeree), having an honest job and not 
causing problems for other people, while good character (nisai dii) means having an honest job and being 
generous to others (uafua and obawmari); I-133 there are many varieties of the good person, it is possible to 
be a good person and not have interaction (sungsing) with others, a good person is one who has good 
human relational skills (manutsamphan) and a good disposition (athayasai dii). 

How it is developed 

I-34 someone who is honest (suusat), fair (yutitham), and reasonable (mii hetpon); I-113 someone who is 
pure hearted, generous (puapae), watches over others, and is kind (jaidii); I-129 you know someone is a 
good person if she helps others, is generous (both uafua and obawm), compassionate, understanding, and 
thoughtful (namjai), good human relational abilities (manutsamphan), and is not self-centred (mai hen kae 
tua).  
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My conversations with people about the meaning of chuathuu and its relation to the 

idea of respect embodied in the terms khaorop and nabthuu showed that there is some 

ambiguity in the way that people understand and utilize these ideas. As can be seen from 

the summaries above, when asked directly, people in the community do not equate 

chuathuu with either khaorop or nabthuu. Informants were quite clear that one does not 

need to be nabthuu to be a community leader but must at least be chuathuu. Yet there are 

times when people use these words as synonyms, especially when explaining why people 

will cooperate and join in work with community leaders.2 How are we to understand this 

ambiguity and seeming plasticity in usage between these two terms? Cohen suggests one 

possibility when he draws upon the work of Ihde on the idea of multi-stability of images 

(1991:41-4). The idea is that ‘any social situation presents the perceiver with a “multi-

stable” image...offering different possibilities of interpretation, which will depend on his or 

her particular cultural, ideological, or theoretical perspective’ (1991:41). The new social 

situation of the potential for elections in the community, and for choosing the six mandated 

positions on the committee within the committee itself, has resulted in a setting where 

nabthuu and chuathuu can be understood together in multiple ways and actors choose from 

these interpretations depending on the demands of the situation. The result is not a lack of 

clarity on the part of actors, but rather the deliberate framing of an idea for a specific 

purpose.  

What creates this terminological flexibility is that informants see nabthuu as having 

two dimensions, one ascribed and the other achieved. In the ascribed dimension, people 

nabthuu others because of their status, such as age, wealth, educational level, or position 

(tamnaeng), which gives them kiattiyot (honour) or some combination of prestige 

                                                 

2The same interviewee in I-114 and I-133 said that one does not need to be nabthuu to be elected but only 
chuathuu, yet when talking about the issue of gaining cooperation as a leader he said that the person needs to 
be nabthuu. While I was working on this material I asked a pastor friend in Udon about the relationship 
between these terms; it was his opinion that all three are equal, and yet in his illustrative explanation he made 
a distinction between them where chuathuu seemed to be a completely different idea than nabthuu. 
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determinants. Even with ascribed nabthuu informants were quick to point out that one 

needs to be a good person (khon dii) and must have appropriate behaviour on an ongoing 

basis in order to maintain the respect. In the achieved dimension, people can develop 

respect through their actions, what one informant referred to as ‘real’ respect. Chuathuu on 

the other hand is consistently understood as something that grows out of observed actions. 

Multi-stability means then that the emphasis can shift between either ascription or 

behaviour, and the similarity or difference between the two concepts. 

If the focus is on similarity and the behavioural dimension, then we can use the two 

terms synonymously. Looking at how both chuathuu and nabthuu are developed, the core 

ideas that were shared included being a good person (khon dii), doing good actions 

(kaankratham dii), having fruit from works (pon), helping out society and the general 

public, and helping others. If the focus is on difference and the behavioural dimension, 

nabthuu or the two terms together (khaoropnabthuu) are clearly broader than chuathuu and 

indicate something that is much stronger and deeper. I asked I-115 to describe how one 

could become considered trustworthy (chuathuu) and, after his description, asked if those 

things would make others respect (nabthuu) him. He replied that if there was an election 

and he got a lot of votes, that would mean that people respected (nabthuu) him. The 

subordinate nature of chuathuu to nabthuu is evidenced in the way interviewees would 

explain that one does not need to be respected to be elected, just considered trustworthy. 

The usages show a continuum with chuathuu being at the lower end and graduating up to 

full-blown nabthuu.  

However if the focus is on difference and the ascribed dimension, then chuathuu 

can lie beyond the respect terms in another domain completely. I-134 indicated that a 

person who has respect based on kiattiyot (honour) may not be chuathuu, but if others see 

his actions (kaankratham) he can become considered trustworthy as well. My friend made 

a similar explanation using an illustration about a highly respected former political figure 

who is now older and no longer considered chuathuu. His conclusion was that this person 
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would have to become chuathuu for people to vote for him again if he were to stand for 

office (M-234). So in this sense chuathuu becomes another concept that is very different 

from respect, as you can be respected and yet not chuathuu. 

This multi-stability of images here means that if a person wants to emphasise the 

honour of being a leader, then she will see chuathuu and nabthuu as part of the same 

continuum, both developed by observed good deeds with chuathuu being a beginning 

point. However if a person wants to show that a potential or actual leader does not fit the 

normative ascriptions for being considered nabthuu, then he can separate chuathuu as 

something built through actions and nabthuu as something ascribed on the basis of status 

determinants rather than actions. 

6.1.3 Discussion and analysis 

In this section I will pose and discuss key questions concerning trustworthiness and its use 

for explaining leadership in the community, its relationship to the TLM, and its 

implications for understanding leadership emergence and practice. 

6.1.3.1 The choice of chuathuu 

The first question concerns why chuathuu is the preferred concept for talking about 

leadership in the community rather than nabthuu. One would expect nabthuu to carry more 

significance on the basis of the literature, or at least be considered an equivalent with 

chuathuu since they are often used almost synonymously and are developed by others and 

recognized in others in a very similar fashion.  

I propose that chuathuu, the idea of trustworthiness, is the preferred concept for 

talking about community leadership in terms of emergence and securing cooperation for 

two reasons. First, chuathuu opens the door for a broader group of people to be involved in 

leadership, both by creating accessibility and providing a rationale for why people without 

traditional prestige determinants can be leaders. The people that comprise the community 

committee are for the most part not people who have the status determinants of age, 

wealth, or education, nor do they hold other formal positions that would give them social 
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weight. Because people will naturally nabthuu those who have such status indicators the 

community needs another frame of understanding that can account for those who actually 

do the leading, and make leadership accessible to the people who can carry out the 

functions required by the government. Because of its basis in ascription nabthuu is a 

concept appropriate for situations where people are more geographically or relationally 

distant, where actual behaviours may not be observed on a frequent or close basis (such as 

with an aged person whom residents see in the community but do not know personally)3, 

or where social distance keeps a relationship on a more formal basis, with the lesser party 

under a feeling of obligation to the superior. 

Second, as I noted above, while people must gain nabthuu through actions and 

maintain it through the ongoing expression of appropriate character and behaviour, 

chuathuu is much more connected with observable behaviour and better lends itself to the 

complexities of daily life. The core of becoming chuathuu is founded on showing that one 

is cooperative (ruammuu) and helping out the community without seeking personal benefit 

in any way. When I asked someone (I-133) why T., the new committee president, was 

chuathuu, he said it was because T. helps the public (chuay suan klaang). His illustrations 

of this included helping at the community festivals (both financially and through labour) 

and taking a child to the hospital when she was bit by a dog. One of the themes for both 

chuathuu and nabthuu is that of having pon ngaan, meaning literally fruit from one’s work. 

I-114 said that you build pon ngaan by helping others, such as helping when the committee 

asks for it and helping set up for different programmes and festivals. While you are doing 

these things the residents are watching you.  

So while there are certainly contexts in which people see nabthuu and chuathuu as 

nearly synonymous, people in the community tend to make distinctions between the two 

words on the basis of both the breadth and direction of the expression of goodness. For 

                                                 

3 I-117 said that we nabthuu people like aunts and uncles, and I-134 said that there are people we nabthuu 
because they have kiattiyot (honour), but we do not know them. 
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example, residents may see leaders as good people (khon dii) and nabthuu them, but 

recognize that their goodness is of a private nature and often characterized by the absence 

of doing wrong things (I-137). Such leaders’ help is narrow in scope, limited to family and 

those who are close by them relationally and geographically. By contrast, residents see 

leaders who are chuathuu as having a public goodness, helping in a broader sense for the 

good of the community and not for personal benefit. Thus the basis for becoming chuathuu 

as opposed to only nabthuu is doing positive deeds for others rather than just refraining 

from doing evil.  

In general the idea of trustworthiness seems to carry more utility in the community 

and provides a better explanation for those who are actually involved in community 

leadership, and in relationships of closer contact. Respect, on the other hand, usually seems 

to be reserved for people of status such as the aged or those holding formal positions and is 

for those who are more distant, where specific behaviours are not being seen and evaluated 

closely. 

6.1.3.2 Chuathuu as the real life expression of the TLM  

The second question concerns why chuathuu appears to be the link between the 

prototypical model in the community rather than nabthuu. When asking people to explain 

what they wanted from real life leaders they responded that it is the person who is 

trustworthy (chuathuu) that they want. As I mentioned above, community members seem 

to reserve the idea of respect (nabthuu) more for people whom they do not know well or 

have formalized interactions with, or to whom they feel obligated in some way. Focusing 

on ascription, people who are respected may not be the kind of people that residents want 

as leaders since they may have no track record of public service or proof of their ability to 

curb self-interest because residents do not actually know what they do.  

On the other hand, people become chuathuu by showing observable actions for the 

public benefit without the expectation of getting anything in return. Over time they develop 

track records that show their ability to cooperate with others, which is a critical sign of 
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being able to curb self-interest. In the messiness and complexity of everyday life lived in 

close contact, the chuathuu person is someone whom people can count on to do good for 

the benefit of the community; this may or may not be true of those people nabthuu since 

that could be based on an ascription only. In this way chuathuu becomes the leading 

concept for choosing leaders on the ground and explaining their ability to influence others 

and gain cooperation.  

Residents desire a trustworthy person precisely because their experience of actual 

leadership in society is of leaders who cannot be trusted to act for the public good. I-184 

noted in talking about the 21 terms of the preferred model that the one thing that could ruin 

them all in a leader is hen kae tua (selfishness). Conversely one of the words that appeared 

five times in the free-recall listing on good leaders but did not make the final list of 21 

terms was mai hen kae tua (to be unselfish). While the rhetoric is ‘for the people’ and ‘for 

the public interest’, the evidence is that leaders in general act for themselves (Mulder, 

1997: 172). Mulder observes that the social science curriculum glosses over problems like 

corruption, exploitation, and social injustice (1997:61), and students must learn from 

reading the press that ‘wider society is made up of power-hungry politicians who are given 

to personal greed … ’ (1997: 55-56). 

In the TLM the culturally preferred leader is the moral leader, and both the task and 

interpersonal dimensions of the model are relevant here. In the private dimension of the 

model, the trio of good character (nisai dii), compassion-understanding-friendliness 

(namjai), and kindness (jai dii) are expressed through non-exploitative giving behaviours, 

where nothing is hoped for in return (mai wang sing tawb thaen). On the task side of the 

private dimension people observe a leader’s honesty, as well as the approach that she takes 

to the task, in terms of being responsible and industrious. The kinds of publicly observable 

behaviours that make a person trustworthy match those of the TLM. Helping others, 

serving the community, cooperation, and honesty in one’s career, when observed over time 

causes people to believe that such a person will act for the public good. Others are willing 
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to entrust leadership roles to those who embody these characteristics. The element of the 

TLM critical for the voluntary nature of community leadership is that of cooperation and 

service for the public good. Personalized goodness and morality may make one influential 

in dyadic relations, but it is socialized goodness and morality expressed for the public good 

that builds influence outside of dyadic relations. Thus a person does not have to directly 

experience the goodness of another person in order to consider that person influential, but 

they must ‘see’ the person’s goodness and morality expressed in the public arena and for 

the public good over time.  

The question could be asked as to why the terms chuathuu and nabthuu did not 

come out with a high frequency or salience in the free-recall listing as part of the 

characteristics of a preferred leader. On respect terms, nabthuu did not appear at all, and 

khaorop appeared only once, while terms for trust like naa chuathuu, chuathuu dai, 

chuathuu, and waijaidai appeared a total of seven times if taken as a cluster, which would 

have put them among the top 32 terms from which the final 21 were chosen. Several 

possible reasons suggest why these terms had small representation in the free-recalls. One 

certainly was the particular line of questioning that was focusing on specific working 

relationships. In a pilot study in May 2000 I asked a more generic question about good 

leadership, and there was more representation of both respect and trust terms. Since both 

nabthuu and chuathuu are recognized in others via a complex of behaviours, the more 

specific line of questioning I used would tend to elicit the specific component behaviours, 

while a generic line would elicit the broader terms. A second reason is that I purposely did 

not cluster terms on the free-recall in order to leave as much diversity as possible, and this 

eliminated some groupings such as trust, which would have appeared more prominently. 

Another possibility may be the element of choice involved in the community context 

(either electing the committee or within the committee choosing someone to be the 

president), which creates different dynamics than those in a work setting where people do 

not have a choice over who their boss is. In a setting where community leadership is the 
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focus and there is freedom of choice, it may be that the idea of trust takes on increased 

importance.  

I will make one final note to connect to a point of discussion in Chapter 5. There in 

the context of examining how the TLM works to create interpersonal influence I interacted 

with Conner’s research on leadership foundations. I was critical of his use of the term 

baramii (personal power) to describe a leadership foundation because of its multiplex 

usage. My research findings in LWPW showed that baramii was not used in its positive 

and ideal sense, but rather as prestige relating to having money, or to refer to godfather (jao 

pho) types where patron-client relations are present. Rather, it is chuathuu (trustworthy) 

that dominates the discourse of people in the community when explaining who can be 

considered for leadership. People in the community make a clear distinction between the 

terms for trustworthy (chuathuu), respect (nabthuu), and personal power (baramii) in its 

ideal sense growing out of moral goodness expressed socially. For this reason, in my 

opinion it brings more clarity to see the non-ascriptive uses of chuathuu, nabthuu, and 

baramii as representing a continuum of socialized personal power,4 as I have represented 

visually in Figure 4. 

Figure 4 The chuathuu-nabthuu-baramii continuum 

 

                                                 

4This continuum is not completely precise because as I noted on page 194 there is a sense in which one could 
be respected but not considered chuathuu. However, in general the people I spoke with saw chuathuu as 
being a building block towards becoming nabthuu, and nabthuu in turn being necessary for becoming 
baramii. By using the term ‘socialized’ in referring to personal power I am drawing on the distinction made 
between a personalized power orientation where people use power for their own benefit, versus a socialized 
power orientation where people use power for the benefit of others (see Yukl, 2002:188-9). 

chuathuu----------------------------------------------------nabthuu------------------------------------------------------------------baramii

•less social weight
•‘giving’ in smaller amount
•behaviour observed over short period of 
time

•more social weight
•‘giving’ in larger amounts
•behaviour observed over a longer 
period of time

chuathuu----------------------------------------------------nabthuu------------------------------------------------------------------baramii

•less social weight
•‘giving’ in smaller amount
•behaviour observed over short period of 
time

•more social weight
•‘giving’ in larger amounts
•behaviour observed over a longer 
period of time
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The non-ascriptive uses of these terms suggest a broader category of socialized personal 

power (rather than linking it to a single Thai term) that recognizes the importance of 

trustworthiness for prototypicality for Thai leadership.  

6.2 Evidence for another model: The acceptance of privilege and the reality of 

suspicion 

In the previous section I have shown how the idea of being trustworthy (chuathuu) 

provides the conceptual link with the TLM prototype and forms the basis for constructing 

situations that particularly deal with leadership emergence and gaining cooperation, which 

are practical issues in the life of the community. While the ideas of respect (nabthuu), 

being trustworthy (chuathuu), and the good person (khon dii) are closely linked, residents 

see observable action expressed in service to the community and the pursuit of community 

rather than personal benefit as being the critical basis for choosing a leader and link this to 

the idea of being trustworthy (chuathuu).  

However my observation and interview data (see section 5.7) not only showed that 

there are models of leadership that are preferred and those that are not, but also that 

perceptions and practices of leadership are much more complex than the kind of polar 

opposite good (dii) and not good (mai dii) verbalizations made by residents. 5  In the 

beginning of the data collection I did not have enough background and context to sort out 

or make any kind of distinctions among these critical comments; they just accumulated in 

my notes and were noticeable enough that from the free-recall listing exercise, I compiled 

a file of notes on critical comments about leaders in general or in the community. At first it 

seemed that these were simply cases of people responding subjectively to behaviours of 

leaders that they did not like personally. However as time went on I realized that there was 

a shared perspective guiding follower perception of leaders that went far beyond subjective 

                                                 

5Mulder in his examination of the Thai public school sociology curriculum observes that society is seen as a 
moral construct and ‘in a black-and-white fashion, “good” is constantly contrasted with “bad.”’ (Mulder, 
1997:53).  
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responses to individuals. I will argue here that while there no doubt exists a linguistically 

encoded ideal type of ‘bad’ or undesirable leader that would represent the polar opposite 

on a continuum from the TLM, more importantly there also exists a model of leadership 

that is not talked about, that is deeply embedded and implicit. This implicit model is 

utilized by people in general to understand, interpret, and practise leadership in daily life. 

I give this implicit, top-down model the label Sakdi Administrative Behaviour 

Leadership Heuristic (SABLH), because it is neither simply a model of leadership nor a set 

of behaviour, but represents a complex of ideas that people draw upon in different ways 

depending on the particular role that they are in. It can be utilized by those in formal 

positions to influence their values and leadership behaviour; it is also used by people who 

are observing formal position holders to understand and interpret their motives and actions. 

I suggested in section 2.6 that values regarding the possession of status and rank are what 

drive the behaviour of modern Thai administrative staff. Holding a formal position taps a 

set of understandings that fundamentally alters a person’s self-perception as well as the 

perception of others towards that person to the extent that the person is assumed to have 

changed. My assertion here is that the values of Sakdi Administrative Behaviour (SAB) are 

widely spread in Thai society because they grow out of the master hegemonic principle of 

hierarchy while taking on their own form. In LWPW, SAB values take the form of 

unwritten assumptions that guide both leader and follower perceptions and behaviours in 

actual social interactions. Thus they serve as a heuristic for understanding and interpreting 

what people should do or will do when holding a formal position. I will present evidence 

here that people in LWPW are able to shift easily from the leader perspective to the 

follower perspective of the SABLH, indicating that these points of view occupy different 

space so that people can do this shifting without any sense of dissonance. While chuathuu 

and related concepts shape the discourse for the emergence and selection of leaders as well 

as the ongoing influence of leaders, the SABLH shapes the discourse, perception, and 
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practice of leadership for both leaders and followers particularly in the arenas of the 

activities and motives of leaders. 

6.2.1 Three lines of evidence for the SABLH 

6.2.1.1 Leadership in the community is understood as a formal position 

The first line of evidence comes from the officialization process that I noted in Chapter 4, 

which affects people’s understanding of leadership. When people think of leadership in 

LWPW they are thinking of formally sanctioned leaders, whether or not they like what 

these leaders do, and whether or not they had a hand in electing them. I also noted that a 

result of officialization has been the marginalization of traditional forms of leadership like 

the nakleng. Leadership in the eyes of community residents is official and formal 

leadership that has been legitimized by the government.  

6.2.1.2 There is widespread suspicion of the committee by the residents 

A second line of evidence began to accumulate regarding criticism and suspicion of the 

current committee. During interviews in preparation for the free-recall listing exercise 

there were a number of people who made comments critical towards this committee.6 

Because I was pursuing a different line of questions for the free-recall listing at that time, I 

noted these comments but did not explore them. Then during the free-recall listing there 

were two rather strident criticisms of the committee that I noted and which left me a bit 

puzzled. S. introduced me to B. who had served on the committee in the past (FRL-7). 

They were meeting to drink together and B. already seemed to be a bit drunk. He was quite 

expressive, talked freely, and was very critical of the current committee. He said that the 

committee members lacked knowledge, that they received Baht 2,000 per month (US$ 50) 

and did nothing, and asserted there was no goodness (khwaam dii) in the community. FRL-

                                                 

6My experience was that if I directly asked for something critical in nature people would not want to talk 
about it, or have difficulty in doing so. If I gave people a choice of recalling a good leader or a bad leader 
they automatically would choose the good leader, and it was only with much effort that I finally convinced a 
few people to talk about bad experiences with leaders during the free-recall listing. On the other hand, if I 
was not asking the question or probing, people volunteered information freely, and there was quite open 
criticism of leaders in the community.  
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15 was an elderly man who was also talkative and critical of the committee. One of his 

criticisms, which left me quite puzzled, was that the government had given LWPW a 

budget to build the blocks of flats after the 1973 fire, and all they had were numbers one, 

three and five. (It happens that the three blocks of flats are numbered one, three, and five). 

He asked, ‘Where is all the money for flat numbers two and four?’ The accusation seemed 

ludicrous since there was no committee at this time and the flats were not built by the 

community but by the CPB on their behalf. However I made a note of the man’s comments 

and asked myself if this had something to do with a general suspicion about leaders, a 

theme that started to coalesce with thoughts from my own experiences in Thailand.7  

6.2.1.3 Formal positional leaders are suspect of acting for personal benefit 

The final line of evidence that brought this material to the level of a significant theme was 

the realization as I started reviewing and coding interview and participant observation 

material with current and past committee members that virtually no person ever had 

anything positive to say about any of the past committees or any community leaders. 

During a participant observation of the King’s birthday celebration in December 2004 I 

was spending some time with N. who was on the current committee. He was talking about 

how the previous committee members had been mai brongsai (not transparent) in their 

dealings, but the new committee had now eliminated that problem. At the time I merely 

noted his comment, but I later realized that it included the administration of L. P. who had 

been the president of the previous two sets of committees. From the early stages of the 

preparatory interviews it had become quite clear that L. P. was the most well-known and 

                                                 

7For many years I have observed that leaders in Thailand come under suspicion and criticism, but I never had 
any point of integration for this material. In the political realm there is a natural division of the government 
majority coalition and the opposition party, so there is always criticism directed by the opposition against the 
majority. But I have also observed this dynamic on more local levels; in my work in the context of a Thai 
Christian church movement, whoever is in current leadership is always accused of acting out of personal 
interest. The names of the players in the positions change but the criticism of self-interest remains the same. 
Similarly in my work with urban poor I have noticed that local committee members are generally the object 
of criticism from others in the community, with the basis that they do not help people in general and act for 
their own benefit.  
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respected person in the community, so I was surprised that someone was accusing his 

period of leadership as being characterized by a lack of transparency. 

I slowly began to understand that there was an important disjunction here between 

the way LWPW residents structure discourse about leaders and the criteria for becoming a 

leader, and the way they actually treat and perceive people in formal leadership positions. 

In other words, if asked to describe someone who is a leader or who was chosen to lead, 

people in the community use the conception of being trustworthy (chuathuu) to socially 

construct an explanation for why this person is capable of leading. One of the primary 

elements of building chuathuu is to act in the interest of the group, to sacrifice for the good 

of the group, to give without expectation of getting anything in return. Yet once that very 

same person takes on a formal position, he is immediately suspect of acting out of personal 

interest. You cannot be entrusted with leadership unless you are chuathuu and yet once you 

are in a position of leadership, people assume that you will act for your own benefit. Thus 

the suspicions about community leadership that residents expressed in various ways are not 

simply the subjective expressions of individuals who dislike a particular leader, but rather 

represent a model that structures the way that followers perceive positional leadership. 

My interpretation of this disjunction is that SAB values cause people who gain the 

status and rank of a formal position to undergo an ontological change.8 This activates a 

complex of values rooted in Buddhist notions of hierarchy grounded in merit (see Hanks, 

1962:1247-9), where official status automatically accords prestige and respect (Prasan, 

                                                 

8The notion of ontological change denotes not merely a change in role or function, but a change in the being 
of a person, at least as assumed in the minds of the actors involved. While I was wrestling with how to 
encapsulate what I was seeing in a terminology, I discussed this subject with Ben Knighton of the Oxford 
Centre for Mission Studies (OCMS). He made the observation that from my data it appeared as if formal 
post-holding is assumed to bring about an ontological change just as in the Roman Catholic church 
justification and ordination are supposed to be ontological changes in those justified and ordained. I found 
this perspective very illuminating of this very unconscious process that was observable in LWPW. Hanks 
classic work on merit and power is supportive of this idea. He observes that a Thai is a minister or farmer 
only as long as he holds the station. This is found in the way people are called by title rather than name; when 
the King gave a rank to a person they also got a new name (1962:1252). ‘By emphasis on status rather than 
person, the Thai equip themselves for mobility and transient position’ (1962:1252). Status and rank changes a 
person and this change is reflected in the way the actors involved understand how they should act and how 
they should be treated. 
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1975:17), and in kin muang culture (see the discussion of this idea in section 2.6 page 44) 

where a position holder is expected to enrich himself through those under him. Thus a 

person who is seen as trustworthy prior to holding a formal position becomes suspect as 

the ontological change indicated by official appointment means that a whole new set of 

ground rules enters the relationship. This change restructures the expectations for both 

leaders and followers. While the model of trustworthy leadership is a discursive one that 

people are able to talk about freely and explain, the SABLH lies outside of this discourse, 

being more observable in contexts of action. People do not talk about these things, nor 

generally show awareness that their own reactions and practices shift as they themselves 

change roles. In the three sections that follow I will explain the dual nature of this model, 

illustrate its use in leadership situations in the community, and then show how it impacts 

the practice of community leadership.  

6.2.2 Elements of the SABLH  

I see the idea of chuathuu (trustworthiness) comprising a model that is more public, 

‘official’, and explicit. Informants could discuss chuathuu easily when asked direct 

questions about it. In contrast to this, the SABLH model that relates to leaders holding 

formal positions is one that is more implicit and that cannot be verbalized in the same way. 

SABLH consists of two sets of shared understandings that centre on people holding formal 

positions, and which people seem to hold independently so that conscious reflection 

between these notions is rare. The shared concepts act as two basic heuristics that function 

as interpretive keys for one’s own actions and the actions of others. The model is tapped 

for understanding and behaviour based on the particular situation of a person, whether they 

are in a position of leadership and relating to followers, or whether they are in a follower 

role relating to a positional leader. 

6.2.2.1 The first heuristic key: acceptance of privilege  

The first heuristic has to do with the acceptance of privilege by those in formal leadership 

positions and is held by both leaders and followers. In Chapter 2 in the section on Thai 
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social organization I discussed the pervasive nature of the principle of hierarchy. These 

assumptions and values about the superior-inferior relationship are manifested in the 

community as applied to the leader-follower relationship. One interviewee said, when 

talking about a boss, that leaders have special privileges, that one cannot meddle 

(kaaokaai) with them, and that it is the followers’ duty to obey (L-FRL 4). He said that 

leaders have their own needs, they have to save themselves (aow tua rawt), and that is why 

they have to follow only their own heart (aow tae jai). An example of importance attached 

to position and the reticence to intrude can be seen in one of L. P.’s comments about when 

he was president; he said that during this time he would not check the treasurer’s numbers 

because to do so was kaaokaai (to meddle) and it was important to hai kiat (give honour) to 

that person.  

From the follower perspective there are three particular ways that leaders in the 

community are prone to act which are not appreciated. People accuse these leaders of not 

being klaang (literally ‘in the middle’) (I-150), the idea being here that they are not taking 

community needs into view and rather are seeking the benefit of their own group. This is 

manifest in both the control of information and resources. I-31 complained that the 

committee does not call meetings to tell the residents new information that they learn via 

their meetings with the various state agencies. Residents also make the constant accusation 

that committee members do not distribute the material items given to the community from 

various outside sources fairly.  

An interesting insight into leader views of the formal leader role came as I was 

discussing with the president and main adviser the meanings of the 21 terms from the free-

recall listing (I-28). I mentioned this incident in another context in Chapter 5, but I use it 

here to illustrate my point about the acceptance of privilege. I went through the list asking 

committee members to tell me which terms were relevant for the community leader-

resident (phuu nam chumchon-luukbaan) relationship. I asked questions in the form of ‘Do 

community leaders need to have x?’ When we reached the term namjai (compassion, 
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understanding, friendliness, thoughtfulness) they had a very unique interpretation; they 

said of course they need namjai because they are doing this job without any remuneration. 

In their thinking they were expressing namjai to the community by serving and this did not 

have to do with actually expressing namjai to the residents on a personal basis, which is the 

way most people would interpret that question. When it came to understanding residents 

(khaojai luukbaan) they said, ‘No, you have to understand your team but not the residents.’ 

Finally, in regards to loving residents (rak luukbaan) the president immediately said ‘No, 

you just love some people.’ This obviously made the adviser very uncomfortable because 

he hastened to say that the president was phuud len (just joking), and explained that this 

was her nisai (character) to speak like this.  

So from people in both leader and follower roles there is an understanding that 

leaders have certain privileges, should be treated in a certain way, and the obedience of 

followers is due to them. In the community it seems that this privilege is primarily 

manifested at the committee level in the control of information and resources. The 

idealised subordinate role seems to be more closely adhered to than the idealised superior 

role, so that both followers and leaders expect that obedience, politeness, respect, and not 

meddling with leader affairs are to be given (by followers) and received (by leaders).  

6.2.2.2 The second heuristic key: suspicion of leader action for personal and 

in-group benefit 

The second heuristic operates only for someone in the follower role. I make this conclusion 

on the basis of observing and listening to a wide range of people in the community, and 

from the fact that it harmonizes with my long experience in Thailand. There was no single 

informant that expressed propositionally ‘we suspect all our leaders of acting for personal 

benefit’, but the cumulative weight of many encounters and the experience I recorded in 

6.2.1.3 leads me to believe that this is an implicit and deeply held assumption that goes 

beyond subjective experience with individual leaders. This heuristic means that unvoiced 

suspicion informs all interpretations of leader actions, so that even in the face of no 
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evidence or limited information followers assume that leaders are benefiting from their 

position and that they are helping their own group first.  

A detailed discussion of the nature of this suspicion theme and its relationship to 

the preferred leader model, the trustworthy leader, and the implicit/explicit dimensions 

involved will take place in sections 6.3 and 6.4. Before moving to this analysis I will 

provide some illustrations of how the SABLH comes into play in real-life interactions. In 

the next section (6.2.3) I examine the suspicion heuristic in three different illustrative 

contexts, and then in the section that follows (6.2.4) I look at how the privilege heuristic in 

the positional model affects the practice of leadership in the community. 

6.2.3 Three illustrations of the SABLH as used in daily life. 

6.2.3.1 Illustration #1: Public and official support with private criticism 

At this point I will go into extended detail on three situations to illustrate how I see the 

ideas of trust, and the reality of the ontological change affected by the SABLH, being used 

to understand and explain events, and for guiding social action. L. P. served as the 

president of the committee for two terms covering 1998-2002, D. served for the 2002-2004 

term, and T. is now the current president for the two year term starting in 2004. The first 

incident concerns L. P. and D. and the recall of events that happened around the time of the 

change of committees in 2002. In longer interviews that I taped and transcribed with each 

of them, they both made identical comments about each other’s administrations, that 

neither one had accomplished a single thing. In general, on the surface level, to listen to 

people talk about virtually any administration of the committees that have been in 

existence since 1985 would be to think that hardly anything has been done at all in terms of 

improving the community. From the perspective of L. P. and D., each of them had 

accomplished significant things during their term, and the other had accomplished nothing 

at all.  

What does this charge of not getting anything done mean? There is a little more 

packed into these statements than appears on the surface. The charge of committee 
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leadership not producing anything is one that is very common inside the community and is 

cited as a reason by people for wanting to run for a position on the committee. Since others 

are not getting anything done, they decide to be on the committee to try to accomplish 

something. While personal feelings of jealousy or inferiority could play into criticism of 

other leaders and committees, my impression based on listening to people is that implicit in 

the criticism of not accomplishing anything is the charge of steering benefits to their own 

group. Whether or not this actually happens, people hold the perception that the 

community committee members make sure that their close friends and associates are the 

beneficiaries of any incoming material goods. The term used here is phak phuak, where 

phak is a party, particularly a political party, and phuak is a group or party. When used 

together phak phuak carries the idea of partisan, fellow members, close friends, or 

members of an intimate circle or clique. The phrase to len phak phuak means to show 

favouritism with such a group. A constant refrain from people in the community who were 

not born there is that the committee does not equally distribute items given to the 

community from various outside sources. A. used the example of Baht 2,000 (US$ 50) (I 

am not sure if this was monthly or a one time donation) being given to help the elderly, but 

he said the money was taken by the committee. The point is not so much whether this 

happened or did not happen, as there are many such accusations in the community about 

the misuse of material goods that come in, but rather the perception that community 

members have about the use of material benefits by the committee (I-31). A. complained 

that people from upcountry were discriminated against in distributions, that when they 

went to get something the committee would say they were not on the list but the committee 

never told them how to get on the list. Y., a committee member who had been 

marginalized by poor health and alcoholism, said that this was ‘ben kaan len phak phuak’ 

(showing favouritism to their own group). 

The connection between the charge of not accomplishing anything and gaining 

personal benefit by being on the committee was explicitly linked in some of L. P.’s. 
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comments as I probed some statements he made regarding the problem of not being 

transparent (mai brong sai). He spoke of how the committee raises funds for major events 

in the community, framing it in terms of making merit (tham bun). L. P. said, ‘I have 

watched these people, sometimes when it is time to come and make merit, they do no want 

to. Why? They [and here this is pointing to the committee] want it, they take it and use it 

[kin kan meaning literally to eat it, and this is used for corruption]. The residents are afraid 

of this, very afraid.’  

At this point I asked what he meant by making merit, as this was the first time I had 

heard of the event fund-raising being phrased in this way. He responded, ‘Making merit, its 

like this…if you [again this is the role of the committee] take it and really use it nobody 

will say anything. Sometimes you use half of it and hold on to the other half.’ So I asked 

how these funds could be ‘eaten’. He responded that it was not everyone on the committee 

but only some people, and that there should be a list of contributors and the amount of 

money left over should be announced. He concluded, ‘But there is not anything left. It goes 

into their pocket.’ He then used the relative amount of funds raised at the big celebration of 

the King’s Birthday on 5 December 2003 as an example of the people’s distrust of the 

current committee. In his day they would raise 80-90,000 baht (US$ 2,000-2,250 ), and this 

committee only raised around 30,000 (US$ 750 ), which was not enough for the budget 

they had set. I asked if he felt that the residents trusted (waijai) the committee. He said: 

They do not trust them; they are afraid of this [thing happening]. I listen to their voices….This group, 
they have not done anything. They will raise funds and then take them and use it for themselves (kin kan). 
They [the community residents] are very afraid of this. Take D. for instance, she drinks everyday … How 
are they going to trust her? She has not yet done anything tangible (ben chin ben an) (I-128).  

With this as background I return to my main point here, that the charge of not 

accomplishing anything for the benefit of the community carries with it the implication 

that the committee members are len phak phuak (showing favouritism) and seeking their 

own benefit by using their position as intermediaries between the government and other 

sources of help outside the community. This then is in line with the follower perception 
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and expectation of positional leadership; it is done for personal benefit. In the same 

interview L. P. sharply criticized D. and indicated that she was not considered chuathuu 

and that her drinking was a problem in the minds of people.  

From what I have described thus far L. P. seems to be operating from what is a 

widespread assumption that those in official positions will seek to benefit themselves. 

Having said all of these things about D., we also have to consider what, by his own 

recollection, L. P. has done in regard to D., whom he has lived in close physical proximity 

to the past 40 years. From the beginning I was puzzled why D. was the president of the 

committee. She was not the oldest, had only a second grade education, did not seem to 

have any evidence of being much wealthier than other committee members, was not an 

articulate speaker, and let others take the lead in the public meetings that I observed. It 

turns out that there are two accounts of how she came to be the head of the committee: D.’s 

account, which is very close to those of her fellow committee members, and L. P.’s 

account. It may be possible to conflate the two, but for the moment I want to consider his 

account separately.  

When I asked L. P. directly how D. came to be the committee president he said that 

he put her there (I-256). He was at the District Office and had to fill out the forms for the 

positions of the new committee; he filled in her name as president and put others in the 

required positions as well. In public discourse L. P. gave the same construction of who can 

lead in the community: the person who is chuathuu. Yet it is quite clear that L. P. does not 

chuathuu D., and thinks that many of the residents do not either. Due to their long 

proximity to each other it is impossible to argue that L. P. did not know D. well, or did not 

know about her drinking, about the way others thought of her, and about her personal 

abilities. However at some level D. was a more desirable candidate for that position than 

the other potential candidates who made up the committee. Whether L. P. would describe it 

in terms of chuathuu or not, he was willing to put her in that position. Yet once in the 
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position L. P. took an oppositional stance. Though public discourse is shaped around the 

ideas of chuathuu there were other factors operating in this case. 

6.2.3.2 Illustration #2: The juxtaposition of the good person construct and 

political manoeuvring  

The second incident concerns the appointment of the positions for the new committee. In 

January 2004 the term for the committee was up. One window to how decisions are made 

on the ground comes in the fact that it is the committee members themselves who decide 

who will fill what particular roles. At least the last two times there has been a change of 

committee it appears a kind of dual process has happened, one formal/official and the other 

the informal. The formal process I observed in the meeting (PO-119) where the new 

committee is officially appointed. This year there were only 17 people who applied for 23 

slots so there was no election and all of them were officially appointed by the district. At 

one point in the meeting the development officer read off the list of new appointees and 

then told them that they needed to decide on the required six positions. In the way that he 

phrased it, he acted as if the people were going to have a discussion right there. This is 

where it became obvious that there is a parallel informal process that takes place prior to 

the official meeting for appointment, once it becomes clear who is going to be on the new 

committee. At this point L., who was the secretary of the old committee and is a member 

of the new one, took charge and said that they had already had a meeting and decided upon 

the positions, and proceeded to read them off.9 L. was quickly reading off the positions 

when she was loudly interrupted by D. who asked what meeting this was. L. replied curtly 

                                                 

9 When this happened it helped me to understand a complaint that had come from three of the committee 
members on the last group who were from what is called the Ton Pho area. Seven of the 11 members of the 
committee were from the Flats, and the Ton Pho people accused them of having a meeting nawk rawb (an 
unofficial meeting) to decide what positions would be filled. The Ton Pho members consistently expressed 
their dislike of the work of the rest of the committee, said that they were cut off, and not consulted, and were 
conspicuous in their absence from helping at any of the community events. In fact the new committee for the 
2004-2006 term represents a complete overthrow of the Flats leadership. Of the 17 members only D., the 
former president, remains on the committee. The three Ton Pho members from 2002-2004 told me that there 
was lots of recruiting going on to try and force an election for this changeover, as they wanted to have more 
voice in the committee. As it turned out there was no election because people in the Flats for the most part 
did not run.  
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that D. had not attended the meeting, and D. retorted angrily that she had not even heard 

about it. This led to a period of shouting and commotion until someone suggested that 

since D. had not been present they should go back over all the positions and vote for them 

now. This was done, and it simply ratified the decisions that had already been made in the 

unofficial meeting.  

In the aftermath of the meeting, I tried to inquire about what people thought was 

happening in this process and why D. had been obviously excluded. I also talked with D. 

directly to find out her feelings. What struck me as an interesting juxtaposition of ideas 

was the fact that while T., the new president, and the new committee’s actions were very 

hurtful to D. (sia khwaam ruusuk in the sense of hurting or wounding one’s feelings), when 

talking about T. and his new role she said that he was ‘dii chai dai mai dai ben nakleng’ (he 

is a good person, he is adequate, not a ruffian or gangster). So even though she was very 

hurt by the actions of T. and the others who did not invite her, in her discourse constructing 

T. he is still a good person. One might expect that a good person would not go along with 

something that is obviously hurtful, but D. is apparently aware of the rules of the game, 

and while not enjoying her treatment, she sees it as an obvious way for someone in a 

position of power to treat another person. Therefore, she can still construct the person in 

power as ‘good’. Again, when people control a power base in the way the Ton Pho group 

controls 16 of the 17 committee slots, it seems quite natural to D. that they would act in a 

way that benefits their interests; yet she describes T. as a ‘good’ leader because the public 

discourse demands that one cannot be a leader without being chuathuu, and this entails 

being a good person which implies having good character.  
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6.2.3.3 Illustration #3: Leader ideals and the reality of using position for 

personal benefit 

The third incident shows most clearly the kinds of expectations that are inherent in both the 

trustworthy leader model and the SABLH 10  On the day of the turnover to the new 

committee, after the six required positions were filled, the Community Development 

Officer read from a document that explained the responsibilities of each position. After this 

there was further discussion as to the kinds of other positions and who would fill them. The 

officer was again quiet during this time, and when the discussion was finished he asked if 

there would be any changes; the group indicated no. The final discussion concerned who 

would serve as advisers to the new committee, and the group indicated five people for this 

task.  

This seemed to signal the end of the meeting, and they began the process of filling 

out an official form from the District entitled ‘asking for a chumchon committee member 

card’. L. P. took the microphone to the sound system that can broadcast throughout the 

whole community and began telling how each one of the people on the new committee 

yawm rap sia sala, meaning that they accept the sacrifices that will need to be made to do 

their role as community leaders. When he finished, the secretary L., who was on the past 

committee and the new one, began to talk to the new members and exhorted them not to 

use the card incorrectly or improperly (mai thuuk tawng).11 She then continued speaking, 

welcoming the new members and asking to speak on behalf of the new president. She 

explained that there are three principles for working on the committee: sia sala (sacrifice), 

ruammuu (cooperation), and samakhii (harmony, unity, accord). She closed the speech by 

                                                 

10All of this material comes from PO-119 where I sat in on the meeting where the new committee for 2004-
2006 was officially appointed.  
11I later asked how it would be possible to use the committee membership card in an improper or incorrect 
fashion. I was told that a person could use the card to convince another their request to do or receive 
something was legitimate as a representative of the committee but then take the benefit to themselves. 



 216 

thanking them for being people who are willing to sacrifice for the community and who 

love the community.  

In this way the ideas of sacrifice and cooperation that are so critical to the 

construction of the trustworthy person were juxtaposed with the warning not to utilize 

one’s position for personal benefit. The fact that these two kinds of constructions are 

spoken of so easily and so close together again indicates that for local people such 

contradictions as these are completely ‘normal’.  

6.2.3.4 Summary 

In the illustrative material above I have endeavoured to show how the suspicion heuristic is 

deeply interwoven into people’s understandings and interpretations of leadership. The 

reality is that interpersonal relationships between formal position holders and residents are 

pervaded by the suspicion that leaders are currently or will in the future use their position 

in order to benefit themselves or their own group (phak phuak). There is a constant tension 

between the ideals of cooperation, harmony, and sacrifice, and the pursuit of personal 

benefit that is not in the best interests of the community. This tension is mirrored in the 

way residents maintain the public rhetoric of the moral leader as the good and trustworthy 

person while still accepting leaders’ constant manoeuvring for position and power as a 

matter of fact.  

This kind of split between the rhetoric of morality and everyday power politics is 

seen all the way back to the Ayuthayan era. Chai-anan notes how Buddhism served a 

legitimizing function while the Hindu model of the autocratic monarchy served direct 

political purposes. Thus one was idealist and the other focused on pragmatic this-world 

concerns (see his discussion 1987b:7-10). Mulder sees the basic hierarchy within the 

family extended into the public world, thus the ‘public world becomes personalized and 

privatized, subjected to the same moral rules that pertained to being a child in a 

hierarchically structured familial world’ (1997:36). This has resulted in the conflation of 

the ideas of nation, state, society, nation-state, public, and populace so that it is ‘possible to 
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present society as a seamlessly integrated, structureless whole, in which differences in 

prestige, power, position and life chances, are nullified’ (1997:53). Because society is a 

moral construct, ethical solutions are suggested for structural ills (1997:228, 310). Thus the 

rhetoric of the moral leader, one who is good and trustworthy, comes as no surprise. At the 

same time Mulder notes that this moral model is at complete dissonance with societal 

conditions, and that the source of these abuses is ‘rooted in the same lifeworld 

construction, namely, hierarchy and the privileges inherent in inequality’ (1997:310). Here 

is the balancing act where the TLM, ideas of trust, and the reality of the ontological change 

brought on by formal position holding that creates inequality are all present and being 

drawn upon in different settings. Ockey sees the separation of symbolic leadership as 

centred in the monarchy from actual leadership happening in the Sarit era (Ockey, 

2004b:182-3). Thus there could be historical and more contemporary reasons for the split 

between rhetoric and reality in conceptions of leadership in LWPW.  

6.2.4 How the SABLH affects leadership practice in the community  

I now turn from the theme of suspicion to examine how values in the SABLH affect 

leadership behaviour. My assumption here is that the leader behaviours that can be 

observed in the community are not rigidly determined, that there is a potential range of 

approaches to the work of leadership in the community. What I have observed and learned 

from informants reflects in part how leaders are negotiating their relationships by drawing 

upon values and assumptions about the leader role. At this point I am creating a partial 

account for why the community leaders practise leadership in the way they do rather than 

in other potential modes. As I noted above, the deeply embedded values of hierarchy, and 

particularly the corresponding acceptance of privilege by superiors, shape the 

understanding and practice of leadership and provide a heuristic for interpreting the leader 

conduct I will detail below. In working through my observational and interview data five 

aspects stand out as being central to both residents’ perception of what leaders are doing 

and actual leaders’ practices: the unequal distribution of things given to the community, the 
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control of information, not requesting feedback or input, a limited scope of service, and a 

desire for residents to cooperate with them, particularly in their celebratory community 

events. 

6.2.4.1 Unequal distribution 

The public rhetoric of leaders is that they are acting for the good of the community, but 

residents suspect them of benefiting their own group and playing favourites (len phak 

phuak). Most often this problem manifests itself in the charge that the committee does not 

distribute the free things that are given from outside agencies fairly. This controversy has 

its roots in the differing sense of identity with the community that residents hold. In 

Chapter 4 I pointed out the distinctions made in LWPW based on place of origin and 

location of residence in the community. Length of time living in the community is not 

necessarily related to creating an identity there. People may live there and work for the vast 

majority of the year, only making occasional trips back to the home village, yet never 

move their house registration down to the capital; for them it is a temporary residence even 

though this may go on for ten to 20 years. Renters do not feel they are part of the 

community, and they see community leadership residing with those who were born there. 

Interviewees who have migrated into the community expressed that outsiders are cut off 

from information (I-31), that community leaders are not interested in them (I-31, I-33), that 

they are not given things in the distributions (I-31, I-32, I-33), and that they have no rights 

or voice (I-201). In my interviews with three people from the Northeast (I-31-33) who live 

right next to the Flats, they all insisted that they were not part of the community, even 

though this is considered the geographic heart of the community.12 

                                                 

12 It was interesting to observe the different stereotypes that the Bangkok born residents and the 
Northeasterners have of each other. While the Rua Khiaw area is certainly not all migrants from the 
Northeast, they are the majority, and only some Rua Khiaw residents are people who have lived in the slum 
since post-World War II or who were born there. Renters complain that they are discriminated against in 
every way, while the Bangkok locals assert that the migrants in the Rua Khiaw area are the ones with all the 
money, and that they work harder than the people who live in the Flats. There are prosperous merchants in 
that section but the majority are day labourer renters who live in the worst conditions in the community. It is 
also interesting to observe how contextual and fluid are the identities of ‘Thainess’ in general and one’s 
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When I began to share with the committee members what I was hearing about the 

problem of inequitable distribution of materials coming into the community, they quite 

openly admitted that this was the case. T., the new president as of February 2004, said that 

they had to pass things out to the chumchon people first; otherwise they would complain. 

The problem lies in the fact that there are not enough things that come in to go around to 

everybody (I-150).13 T.’s comment here shows again the flexibility of the term chumchon 

and illustrates in this case not a difference of geography but of original residents versus 

those who have come in as renters from the outside. 

I had a protracted conversation with M. who is a new committee member and the 

uncle of T. regarding this issue (I-202). He explained what is happening in this way:  

About passing things out, meaning, when things come, not everybody gets some….Things come for only 
a small per cent of the people who are here, the things that come, don’t cover even half [the people] and 
what we go out and pass out we have to pass out in the local area (phuun thii) first, the people who are 
really in the phuun thii and then it is still not enough to pass out to everyone. If we were really going to 
pass things out, giving to the people who asai (temporarily dwell here), the people from the provinces 
who come and asai in this phuun thii, with what we are given, it would not cover everybody. 

Just as chumchon has a dual use, M. changes the way he uses phuun thii (terrain, surface of 

the earth). First he refers to the local area, not in the sense of geography but as the people 

who are true Bangkok residents, born or raised most of their lives in the community; then 

in the last instance he refers to the area as a literal physical piece of space, making a 

distinction between true residents and those who come to dwell there temporarily.  

M. was also very aware of how people perceive this situation (I-202). He 

commented that:  

the way it has been done in the past, for the most part they [community leaders] have given to people who 
were close to them (khaang khiang, literally those who are next to them physically). To say it simply...if 
lots of people are saying this it is the same as len phuak (to play favourites)…those who are close you to 

                                                                                                                                                    

regional identity in specific. In one context emphasising the greater sense of the Thai, people will say ‘that is 
what Thai people are like’ or ‘this is what Thai’s do, they have namjai (kindness).’ However if the context 
changes to the migrant/local born lens, people suddenly become very oppositional, focusing on differences in 
the way people are treated or perceived as ‘other’. 
13I-31 gave an example of how he as an outsider to the community (he has lived there eight years and is 
married to a person born in the community) is cut out from receiving things. One time when some items had 
been given and were being passed out he went to get his share and was told that he was not on the list. He 
said that he is never told how to get on the list, when the list is being compiled, or when the period of time to 
apply is open.  
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get it first, those close to you get full first. 

M. constructs the problem as followers perceive it. I include this as a part of the SABLH 

because it appears to be a very natural part where the superior position takes the privilege 

of bringing benefit to one’s own group first. This is the way both sides see it, although it is 

not appreciated by followers. In a world of hierarchy such a division seems normal and 

one’s own group however defined becomes the first target for benefit. The lines of division 

that I noted in Chapter 4 become the boundaries for who is in and who is out, whether it is 

locality as in the case with Ton Pho and the Flats, or place of origin as with people born in 

the slum from Ton Pho and the Flats against the renters of Rua Khiaw. 

6.2.4.2 Controlling information 

If inequitable distribution of goods represents the prerogative of control of physical 

resources for SAB leaders, the control of information represents the prerogative in the 

arena of non-tangible resources. Again, the values of hierarchy about not interfering with 

or questioning a superior are expressed here in the way that the committee is seen to hold 

on to information that would be of interest to other residents. This information has to do 

with assistance from the outside that flows into the community via the officially sanctioned 

leaders, which is the committee. Each month the District holds a meeting attended by the 

chumchon leaders that is informational in nature. The local leaders are given time to share 

needs and problems, and the district officials representing the various agencies talk about 

upcoming programmes, events, and budgets that are related to the poor communities (PO-

88).  

The perception on the part of people in the community is that the committee 

members do not freely share opportunities that may benefit the residents at large. Instead, 

they use the ‘insider information’ to steer benefit to themselves and their group (phuak).14 

                                                 

14On my last visit to LWPW before leaving for the United States I learned that M., the nephew of the 
president T., and who was serving as the treasurer, was removed from the committee (I-341). The 
explanation given was that many years ago as a young man he had served in jail for eight years on a drug 
charge. Apparently a group of the committee were meeting with construction people working on the World 
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This is the view not only of those who are outsiders who rent in the community, but of 

those who were born there as well. I-31 and I-33 both indicated that those from the 

provinces who were renters are cut out from what is happening and not called for meetings 

that disseminate important information. In an interview with the new president T., he gave 

as one of his motives for applying for the committee the feeling that the committee led by 

D. was not klaang (middle, meaning neutral and fair) that she had not done things to 

benefit the whole community. T. insisted that his desire had been to get a group from Ton 

Pho together to be on the committee so they could learn about budgets and opportunities 

that could be accessed by the community (I-150).  

My own observations of a monthly committee meeting in the community,15 made 

before my interviews with the above people, left me with the impression that sharing 

information and getting feedback from the community was not something that the 

committee regularly practised (PO-86). The main purpose of the meeting I attended was to 

discuss a letter that had come from the District requesting the submission of a project the 

community would propose for the next year’s budget. In the process of their dialogue there 

was no reference to ideas that had been generated from discussion with community 

                                                                                                                                                    

Trade Plaza hotel, probably in relation to negotiating the use of the strip of land that serves as an entrance to 
the community and that was being impacted by the construction. Some residents thought that this group of 
committee members had some kind of scheme happening (mii nawk mii nai), so they went to the District and 
complained against them. They argued that M. holding a position violated the rules since he had been in jail, 
although the rule I had been told was that you could not have been in jail within the last five years. Whatever 
precisely happened, this incident illustrates the suspicion that people have that those in power are controlling 
information for personal benefit.  
15 From the beginning of the data collection I asked the committee members about their regular meetings and 
was told that they happened once a month. But in practise it seemed like meetings were much more flexible, 
and that they were often called suddenly in response to something coming from the district. I attended one 
meeting and was told in advance by someone that it would be held at a certain day and time. When I got to 
the community I stopped to talk with someone; when the secretary of the committee walked by and I asked if 
there was a meeting that night and she said, ‘No, there was not’. Then five minutes later an announcement 
came over the community loudspeakers calling the committee members to come to a meeting. At the meeting 
itself someone said they called the committee together because that very day a document had arrived from 
the government requesting them to send in a project request for the next year’s budget. However I had been 
told three days earlier by a committee member that there would be a meeting held on that day at 6:00 pm. I 
never ended up attending another meeting of the full committee. The few times that I did inquire when the 
next one was scheduled I was always told they had not locked in a date yet. Watching the way things happen 
in the community this is partially plausible. However my primary interpretation of this is that the committee 
did not feel comfortable with a question-asking, note-taking outsider and foreigner observing them do 
business.  
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residents, nor was there any suggestion that they should poll or find a way to gain input 

from the residents. The committee seemed to see themselves as completely sufficient 

representatives of the entire community. Later on in interviewing other people and hearing 

their frustrations of exclusion from knowing what is happening I could understand how 

this perception arises from having seen in action the committee working on this one 

budgetary issue. There did not seem to have been any prior information gathering on 

potential needs at least on a formal basis, and there was certainly no inclination to get out 

in the community to discover what people felt should be done.  

6.2.4.3 Limited service 

I have already shown in Chapter 4 how two factors cause people to feel they are not a part 

of the chumchon. They reside in the administrative unit defined by the state as the 

chumchon but they feel like the committee is not interested in them. One factor is place of 

residence; the farther people live from the centre of the community, the less they feel like 

they are a part. The other factor is renting; those who rent consistently feel like they are not 

a part of the community. The phrase I heard several times was that ‘the chumchon does not 

reach here’, meaning that they were not treated in the same way as locally born residents.  

My connection here to the SABLH is that the ontological change brought about by 

having a formal position and thus being superior and worthy of privilege is that you have 

your business to take care of and those under you have the role of helping you with what 

you are doing, but not vice versa. This manifests itself in a style of leadership in the 

community that sees a major part of the task as being handling the paperwork and requests 

of the government administrative system, while the interpersonal dimension is for the most 

part ignored. Outsiders do not see themselves as part of the chumchon because they are cut 

off from benefits and information and cannot become part of the in-group, while those on 

the geographical fringes feel they are not part of the community because the leadership has 

nothing to do with them. The limited scope of service provided by the committee seems to 
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be a particular interpretation based in SAB values and not constrained by other external 

factors.  

6.2.4.4 Cooperation and fund-raising 

Continuing the same theme as in the previous point, superiors in hierarchical relationships 

expect that subordinates will help them with the things they are doing. In the community 

this manifests itself in the attitude of the committee members that the residents should be 

cooperating with the various events that they put on. In a conversation that I had with some 

of the vendors who sell food on the edge of the community I asked them if people like 

themselves who rented there were part of the chumchon or not (I-201). They said they had 

no rights, no voice, ‘only that [they] want us to help out’. Helping has two primary 

dimensions: one is participating in work days and helping with the festivals in the setting 

up, donating food, and other practical assistance, and the second is giving money, framed 

as ‘making-merit’, which provides the cash budget for these events.  

Another point that caught my attention in the observation of the monthly meeting 

(PO-86) where the committee was bouncing around ideas for a project to suggest to the 

government, was that the rationale for one of possible project was to make money for the 

chumchon and that the people were supposed to have a part (suan ruam) in it. The project 

was a centre for taking care of the small children of working parents, and apparently the 

income generated would be put back into the community. I was not sure of how the 

residents were to take part, perhaps in the sense of staffing it or paying for their children to 

be cared for. But at any rate the committee members saw this as a way for the residents to 

have a part in something that would benefit the chumchon. However, this benefit in terms 

of extra finance is controlled by the committee so again it appears that the leaders expect 

the residents to help them with their work, and not the other way around.  

6.2.4.5 The potential to use position for personal gain 

A final point about SABLH values has to do with the perception by leaders themselves that 

people holding a leadership position in the community can use it for personal gain. Early in 
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my entry into the community I sensed a great deal of suspicion and worry that I could be in 

some way trying to deceive them so that residents’ dwellings could be taken away. In one 

of my early interviews with D. who was president at that time, I was asking about issues 

relating to their staying on this land (I-153). At one point some years previously a large 

number of houses had been removed and the people relocated in order to make space for a 

memorial developed for the Queen mother. She indicated that the president then had made 

a lot of money by signing something allowing this driving-off to happen.16 A few months 

later I was talking with a group of people on the committee and asking them why they 

decided to run for a position. D. said, ‘I am a person from here; I did not want someone to 

come in and do something that is not right.’ I asked her to clarify what she meant by ‘not 

right’ (mai thuuk tawng). She said, ‘to take the position of being on the committee and use 

it to maa haa kin (make a living).’ She said that people can use the position to gain 

personal benefit, and at this point K. said that this has happened before. A month later in a 

conversation with L. P. he noted that the people will not like someone who uses the office 

for personal gain. I asked if this has ever happened and he said yes (I-144).  

For a person like D. one of her motives in running for the committee was to prevent 

the abuse of power that has happened in the past. Using position for personal gain seems to 

be quite natural; it is assumed by people in follower roles, and here even becomes a 

motivating factor for becoming a leader.  

                                                 

16I pieced together a possible scenario much later from dates and bits and pieces of information I collected. 
In L. P.’s recollection of former committee presidents, just prior to his own service as president starting in 
1998 a person that he indicated was a nakleng was in office. The time frame for the eviction was around 1998 
which means that the dealing was done prior to this. It appears that this nakleng was involved in some way 
with gaining money in this eviction. How this could be made more sense when I later heard about the school 
that was going to be built in the naa wat area. They successfully negotiated with the District to have the 
school built in between the funerary structure and the temple and thus spared their housing. So it appears that 
there is room for negotiation in such issues. It seems possible that this nakleng figure could take money for 
not pressing a negotiation or resistance to the placement of the funerary structure so as to preserve more 
housing. I am just speculating here, but D.’s comments now make more sense as I have seen possible 
mechanisms for how such a scenario could take place. 
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6.2.5 Conclusion 

In this section I have looked at some of the characteristics of how community leadership is 

actually practised in LWPW. Formal position in the community is characterized by a 

control of resources expressed in inequitable distributions among the people, a tendency to 

favour one’s own group, the control of information, a limited scope of service, a desire for 

residents to help them without correspondingly doing much for them, and an awareness 

that positions can be used for personal gain. My argument is that the SABLH provides 

values and assumptions that govern conceptions of holding a formal position. Having the 

rank and status of a position renders a person a relatively superior in the hierarchical social 

structure, and this means the acceptance of privilege. Acceptance of privilege then 

manifests itself in the kinds of behaviour on the part of the committee that I have examined 

in this section.  

6.3 Leadership dynamics in the space outside of administrative control 

In endeavouring to create an account in cultural terms of how leadership operates in 

LWPW I have drawn upon Weber’s three-fold typology of legitimate authority. In Chapter 

4 I noted how prior to community registration in 1985 there were traditional leadership 

forms of respected elders and nakleng present in a decentralized fashion. However with the 

coming of registration and the connection to the state administrative apparatus a process of 

‘officialization’ occurred over time. In Weberian terms this was the gradual acceptance of 

the legal element so that eventually the same sense of traditional-legal legitimacy afforded 

the state was extended to the community committee which functions as the lowest rung of 

the state administrative system. The result of officialization is that people now only 

recognize officially sanctioned positions as being legitimate in the community, which has 

led to the marginalizing of the purely traditional form of nakleng leadership. The process 

of officialization was facilitated by the perspectives of the Sakdi Administrative Behaviour 

Leadership Heuristic (SABLH) which causes people to see formal position holders as 

undergoing an ontological change. The values inherent in this model impact leaders and 
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followers and have played a part in enhancing the sense of the legality of formal positional 

leadership. SABLH values are reproduced in the community on the leadership side in the 

acceptance of privilege, and on the follower side in the suspicion that leaders are pursuing 

personal benefit.  

At present the traditional nakleng type and traditional-legal SAB style leader are 

considered problematic by people in the community because those types are seen as 

pursuing personal and in-group interest above the interests of the entire broader 

community. A counterpoint to these two leadership types is the Thuukjai Leader Model 

(TLM) which operates through personal power that can be utilized with all types of 

legitimate authority and positional power as well. I have also argued here that the discourse 

of the trustworthy leader operationalizes the TLM in the community, but this has the status 

of being an official Thai cultural version since the SABLH for followers views all leaders 

with suspicion. Thus the view for public (and outsider) consumption is that community 

leaders must be trustworthy (chuathuu), and yet in actual practise it is virtually impossible 

for a community leader not to be under suspicion by residents of pursuing personal benefit  

One might expect that the process of officialization and the use of SAB values 

would cause the community committee to function at a micro-level in the same way as the 

state administrative system. However it must be kept in mind that I have chosen to coin 

terms like ‘officialization’ and Sakdi Administrative Behaviour in order to make certain 

emphases and to avoid misunderstandings. The legal element, both within the traditional-

legal legitimacy of the state and now in LWPW as it concerns the committee, is not 

rational or impersonal. SAB values mean that formal position is seen as legitimate in the 

complex admixture of traditional-legal understanding that I have noted in section 2.6, but 

they influence people to operate on the basis of personalism, hierarchy, and patron-client 

style relations. In this section I will share evidence that a reproduction of these patterns in 

LWPW is only partial; there is an independence of the community from the views of the 

state. While the coming of the state administrative structure to the slum has conferred a 
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structure and legitimacy for governing, the residents of LWPW are not passive participants 

in all of this. I am going to argue that under the broad umbrella of traditional-legal 

authority there is a small but vibrant space outside of administrative control where 

traditional forms of leadership are still practised. Specifically this concerns notions of the 

group (phuak), and horizontal relations that are not based in reciprocation/obligation. 

6.3.1 Evidence of agency in non-administrative space 

By non-administrative space I am referring to the practice on the part of people in the 

community of traditional forms of leadership that find their legitimacy not in law or the 

regulations of the state, but through cultural values that affirm such practise. It is space 

where people exercise autonomy from the state, rather than simply reproducing the 

viewpoints reflected in state regulations or behaviour patterns. The theme that binds the 

two subsections here together is the independence of the community from the state in terms 

of the way the state conceives of the operation of the community committee. 

6.3.1.1 Leadership matters 

It is my impression from time spent in the community that for people born in the 

community and who serve on the committee, how they conduct themselves is not a moot 

point or simply a matter of complying with state demands. Leadership of the community 

matters to those who see LWPW as their home. There are critical issues that demand 

someone to be vigilant on behalf of the community, the primary one being their security on 

the land. As I noted above in interviews about motivation for becoming a leader, one of the 

most important was to protect the community from the unscrupulous and to insure their 

continued existence. Those involved in leadership have an agenda for the community, 

which is to preserve it from eviction. While caught up in the larger system of state 

administration, the committee members still work on this agenda that brings benefit to a 

broader group than their own personal interests.  

There is a sense that residents grudgingly accept the government demands for 

meetings and paperwork, but between themselves they admit that outsiders representing 
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the government actually do not do much for the community. Residents view outsiders such 

as members of the Bangkok City Council or the District Council as making promises 

during election time, but then avoiding the community after the votes are cast, except for 

brief visits at major festivals. Governmental activity is perceived as being more public 

relations oriented than based in a deep concern for the well being of the community. 

Residents’ sense of autonomy from the government shows in the vigorous manoeuvring 

that goes on in order to get enough of one’s own group on the committee so they can have 

influence in community affairs. The fact that they cannot depend on the government to 

keep their community from being driven off the land means that leaders play an important 

role that goes well beyond the administrative duties that are a part of the government 

system. As I noted in Chapter 4 protecting their community from eviction is definitely not 

part of the state agenda for the committee members. The strident criticisms that fly 

between factions and leaders about other factions and leaders indicate that the stakes are 

very real in their eyes.  

6.3.1.2 Leadership and the role of the group  

My observations and discussions with people in the community suggest that the most 

important factor in the dynamics of leadership in the community and the determination of 

the composition of the committee is the role of the group (phuak). In trying to understand 

the processes of how people become a committee member and how the committee 

positions are chosen I was confronted with conflicting accounts that took a while to sort 

out. In the end both of these processes have to do with the very different ways that people 

in the community practise them against the government’s understanding of the situation 

based upon the rules and regulations.  

In my initial inquiries into how the election system worked in the community I was 

confused because I heard two conflicting sets of information. This led me to check with 

another slum near where I live and they confirmed the same view as in LWPW. Informants 

detailed a process where you first got your group together and applied as a chut, meaning a 
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set of people. However other informants as well as the official rules in the community 

committee handbook indicated a process where votes were cast for individuals and the top 

vote getters comprised the committee. I told a Community Development Officer at the 

Pathum Wan District what I was hearing about people applying as groups, and he insisted 

that they only apply as individuals and that votes are cast for individuals (I-23). Things 

became clearer during the time prior to and just after the appointment of the new 

committee for 2004-2006. I had already known about the fact that the committee was split 

eight to three, with the group of eight living for the most part in the Flats and the three 

coming from the Ton Pho area. As the time for the change of the committee came near I 

learned that the Ton Pho area was actively recruiting a large number of people to apply for 

the committee, with the hope of forcing an election where they would have the most 

candidates to choose from. Later on while interviewing D. about her time as president and 

how she ended up with that position she gave an explanation that also focused on the 

importance of the group (I-203): 

A.-Who was it who invited you to apply for the committee? Did you think of it yourself or did others 
invite you?  

D.-My group of friends, of course.  

ARJ-So it was your friends who invited you?  

D.-They invited me. They did not really want to be [on the committee]. We were calling around trying to 
create a stir (hai wun leoy) [in the community]. I mean that we would apply so that we could compete 
[against the others]. If we lose or win it is fun (sanuk) if we go ahead and apply to compete. Well as time 
went by, we all went and after we went [to apply at the district] it turned out that the only ones [who 
really applied] were my group (phuak). We went and found out that nobody else had applied to compete 
against us, so we lifted up our whole team, and we also had three from Ton Pho. 

It is interesting to note here how D. asserts that it was her friends who invited her, but it 

was her group that actually become the new committee because nobody else applied. The 

initiative or idea to run was floated by her friends, but among those friends she was the 

head of that particular group. 

So both views were essentially correct, and brought together they create an accurate 

picture of how the election and appointment process works. While the government’s 

official position is that individuals are running for positions and voting is done by 
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individuals for individuals, the reality is that local people are informally piecing together 

coalitions of small groups on the basis of friendship, as in the case of D., or on the basis of 

sharing similar concerns for an area in the community, such as what happened in Ton Pho 

with the 2004 changeover. 

6.3.2 Group (phuak) and horizontal non-reciprocal relations 

I am drawing here on material that I introduced in Chapter 5 as I was examining how the 

TLM works to build the potential for influence in dyadic relations. There I noted that it is 

possible in relations that are more horizontal in nature to have cooperation that is not based 

in the reciprocation/obligation nexus. Withaya points out that the term phuak has a 

different sense than the English ‘group’, which conveys the idea of being linked together. 

Instead phuak is relationships among those that are within the circle of the phuak, and 

summarizes the terms as ‘group collectivity’ (1996:220). 17  Hierarchy is present in all 

relations in Thailand, and there are types of phuak where patron-client relations operate, as 

well as types with strong vertical connections with leaders and a sense of obligation in play 

(Withaya, 1996:224-6). However my discussions as well as observations in the community 

lead me to believe that there are also phuak that are much more horizontal in nature and 

based on varying levels of friendship and acquaintance. In this section I will examine the 

operation of community leadership in and through a group collectivity at a specific point in 

time in LWPW, with a focus on the dynamics within the group.  

6.3.2.1 Trust  

I have established that in the eyes of both residents and community committee the securing 

of voluntary cooperation is the critical component needed to both become a leader and 

practise leadership. The phuak is a primary mechanism for practising leadership because it 

is within the circle of the phuak that you have trusted people who will come to your aid; 

                                                 

17Withaya lists the following as properties of phuak: no formal structure, the boundaries are defined by the 
backgrounds of the majority of the members, being a member means to identify yourself as such, they are 
devoid of ideological commitments, people are looking for benefit; a small core will act in the name of the 
phuak, people can enter and leave, and there is no force to insure loyalty (Withaya, 1996:225-7). 
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who will cooperate (ruammuu) with what you are doing; and who will help make sure that 

the necessary work, particularly for the large festivals, gets done. The assumption seems to 

be that you cannot depend on others to help you out; there are too many other intervening 

factors, so you need to have a group around you that will not fail. The large festivals 

demand a great deal of physical labour in the preparations – putting up the staging, sound 

system, and lights; constructing a tent; coordinating food; hiring bands; connecting with 

the temple to arrange for the monks to come. Within the context of the group, this work 

that goes beyond the ability of a single individual, can be accomplished. In LWPW what 

D. called her phuak was an inner circle of women who were friends, but she was also part 

of a broader phuak of people in the Flats who shared a concern about the leadership of the 

community. L. P. as a former committee president was a part of this group (I-303), as were 

the men who served on the committee during the time D. was president. By contrast T., the 

new president, is considered to have a phuak because of his ability to help others with his 

finances and because he has rental houses that create bonds of obligation to him (I-203, I- 

303).18 It does not matter how the group is formed, what is important is having people you 

can count on to join you.19  

                                                 

18During my primary data collection D. was in office, and the transition to T. happened near the end. 
Therefore I am more familiar with D., her group, and that committee than I am with the dynamics of T.’s 
group. An interesting area of study would be to see how people in T.’s group conceive of their relations with 
T. Is it obligation based on the loaning of money, is it friendship, is it because he is seen as trustworthy? 
People from the Flats definitely attribute his group to his ability to help others with loans. I did note a 
difference however between the attribution of a person having a phuak and being able to mobilize that group. 
One day in the fall of 2005 I was informed that the committee was having a work day to clean the concrete 
landing that is at Khlong Saen Saeb. They use it for the loey krathong ceremony, but it is covered in green 
slime and needs to be scraped and hosed once a year so people can stand on it. I went to help with the 
cleaning and in the process noticed an interesting contrast. Before the work started, I conducted an interview 
with M., and he talked about how T. can lead because he has such a big group and can get people out to work 
(I-303). When the actual work started it was quite labour intensive but only a handful of people showed up. I 
personally thought as I was scrubbing that a lot more hands would make the whole thing go by a lot quicker. 
T. for his part seemed a bit embarrassed and said that the committee had not ‘advertised’ the event well 
enough (PO-306). This made me wonder about the workings of a phuak and precisely what it takes to 
mobilize people for work that is obviously not fun. I was bouncing this around with one Thai friend and she 
suggested three possible reasons that were very instructive about the nature of phuak (I-307). First, there are 
differing degrees of loyalty, so you might not help clean but you might do something else for your phuak 
leader. Second, it depends on the strength of the request; perhaps T. did not make a strong request for 
assistance. Finally, she said it could be that T. lacks the ability to organize. 
19It is the fear of not being able to garner people to help that is cited as a reason why some people do not 
want to lead. At one of the festivals I tried to talk with L. K. whom I saw at every event and who was always 
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6.3.2.2 Character  

The emphasis on group also helps to explain the gist of some comments by D. on 

the person of good character. When I was working on term definitions I asked D. and K. 

about the meaning of good character, and they said, ‘Someone you can get along with, that 

you can talk with, a person that you can talk with who will understand, whose character 

and personality (nisai jai khaw) does not go against (mai kat kan) your own (personality)’ 

(I-70). When I asked how you would recognize such a person, they said that you had to be 

around a person (khob kan) for a long time and that what you were looking for was if a 

person would help out and be available to help. At the time of this interview I had not yet 

understood the role of the group, and I was still thinking in terms of the situation of 

choosing a leader from a group of individuals, so I asked the question, ‘How do people 

choose a leader? Suppose you had someone with good character and one with bad 

character?’ The answer at the time surprised me because they did not answer my question 

at all. They said that you choose from your phuak, that you would not choose someone if 

you did not know their pon ngaan in the sense of the fruit of their work, the results that 

have come about from their efforts.  

6.3.2.3 Diffusion of work through mutual help 

In stark contrast to views of leadership that focus on a single person, leadership functions 

in the committee that served from 2002-2004 that had D. as the president was based in an 

advance agreement that they would all share in the work. I probed people to see if within 

the committee itself there was a clear hierarchy and vertical relationships. All my 

interactions with them led me to think that their relations were of a more horizontal nature. 

N. noted that people on the committee view all the positions as equal (I-72). This was not 

                                                                                                                                                    

very involved in helping in some capacity. However he refused to talk and said I should talk with community 
leaders. In asking around I discovered that he had never served on the committee. When I asked L. P. why L. 
K. had never been in a formal position he cited L. K. saying, ‘I have no baramii’ (used here I believe in the 
sense of prestige), and said that he was afraid that no one would come to help him. L. P. then gave the 
example of pouring concrete: if no one comes to help, you would be in trouble, and the implication is that 
you would lose face (I-26). L. K. feels that he did not have a group that he could count on. Because of his 
reluctance to talk with me I was never able to explore this with him to find out more about his situation.  
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just rhetoric, but actually seemed to be the way this committee worked. De., N. and I met 

at food shop on the night of the preparations for the King’s birthday celebration in 2003. In 

the context of talking about the work of the committee N. noted that De. was the key 

person in terms of getting things done. N. and De. had done all the stage setup and the 

electrical wiring for this event (I-72). I asked De. if he was going to run for the new 

committee and he said no, he was tired. However, he said, it did not matter if he was on the 

committee or not as he was the one who knew how to get things done. This was not just 

boasting, as I observed that De. was always a main player in arranging things for the large 

events.  

The diffusion of work throughout the group means that in practise the person who 

ends up as the president of the committee does not have to be the best administrator, the 

most knowledgeable, or the most articulate speaker. This helped to explain D. as the 

president of the committee, since in my observations she never appeared to be in charge of 

anything. At the monthly meeting in the slum (PO-86) it was De. who led the meeting and 

did most of the talking, and at the monthly District meeting of slum leaders (PO-88) D. sat 

around the main table. However when it came time to report and make suggestions from 

LWPW it was the secretary L. who came up and took D.’s chair, did the speaking, and then 

went back to her place with D. resuming her seat around the table. At the community 

festivals D. was always very busy directing and working, but it was L. and L. P. who did 

the microphone work making announcements and acting as the emcees for the event. 

Although I have not watched T. yet in leading any community functions or a meeting, I-

134 did say that T. was not a good speaker either.  

I had the chance to talk with D. about how she was chosen to be the president of the 

committee, and as it was quite instructive. I will reproduce a fairly lengthy section of our 

dialogue here:20  

                                                 

20 In section 6.2.3.1 I gave L. P.’s version of how D. became president. It was very confusing to try and 
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A.-You have told me that when you became a part of the committee they told you to be the president and 
you told them you had never thought to be the president.  

D.-That’s right, I had never thought of that.  

A.-…I would like to know why you became the president even though you never thought to be that.  

D.-It’s like this, before I became the president I did not think I would be [president] because I was 
working. We were selling things and then after a while we were not selling. So after that they applied [for 
the committee] and invited me to go as well, so we decided to do this and help because I could see that I 
was not doing anything, so if they had some work I could be able to help them. I thought that if I was on 
the committee, I could help here and there, this is something I like…. 

A.-Ok, when your group came into leadership, how was the decision made for you to become the 
president?  

D.-It was like this, when they were choosing, at first they were going to have L. P. be it, but L. P. did not 
want it, he was not going to come into the committee again, he did not want to do it at all….He did not 
come in, you see he was just playing. As soon as it was clear that he was not coming in, then they wanted 
De. to be the president. He said, I don’t want it, as he did not have time because he was working. Because 
you see being the president is very bothersome (yung), you have to go here and go there….So then they 
asked K. to be president, but she did not want it, then N. to be, but he did not want to. There was no one 
who wanted to be it. So then they asked me to do it, so I figured it might as well be me (ben phii D. kaw 
laew kan). I told them that I did not want it because I have never had experience in this area before, so if I 
am the president I won’t know anything and then I will have to go to meetings. But they said never mind, 
we will help you. 

In this segment the functioning of the group is seen clearly and there is a 

commitment on the part of the group to help out so that all of the tasks get covered. As the 

president D. would have lots of meetings to attend, this was part of the division of labour. 

D. summarizes the president role in these terms: 

…So now that I have been [the president] I am really tired, I have no time of my own. It’s like this, I 
can’t even work for a living, next thing you know something else comes in. One moment it is a letter, the 
next it is one of the agencies that are coming in and I have to take them walking about to look at things. I 
mean that since the position dropped to me, I can do it, but it is so bothersome (yung). 

The president role is seen as the connector between the community and the government in 

what are considered to be matters of lesser importance while the group itself insures that 

the important tasks of putting on the festivals and doing other jobs in the community are 

                                                                                                                                                    

understand the chronology and details from both D. and L. P.’s accounts. I actually went back for a 
clarification interview with L. P. (I-256) to try to make more sense of his statements in light of her 
explanations as given here. In my interview with L. P. a missing piece of information came out that helped 
bring the two accounts closer together. Apparently after De. said that he could not be president the group 
made the decision to dissolve and ask the District to hold another election. It seems like this necessitated a 
trip as a group or part of the group going to the actual District Office. Somewhere between the decision to 
dissolve and going to the District the discussion D. relates here about going down the line seeing who could 
be president occurred, and she agreed; thus the committee decided not to dissolve. L. P. was most likely 
involved in this discussion and so at the District Office inserted D.’s name as president. He likes to take 
credit for putting D.in office, but the actual process was based in a discussion at the group level. 
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taken care of. Working as a group means that no matter whom the president is, the work 

can still be done.  

6.3.2.4 Voice in community affairs 

Having a group also means that you can have a voice in community affairs. The reason 

given for Ton Pho recruiting a large number of people to try and force an election in 2004 

was that with only three people on the committee of 11 they had no voice. It was their 

feeling that with only three votes out of 11 they could not represent Ton Pho interests. 

Here is an instance that shows the double-edged nature of the idea of ‘group’. Work can 

diffuse through the group and lighten the load, but conceptions of groupness can also 

divide, creating in-groups and out-groups. The clash of the value of unity with the value of 

group will be a point of major discussion in the next chapter. 

6.3.2.5 Criteria within the group for choosing the committee leader 

On an individual basis, L. P. or De. are the people who would stand out as natural leaders 

of the committee. They are respected for both their character and their competence in 

getting tasks done in the community. When circumstances made it difficult for them to 

serve in this capacity, it was not simply a matter of finding the next best candidate, but 

rather the idea of phuak was activated and people thought in terms of diffusing the work 

through the group. However the process of choosing the president did illuminate some 

principles that operated within the group. As D. relates, the discussion went around the 

group and she was not in the first ranks of choice, but she was also above some others in 

the group of eight. In the end I counted four different factors that were brought out in one 

way or another.  

The most important factor was having time. As I noted above, the position of 

president is considered to be bothersome and requires attendance at many district or 

agency meetings. After time, the second factor was that others be kreng jai (deferential, 

polite response) of the person. Interviewees noted of both D. and T. that people are kreng 

jai of them. T. said it was because he was part of the original habitants of the community. I 
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brought this subject up with D. and asked her why people who were born in the community 

were more likely to be obeyed (chuafang) and that others would krengjai them (I-203). She 

said: 

because some people are from here and when they say something others will believe them because some 
people are not from here. But if some people [who are not from here] say something that is not true then I 
can bawl them out….I can bawl them out and they will be afraid (kreng).  

Thus in the circumstances where you have a locally born and bred group opposed to a 

migrant group, those who have the weight to be believed and respected as an authority are 

the ones who have been around the longest, and their knowledge must be respected. Being 

widely known, which was given as a reason why D. was chosen (I-114), also seems to be 

related to being born in the community and contributes to having others respect and obey a 

person.  

The third factor was being widely known in and of itself. This connects with my 

discussion of being chuathuu (trustworthy), where it is not enough to be a good person in 

dyadic relations, but one must take an interest in the good of the community and be visible 

in doing good. The last factor is a contested one where there are differing opinions, which 

relates to whether money is necessary to be a community leader or not. Wealth makes it 

easier to help others without a concern for personal benefit, which is the key factor in 

becoming a trustworthy or respected person. What was interesting is that in asking about 

this, people who did not hold leadership positions insisted that having money was 

important, while those who were leaders were adamant in saying that it was not necessary. 

L. P. admitted he had resources, but said he did not use them to gain influence, while D. 

and T. said they did not have money. Yet all three of them insisted the others did have 

financial resources. Of the three, D. was known as being the person with the least money.  

One day I had a conversation with Ni. who was at D.’s table where she sold food at 

the edge of the flat where she lives. I asked her what was most important for being a 

community leader and she said that you need to have money. This brought a sharp retort 

from D. who said that you did not need money. While this interchange between Ni. and D. 
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was going on D. continued working and Ni. was winking at me and mouthing that D. did 

not have any money and that is why she was saying this (I-130). After D. left, Ni. indicated 

that both L. P. and T. were people who had money. On another occasion a man named O. 

(I-134) brought out the point that it takes money to build baramii, which he equated with 

power (he used the English word here and then said that means amnaat (power) in Thai). 

When I asked him if that meant that T. had more money than others he said, ‘No, you don’t 

have to be rich’ (ramruay). T. himself denied that he had money saying, ‘Look at your list, 

all these people are in the middle (baan klaang, meaning in terms of finance being in the 

middle range of income in the slum), anybody who had money would not be doing this’ (I-

133). It appears to be a matter of perspective and positioning as to whether or not money is 

a key factor.21 

6.4 Analysis of leadership on the ground in LWPW  

Trust, values that create both an SAB-style of leadership and suspicion on the part of 

followers, and leadership through a collective group are three key issues that relate to 

everyday life and leadership on the ground in the LWPW community. In this final section I 

will examine these factors against the backdrop of a broader canvas of concepts to bring 

further insight to our understanding of leadership in LWPW. 

6.4.1 The relationship of the factors to other concepts of Thai leadership 

How do the factors of trust, the SABLH model, and conceptions of ‘group’ relate to issues 

such as patron-client relationships, reciprocal relations, and status determinants? I suggest 

that what I have observed happening in LWPW cannot be fully explained if you take any 

of these three concepts as the only framework of interpretation. The public rhetoric, which 

is at best a ‘partial transcript’ is that community leaders must be chuathuu (trustworthy), 

                                                 

21For instance, people who are not community leaders and who do not have much in available cash flow to 
help others, feel that they are unable to help others out even though in their heart they want to (I-113). They 
see the actions of community leaders in doing things for the community and being hospitable as an 
expression of having financial resources. However, from the perspective of the leaders themselves, in 
comparison with others in the community who have stronger financial resources, they say that they do not 
have money, and that it is not required to be able to lead. 
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with the implication being that this perception is held fairly broadly in the community. 

What one finds however is that it has more to do with a group of friends who have a 

common interest in helping to protect and care for their community and who informally 

agree to help one another out in this task. Inside of the 2002-2004 committee I could not 

find evidence of the type of ‘lopsided friendship’ that forms patron-client relations, nor 

was obligation the only cohesion for their groupness. The motive for cohesion was not 

personal benefit as in nakleng or money lender type relations who have groups that 

surround them and will be obedient to them on the basis of fear and/or obligation. Instead, 

cohesion grows out of a shared concern for the benefit and protection of the community. 

The new context of leadership in the community consists of a formal committee sanctioned 

by the government, opportunity to tap government resources, and the increased threat of 

eviction. In these circumstances having a group of people who trust each other and who are 

committed to help one another in the work of caring for and protecting the community is 

the way leadership is conducted. Traditional social influence processes based in patron-

client relations, obligation, and status determinants are modified by the group approach. 

6.4.2 The basis for authority 

Within the polity of the community what is happening in terms of the Weberian framework 

of traditional, legal, and charismatic authority? The process of officialization has brought a 

legal dimension to residents’ understanding of legitimacy within the context of the 

community. 22 Thus real leaders are those who have official positions, carry cards issued 

by the state, are appointed by state officers or elected in a process that is sanctioned and 

monitored by the state, attend meetings called by the state, and are authorized to carry on 

the business of the state in the community. The administrative structure that this takes is 

                                                 

22The data collection also showed no evidence of charismatic leadership in the community in any of the 
senses that grow out of the Weberian concept (see Ritzer, 2000:236 for an explanation of Weber’s view) 
ranging from Wilson, who argues for the retention of a strong view of charisma that ‘is possible only in a 
social context that sustains the credibility of supernatural power’ (Wilson, 1973:499; 1975:3-4, see also pages 
vii-ix), to the broader (and in Wilson’s opinion, diluted) views of the stream in leadership research that 
focuses on charismatic and transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Conger, 1988; House, 1977). 
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not bureaucracy in its Weberian ideal typical form (see Ritzer, 2000:234) but a 

bureaucratic infrastructure that runs on what I am calling sakdi administrative values and 

behaviour. Rationalized bureaucracy and constitutional democracy are the public face and 

veneer of a system of rank and status where formal position holding justifies the 

acceptance of privilege. The Sakdi Administrative Behaviour Leadership Heuristic 

ironically contributes to the process of officialization with its focus on the importance of 

legally sanctioned position, while at the same time raising resistance to those seen as 

legitimate under traditional-legal authority because they become suspect of acting out of 

personal interest. 

However to focus only upon the formal aspects of leadership in the community via 

the structure brought in by the state is to miss the diversity and creativity that is happening 

under the broader umbrella of the administrative system itself and in the non-

administrative spaces now relegated to the periphery by state control of the centre. Rather 

than focusing on ‘static wholes’ I want to suggest that the picture of ‘animated in-

betweens’ is a more appropriate frame for focusing on social influence dynamics within 

LWPW.23 The conception of phuak and its function for ensuring mutual assistance and 

diffusing the work of leadership clearly falls into the realm of a Weberian conception of 

traditional authority. A dynamic view of culture that sees humans as active, inventive, and 

social opens the door for seeing the creation of new forms in the context of new social 

settings (Carrithers, 1992:33). With this dynamic view of culture in mind, I want to suggest 

that Cohen’s rubric of ‘continuity in change’ (Cohen, 1991:46) is appropriate for 

understanding the relationship between traditional-legal and traditional authority in the 

community. 

                                                 

23I have taken these ideas on wholes and in-betweens from Carrithers (1992:28) who was developing them 
by contrasting a view of culture as a set of bounded, discrete entities with a more dynamic view argued for by 
Wolf, whose view of culture as a series of processes allows for seeing new social situations and relationships 
(Wolf, 1982; see Carrithers, 1992:25-9 for his development and application of Wolf’s ideas). 
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In the working of the group (phuak) we see continuity with one of the traditional 

types of leadership that was in the community before it was registered with the District. 

Yet change is also very evident as new social relations have come into existence that create 

new forms of social life and of causation (Carrithers, 1992:50). I see an analogous process 

to what Wilson describes happens to the thaumaturge in pre-literate societies as the social 

system is disrupted (Wilson, 1973:132). External forces push this role to the edge of the 

society and the public role is lessened even where a ceremonial role is retained (Wilson, 

1973:132). Traditional forms of authority found their locus in the nakleng (ruffians) and 

those who had wealth to lend to others and create relationships of obligation. With the 

coming of the state administrative apparatus the more public roles that these people may 

have had have now diminished; they are restricted to the peripheries and are not considered 

leaders because they are seen as pursuing their own interests and not the good of the 

community. Officialization means that they no longer ‘count’ as community leadership 

because they are not official and legally sanctioned. Whereas in the past traditional 

authority involved patron-client relations, traditional status determinants, and nakleng 

types as potential leaders, the new social relations engendered by the entrance of the state 

has caused a reconfiguration of these elements creating new forms of criteria for 

leadership. What we are seeing is re-creation and reshaping rather than the creation of 

something completely new.  

6.4.3 Dynamics between TLM, trust, and the reality of suspicion 

These models naturally raise questions about their origins and the interrelationships 

between them. In section 5.5.3 I looked at potential origins of the TLM as rooted in several 

ideal cultural values. Where chuathuu (trustworthy) operationalizes the prototypical leader 

model, it does so on the same basis by tapping critical ideal values. The socially 

constructed chuathuu leader is part of the presentational side of Thai culture that is drawn 

upon for official purposes and where face is involved (as with the case of the foreign 
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researcher inquiring about community leaders). 24  This explains the discourse in the 

community that insists upon chuathuu as a basis for leadership even when in reality 

chuathuu can be used in a very nuanced fashion and as an attribute for individuals who 

from another perspective are suspected of not being chuathuu.  

However I think that the chuathuu model also fulfils another function besides a 

presentational ideal. The values of hierarchy that undergird the positional model create a 

reality on the ground that is not often talked about or reflected upon, but is the daily 

experience of people. People experience positional leadership in the community where 

manoeuvring, displays of self-interest, favouritism, control of information and resources, 

narrow scope of service, lack of creativity, and shifting allegiances are all standard fare. At 

higher levels in the state administrative system, exploitation and corruption are routine. 

This in turn fuels the suspicion theme that is part of the follower perception side of the 

SABLH model. Here is where the chuathuu model becomes desired not as an ideal but as a 

reality because it lends at least the potential of generating benefit for the community. 

Analysts of Thai society have noted the interplay between the cultural codes of 

hierarchy and Thai style individualism that is anarchic and present-oriented (Cohen, 

1991:11, 39, 46; Mulder, 1997:310).25 From Cohen’s perspective Thais value and at the 

same time fear their type of individualism because of its potential for leading to unbridled 

greed, corruption, and exploitation as people pursue their own interests. In Mulder’s view 

the moral model of society equates the private world with the public, and thus the country 

is seen as a family with all that this entails in being grateful and obligated to others. The 

familial view of society breaks down in the everyday experiences of people with work, 

                                                 

24Mulder observes that there seems to be little concern about the way Thai society is portrayed to the public, 
unflattering things are reported matter of factly. But image anxiety is very clear when taboos are breached 
internally, key institutions are questioned, Thai customs are subjected to foreign gaze and reputation is 
threatened (which is pragmatically driven by the fear that a damaged international reputation will keep 
foreign tourists away) (Mulder, 1997:200-210). 
25The term ‘individualism’ is used with reference to Thai people in a very qualified sense. On the measures 
of individualism and collectivism such as used by Hofstede, Thais score higher on the collective side. See 
Suntaree’s work on Thai values and the ego orientation (1990b) and Brummelhuis’ interpretation of Thai 
individualism (1984). 
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travel, education, and so on where they are anonymous to each other. In this anonymous 

social space the family conception of society in the moral construct disintegrates. Mulder 

says, ‘anonymity also results in equality ... The experience of society individualizes, sets 

people free form the moral constraints of the lifeworld’ (1997:310). On either account, 

with Thai individualism or anonymous social space created by a family construct of 

society, the danger is that people pursue their own interests at the expense of others.  

This analysis shows the complexity of leadership in the Thai setting and the 

juxtaposition of trustworthiness, notions of group, the pursuit of self-interest, and 

suspicion. The trustworthy people are valued because of their demonstrated ability to 

overcome self-interest and work for the good of the community. They are in this sense 

‘safe’ to be entrusted with leadership. But notions of ‘group’ that are narrow limit the 

applicability of the trustworthy person. Within ‘our’ group the familial concept holds, and 

it is the trustworthy person who is sought out, but when people become ‘other’, when the 

sense of groupness changes boundaries (as in Ton Pho versus the Flats rather than local 

born owners versus migrant renters), then they become anonymous and it is possible to 

pursue group and personal interests on the basis of the privileges that come from having 

position. This kind of behaviour then fuels suspicion on the part of those who are in the 

out-group, which in turn sharpens the boundaries that define who they can and cannot trust. 

The combination of trust, individualism, and group is inherently filled with tensions that 

cyclically confirm the suspicions that people have about those in formal positional 

leadership. 

6.5 Chapter summary and conclusions 

In this chapter I began by tracing the experiences that led me to see a connection between 

the Thuukjai Leader Model (TLM) and the idea of the trustworthy (chuathuu) person. I 

then developed the content of the TLM and discussed the reasons for why trust was drawn 

upon rather than respect as the key term for describing leadership in the community. Next I 

examined evidence for another model that I have called the Sakdi Administrative 
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Behaviour Leadership Heuristic (SABLH). This model causes people who become formal 

position holders to undergo an ontological change that gives them status and prestige, and 

makes them worthy of privileges that common untransformed people do not experience. It 

has a leader dimension that influences leader behaviours and a follower dimension that 

influences perspectives on leaders’ motives and actions. I concluded the second section by 

looking at how the SABLH impacts actual leadership as observed in the community. 

In the third section I introduced the notion of group (phuak) and examined how it 

affects the conduct of leadership in the context of the committee. I concluded the chapter 

by examining these factors in light of other analytical frames to help increase 

understanding of what is happening in the community as well as the way in which these 

models relate and how they are drawn upon for social action. 

In these first two analysis chapters I have developed a series of models that provide 

a cultural understanding of leadership broadly conceived as the social influence processes 

operating for community task accomplishment. I moved from the culturally preferred 

implicit leadership theory in Chapter 5 to look at how real-life leadership is practised in the 

community of LWPW in Chapter 6. In the next chapter I turn my attention to the final 

research question on how the community relates to the state. In Chapter 4 I argued that the 

dual faces of the state towards the urban poor form the operating environment in which 

slum residents seek to survive. In Chapter 7 I will examine another aspect of leadership 

that embraces both unconscious and conscious responses growing out of the values of the 

community as it relates to state power.  
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Chapter Seven 

7 RELATIONS BETWEEN THE COMMUNITY AND THE STATE 

The models and their interrelationships that I have presented in the past two chapters allow 

for a more nuanced analysis of social influence processes. They incorporate both culturally 

preferred conceptions of leadership as well as actual practices and bring insight to the ways 

that people in LWPW draw upon the models and the linkages between them in social 

action. This analysis also advances our understanding of the practice of leadership in this 

particular Thai social setting by relating these ideas to concepts like hierarchy and patron-

client relations in a more sophisticated framework that avoids a reification of these cultural 

concepts. Thus far the focus has been on what is taking place inside the community itself. 

However the intensive study of a single locality ‘should not be seen as presuming that 

peoples’ lives are confined to the horizons of local territories….we need to accept that 

localities are loci of interaction of various processes … ’ (Askew, 2002:5). Slum 

communities are not hermetically sealed off from the rest of Bangkok; they are intimately 

related to the economic, religious, and political life of the city.1 The dimension that I will 

focus on in this chapter is the relationship of the state, in the form of the Bangkok 

Metropolitan Administration (BMA), and the community.  

Durrenburger observes that local culture has been the key focus of anthropology, 

and that anthropologists have tended to ignore the role of the state and seen it as lacking 

cultural properties (1996:2). He argues that in today’s world ‘state power is pervasive and 

that, to understand local events and outlooks, we must contextualize them in terms of the 

machinations of states’ (1996:2). In Chapter 4 I argued that the context for slum life in 

                                                 

1Askew points out that slum dwellers are a part of the Bangkok economy in both the formal and informal 
sectors (Askew, 1994a:105). Temples (wat) were initial nodal points in the development of Bangkok 
functioning as the centres of population settlement (Askew, 1994a:98); today many slums are still located 
near temples or occupy temple land. Slum dwellers participate in religious ceremonies both within the 
community and outside of it. The ubiquity of political posters and stickers inside of slum communities attests 
to the fact that these communities are courted by the various political parties as well. Askew also points out 
that slum communities do not exist in isolation but are connected by social networks to the countryside as 
well (Askew, December 10-11, 1993:24].  
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Bangkok was the urban poor’s experience of the two faces of the state, benevolence and 

indifference/hostility. In keeping with my broader conception of leadership I will examine 

here how the community and its representatives negotiate this relationship. This discussion 

will diverge radically from traditional leadership studies and their focus on the leader as a 

locus of power and intentional activity. Instead, in keeping with my interest in leadership 

as social influence diffused across a social unit, I will examine processes that are 

decentralized, ad hoc, and driven more by deep-seated implicit values rather than explicit 

vision, but are nonetheless concerned with the group and task. I begin by examining 

potential frameworks for looking at state-community relations, then proceed to developing 

the relation of the LWPW community with the state in four major points. In the first I look 

at the disjunction between ideal, official, and local views of how community leadership is 

to operate and explore reasons for the particular configuration that is observed. I conclude 

that under the broader hegemonic view of the traditional-legal authority of the state 

community leaders exercise leadership in a variety of traditional modes ranging from 

modifying and reapplying the key Thai cultural value samakhii (unity, accord, harmony), 

to passive resistance of elitist hegemonic thinking, to direct resistance in the case of 

eviction. In the next three sections I examine each one of these forms of leadership practice 

with a view towards understanding the dynamics of each of these expressions, followed by 

a concluding section that discusses insights on community leadership in light of relations 

with the state. 

7.1 Community-State relations: Frameworks for understanding  

The question could be asked, ‘Why is the community-state relationship so important?’ I 

have made the argument in Chapters 4 and 6 that when the state administrative apparatus 

came to LWPW through the registration process in 1985 two things occurred. The first was 

the process of officialization that over time increased the legal dimension of the way 

legitimate leadership was conceived of in the slum. The result is that today in order to be 

considered a legitimate leader one must be officially sanctioned by the state. Only those 
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holding formal positions as members of the community committee are now seen as leaders. 

The second was that officialization and the practise of Sakdi Administrative Behaviour 

(SAB) by formal position holders did not eliminate agency on the part of people in LWPW 

or the vibrant practise of traditional forms of leadership outside of state administrative 

control. On one hand there appears to be nearly complete consent to the structures the state 

brought (the formal committee and LWPW as an administrative unit) and a mirroring of 

the values of the state in practising SAB-style leading. But on the other hand the 

community committee exercises independence and autonomy from the views of the state in 

practising leadership as a ‘group’ (phuak) and in taking on the role of protecting the 

community from eviction. The reproduction of the dominant group is incomplete. Thus the 

community-state interface sheds light on the processes of leadership in LWPW as we 

watch the committee, operating on behalf of the community, navigate its relationship with 

the two faces of the state.  

Before delving into specific details, it is appropriate to look at frameworks for 

understanding the community-state relationship. Certainly states are interested in control, 

and as Durrenburger suggests, it is a control designed to ‘insure continuation of their 

privileged access to disproportionate resources’ (1996:6); at the same time they do not 

exist by force alone (1996:6). Durrenburger’s observations raise the question as to how we 

can understand the acceptance of the legitimacy of the state by the people in the 

community, which falls under the larger topic of the politics of domination and 

subordination.2 Girling observes that in a country like Thailand where there has been an 

enduring social consensus supportive of elitist rule, the Gramscian idea of hegemony is 

germane (Girling, 1984:388). Turton points out that the state and associated institutions in 

                                                 

2Scott points out that there have been two major streams of interpretation in trying to understand the 
conforming behaviour of the less powerful (Scott, 1990:70-2). In America the community power literature 
separates into pluralist and antipluralist camps. Pluralists see the absence of protest as evidence of at least a 
degree of satisfaction, while antipluralists see the vulnerability of subordinate groups allowing elites to 
control the agenda and create obstacles to participation. In Europe the trend has been towards neo-Marxian 
analysis referencing the ideas of hegemony and false consciousness. 



 247

Thailand have a ‘monopoly of power and legitimacy rarely found to such a degree’ 

(1987:113). The mix of factors includes a continuity of institutions, no formal colonialism, 

no dynastic change, and political parties that are personalistic and unstable, combined with 

a ‘relatively high degree of linguistic, religious, and territorial homogeneity, have 

contributed to a close identification of nation, state, (military) government, bureaucracy, 

monarchy and religion’ (1987:113).3  

The question becomes whether or not the process of officialization and SAB 

practises seen in LWPW and the committee point to an ideological domination on the part 

of the state and a false consciousness on the part of the residents. On the basis of evidence 

I have already presented in Chapter 6, and the material that I will present here, I want to 

suggest that the Gramscian hegemony concept cannot adequately account for the kind of 

active agency and the forms of resistance present in the slum.4 Durrenburger reminds us 

that hegemony is never complete and that it is improper to assume that hegemonic views 

are automatically accepted in a process of mechanical acquiescence (1996:15). If this is the 

case, the question then becomes what kinds of frameworks can embrace the presence of 

hegemonic elitist views and incomplete dominance, resident agency and apparent 

passivity, resistance and compliance that are all seen in LWPW at the same time? 

One perspective that offers fruitful insights for community-state relations comes 

from work on the resistance of subordinate classes. I am drawing primarily here on the 

work of Scott (1985 and 1990) and supplementing from other sources. There are four ideas 

in particular that when brought together create a lens for viewing what is happening in 

                                                 

3Girling proposes three reasons for the hegemony of the Thai elite: the dynastic modernization by King 
Chulalongkorn in the late nineteenth-century, late social differentiation where large disparities in income and 
landholding were avoided, and the ethnic division of labour with the Chinese performing labour, trade, and 
finance (1984:388-89).  
4For a detailed critique and discussion of the problems of using the Gramscian hegemony concept for 
understanding relations of the less powerful with dominant elites see Scott (1985:314-50; 1990:70-107). For 
further literature on the critique of hegemony see Scott (1985:317 footnote 26). He asserts that not only does 
hegemony and its related concepts of false consciousness, mystification, and ideological state apparatuses 
‘fail to make sense of class relations’ in his research setting in a Malaysian village, they ‘also are just as 
likely to mislead us seriously in understanding class conflict in most situations’ (1985:317). 
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LWPW and render an account that explains the apparently contradictory nature of my 

empirical materials from the community. The first idea concerns public versus private or 

hidden versions of what is happening in a given set of circumstances (1990:3-5). Scott 

suggests that there exist public and hidden transcripts for both dominant and subordinate 

parties (1990:13-14).5 The second has to do with everyday forms of resistance employed 

by subordinate classes as opposed to collective defiance, what Scott calls ‘the ordinary 

weapons of relatively powerless groups: foot dragging, dissimulation, desertion, false 

compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson, sabotage and so on’ (Scott, 

1985:xvi). The third draws upon the self-interest of rational choice theory where people 

work the system to maximize their advantages and minimize their disadvantages (see 

Hobsbawm, 1973). Finally the idea of stereotyped, ritualistic behaviours, also conceived as 

relationship templates on the part of subordinates in power-laden contexts, is a tool to help 

understand both surface behavioural conformity and ideological resistance (Bilmes, 

1996:3; Scott, 1990:3).6  

                                                 

5The public transcript is the self-portrait of dominant elites as they want to be seen; it is highly partisan and a 
partial narrative (Scott, 1990:18). Relations between dominant and subordinate are ordinarily encounters 
between the public transcripts of both parties (Scott, 1990:13). The hidden transcripts of subordinates 
represents their thoughts when out of the gaze of dominant power (Scott, 1990:18). Scott points out that the 
distinctions between public and hidden transcripts and the hegemonic nature of the public transcript makes 
for at least four kinds of political discourse among subordinate groups: confirming the flattering self-image 
of elites, the hidden transcript itself, a zone between the first two that takes place in public view but is 
intentionally designed to have double meaning, and finally the zone where the hidden transcript goes public 
in open defiance and challenge (1990:18-19). 
6As a general rule Scott observes that the greater the disparity in power between dominant and subordinate, 
and the more arbitrarily that power is exercised, ‘the more the public transcript of subordinates will take on a 
stereotyped, ritualistic cast. In other words, the more menacing the power, the thicker the mask’ (Scott, 
1990:3). Bilmes has attempted to create a model of how villagers relate to government elites using the ideas 
of Durkheim and Levi-Strauss where religious concepts have a counterpart in the social-political world 
(1996:5). He proposes an authority model where people relate to government officials in a similar fashion to 
the way they relate to the village spirits, and a mechanical model based on principles of impersonal justice 
mirrored in the way villagers relate to monks. He defines a relationship template as that which ‘specifies the 
orientation that actors have toward each other, general expectations regarding the other’s behaviour’ 
(1996:3). He notes that social behaviour is judged in terms of conformity to the template. Thus stereotypical 
or ‘templated’ behaviour cannot be assumed to represent what people think. Basham, drawing on both Scott 
(1985:321-322) and Turton (1976:292) produces empirical material from his work on merit and power that is 
consonant with their conclusions that it is in the behavioural realm that subordinates are most constrained, 
while they are the most radical in their beliefs, which is the opposite of what the Gramscian hegemony 
concept asserts (Basham, 1989:134). 
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Turton observes that the state’s monopoly on power and legitimacy has limited the 

development of the types of institutions that are called civil society, and that the ‘legitimate 

or claimable “space” for alternative, more democratic or participatory ideas and 

organizations has been severely restricted’ (1987:114). In the sections that follow I will 

utilize these four concepts as a composite lens to examine what is happening in that limited 

alternative space in the social and economic margins represented by LWPW.  

7.2 The state and the role of the committee: Rhetoric and reality 

One of the lines of questioning that I developed in the latter part of my data collection was 

a focus on what both leaders and residents think that community leaders should do, 

including the roles and duties of the committee. By this time I had become aware of issues 

relating to the state and planned to draw together the interview data reflecting what people 

think community leaders should do, what the state says they should do according to 

published rules and regulations, and my own observational data about what they actually 

do.  

7.2.1 Public transcript in LWPW  

Throughout the process of gathering data I was aware of the fact that there were times 

when I was as a researcher getting an ‘official answer’ that represented a more ideal view 

but which was only part of the story.7 This relates directly to Scott’s idea of the public and 

official transcript utilized by subordinates in public or power-laden settings. In the 

interview process I felt like direct answers to my questions often came in the form of 

official pronouncements. By contrast, indirect speech – things I overheard, things said to 

others in my presence, or the use of sarcasm – represented what goes on in real life. Many 

times in informal interviewing situations it felt as if I was toggling between front stage and 

                                                 

7Part of Bechstedt’s thesis research (1987) dealt with key social values like moral obligation, friendship, 
conflict avoidance, smooth interaction, and psychological variables like anxiety and aggression where he was 
particularly interested in comparing how general attitudes corresponded to actual behaviour (2002:256-7 
footnote 11). He notes that in the Thai context he took the verbal responses of informants as carrying the 
bearing of a ‘socially desired and culturally idealized behaviour according to anticipated role expectations 
(2002:256-7 footnote 11). 
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back stage, getting ‘official’ answers to my ‘official’ researcher role questions, and then 

sitting on the backstage listening and catching some of the informal banter of the hidden 

transcript (and no doubt missing much of it embedded in idiomatic speech).  

Let me illustrate some of the public answers that people gave me about the role of 

the committee. At the King’s birthday celebration in 2004 I was talking with N. and asked 

him what were the most important roles and functions of the committee. He answered in a 

series of terms that became very familiar as they formed a frequently repeated answer to 

this question. N. framed the work of the committee in terms of sacrifice (sia sala), placing 

things in three distinct categories, all of which require sacrifice on the part of leaders. In 

the broadest sense committee members sacrifice for the public good (suan ruam mid tone); 

this is the core of their work. They also work for the development (pattana) of the 

community so that it improves (dii khun) and so that residents will have harmony and 

accord (samakhii) (I-72). People seem to express these types of ideas when talking about 

what the community should be like or what they hope it would be like, versus the actual 

activities that leaders do. As such they are important in understanding how people 

construct the idea of community and the role of leadership in creating it.  

As an example, when I asked T., who is the new president of the committee, why 

he wanted to be a leader he framed his answers in a way that was very similar to N., that 

the community could be improved (dii khun) and that people would love each other (I-

133). In a similar vein, B. told me that he would like to be on the committee but he does 

not have time. He said that the role of the community leadership is to help the people have 

happiness (khwaam suk). He said ‘you must manage work and people so that they have 

harmony and accord (samakhii). Right now it is everyone for themselves (tua khrai tua 

man). Putting on activities is important in building participation’ (suan ruam falling tone) 

(I-117).  

These ideal views bring insights into the nature of ‘groupness’ in Thai society as it 

enters into situations where people are faced with group interests rather than only personal 
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interests. The ideas of sacrifice, working for the public good, harmony, consensus and 

accord as embraced in the word (samakhii), participation, and cooperation are key themes 

that define for people the ‘good’ group. In 6.2.3.3 I have already noted the exhortation by 

the secretary to the incoming committee members to sacrifice and have samakhii and 

cooperation. 

7.2.2 Official views of the committee 

The official view of the role and work of the chumchon committee is found in a small 

booklet entitled Manual for the Work of Community Committees (CDO, n.d.).8 It is 34 

pages long and includes seven major articles dealing with the definitions of chumchon and 

development, development through participation of the residents, chumchon development 

in Bangkok, the role of the chumchon committee, solving problems, centres for pre-school 

age children, the capital fund project, and an introduction to the Community Development 

Division of the Bangkok Metropolitan Authority. The latter part of the manual reprints the 

relevant part of the rules of the BMA regarding chumchon committees (see section 

4.3.2.2.2). 

What is said explicitly about the role and work of the chumchon committee 

members can be summarized under the following major points. First, they are the 

representatives of the people in the community in two particular ways: to work on 

development and to coordinate with both agencies and individuals who are involved, the 

implication here being those involved with development (from the introduction page). In a 

later article (p. 6) the reason for their representative nature is explained as being a result of 

the fact that although development is based on the participation of the people, it is too 

difficult to have every single person involved. Their role is defined as being the leadership 

core, to coordinate, mobilize the opinions of the residents, and handle any other business 

                                                 

8I was given one at the Community Development Office of the Pathum Wan District when I first started the 
research. In my first visit there I asked for any documentation that they had about LWPW and official 
documents relating to the community. Later on I asked people on the committee if they had ever seen one or 
if they were passed out to them when a new committee came into office and they said ‘No!’ 
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for the community. They are to catalyze cooperation in development and problem solving; 

the examples include calling meetings, surveying problems, and setting the direction of the 

community. They are to propose problems (it is not stated to whom they propose these 

problems, but the assumption is to the government) and search for solutions. They are 

representatives in the implementation of the work and cooperate with both state and private 

agencies in ways such as attending seminars and joining with activities. They are to follow 

the rules laid down by the BMA, do whatever the community delegates to them, and do 

other things that further cooperate in developing residents’ quality of life and living 

conditions.  

The booklet also gives a list of the duties for both informal and formal leaders, 

which is revealing in its emphasis on relational behaviours and character traits rather than 

task related behaviours. This list includes building a wide base of relationships with people 

in the community; helping others according to one’s ability; leading others in working for 

the public good; contacting and coordinating with individuals and agencies to work in the 

community and accomplish things well; being wide hearted (jai kwaang), which is defined 

as listening to the opinions of others who disagree with them; not being selfish; and 

behaving in a way that is not dangerous or frightening others (p. 7).  

7.2.3 Comparing and contrasting dominant and subordinate public transcripts 

Taking a step back and viewing written, interview, and observational materials as a whole 

it is apparent that there is not a straightforward reproduction of the official state view in 

either the Community Development Office or at the community leadership level. Instead 

there is evidence that community leaders, while deeply influenced by the state, engage in 

selective collaboration and hold to themselves an agenda that falls outside of the scope of 

the state’s interest.  

When I asked informants about the role and responsibilities of the committee, their 

responses showed that while there is significant overlap with the official view, there are 

also significant differences in emphasis as well as issues that are not on the government 
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agenda at all. In Appendix 9 I have used a series of tables to summarize the points from the 

manual on the role of the committee, separating them into four major categories according 

to how the community understands them: points of overlap, points mentioned in the 

manual but not by people in the community, points that are modified or adapted by the 

community, and points of importance to the community that are not on the official agenda 

at all.  

The question that this material raises is how this particular configuration came 

about and what it says about community views of leadership and their relation to the state. 

The official views represented by the handbook are variously consented to, modified, 

ignored, and rejected, and there are roles articulated that are completely out of the purview 

of what the state has in mind for a community committee. In the remainder of this section 

my focus will be on accounting for areas where community views and state views are 

closest. In the final three sections I will discuss in turn the areas of disjunction between 

community and state views ranging from modification, to rejection, and finally in the most 

explicit of all, to where the community confronts the state in the issue of eviction. 

From one perspective it could be said that LWPW shows a high level of consent for 

the stated agenda, thus reflecting ideological domination by the state in the community. In 

1985 a core group of traditional elder type leaders accepted the opportunity of officially 

registering with the district. Over time a process of officialization has occurred; people 

need a formal position to be seen as legitimate; and the committee runs through all the 

required administrative hoops, attends meetings, does paperwork, and fills out budget 

requests. There are numerous physical improvements that testify to the closeness of the 

relationship between the community and the state.  

But this is not the whole picture. My argument is that the consent seen, rather than 

suggesting ideological domination, can be accounted for in terms of the maximizing of the 
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self-interests of the community, 9  the corroboration between the community and state 

transcripts (Durrenberger, 1996:15), and part of an everyday resistance strategy that takes 

benefit where it can be found and practises foot dragging, non-compliance, and evasion for 

those things deemed unpleasant or counter to the committee members’ own agenda.  

In Chapter 4 I summarized my examination of both official and unofficial state 

policy regarding urban slums by saying that for the poor, the state has both a benevolent 

face and an indifferent/hostile face. Although nobody in LWPW ever verbalized it 

precisely in this way, people are aware of both of these faces. They are calculating in 

maximizing their self-interests when it comes to the benevolent face and protective of their 

self-interests when facing indifference or hostility. The opportunity to register as a 

community comes from the benevolent face; it is billed and perceived as a means of 

connecting state resources into the community for the purposes of development. But the 

underlying context is that other dimensions of the state, state power, and the interests of 

elites are aligned against them and the threat of eviction is always there. The stance that I 

see among the people in the community is a clear eyed ‘playing of the game’ in order to 

connect with state resources, while attempting to minimize the hassle associated with 

interfacing with the administrative system and ignoring, negotiating, or resisting when 

facing the indifferent or hostile face.  

I will illustrate here with one example of the dual ‘compliance to maximize benefit’ 

and ‘ignoring when there is no benefit’ stances. At the monthly meeting I attended the big 

issue was developing a proposal for the next year’s budget (PO-86). The letter came the 

day of their meeting, and the proposal was supposed to be turned in only two days later. 

                                                 

9An objection could be raised here that those who initiated the registration process were not acting in the 
community interest but only in their own by connecting themselves with the administrative system so as to be 
able to draw resources to themselves. I think that those who went to the District to register were representing 
those who were born in the slum, who had built their own houses there, and who wanted to stay. In this sense 
their idea of community was much narrower than that of the District who upon registration made LWPW an 
administrative unit that embraced both Bangkok born/province born and owner/renter distinctions. So when I 
am speaking about a ‘community’ level here I am using more of the mindset of those born in the slum and 
their perception of LWPW than that of the whole administrative unit as viewed by the District.  
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The request for information was quite extensive, requiring a fully written out purpose 

statement, goal statement, details on the budget, and so on. They indicated that getting 

requests for information like this at the last minute was quite normal. But rather than 

simply ignoring the issue because it was inconvenient and confusing, they took the time to 

work on it because it held the potential to benefit the broader community. Connecting with 

potential resources both in the state and private sector is an important committee role. 

Much later, after not having gone into the community for some time, I was walking 

through the Rua Khiaw area and noticed changes where there had been an old water 

control (tod nam) canal off the Saen Saeb with a bridge over it. Where water had once been 

on both sides of the bridge it was now completely filled in with garbage with new housing 

built on top of it. I then stopped to talk with D. and L. I asked them about the new housing, 

and with ironic smiles they said that the residents had helped out by filling in the water 

area so that it was more safe now (I-293). I asked if the District knew about this, since part 

of the written policy (see section 4.5) was to work through community committees to 

control internal expansion in the slum. They told me that the District knows but cannot do 

anything about it. Then smiling again, they said that the people had come in to fill an 

empty space in order to bring public benefit. One role of the committee, as community 

representatives, is to serve as the window for the District to see into the community, which 

includes public health and safety issues as well as the overall goal of improving the 

physical environment rather than letting it deteriorate. However, when the local agenda 

does not match the state agenda, or where there is no benefit to be gained from compliance, 

the window can be purposely opaque.10  

                                                 

10Moerman writing in 1969 based on his data from the Tai-Lue village of Ban Ping in Chieng Rai province 
proposed what he called a ‘stop-gap’ conceptualization of the village headman as a synaptic leader, who by 
virtue of the office is the connecting point between the village and the nation and as such experiences the 
conflicting expectations of both sides (1969:548-49). In an urban context, Akin, writing in 1975 about data 
collected in the late 1960s observed a similar synaptic role among the nakleng of Trok Tai in both connecting 
and protecting residents from state power (1975b:309-10). While much has changed in the past four decades 
the synaptic function of leadership between the state and local communities like LWPW can still be seen. My 
own emphasis here in this section has been less on the details of that connection than on the way leaders in 
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What is the meaning of the shift in the perception of legitimacy of community 

leadership that was brought on by the process of officialization and SAB practices by 

committee members? I think that these are cases where the transcripts of the community 

and that of the state meet. The gradual rejection of nakleng leadership over time is not a 

result of ideological domination by the state, but rather a change enabled by the state 

through its provision for elections or state monitored appointment in the community. These 

new opportunities allowed people to choose leaders, as L. P. put it, ‘that we like, not that 

we are afraid of’ (I-257). 11  Ockey’s argument that more democratic and participatory 

forms have roots in Thai village culture is germane here (2004b:3-7). Historically, as the 

state became involved at the village level through instituting elections and requiring those 

elected to increasingly be responsible to the state, the result was that people no longer 

wanted to stand for election and that those elected ‘were often civil servants accustomed to 

dealing with the state, whereas villages continued to rely on the same nakleng and village 

elders for leadership in the village’ (2004b:10). This created a gap between the ‘ostensibly 

democratic institutions initiated by the state, which were concerned with the interests of the 

center’ (2004b:10) and the more informal and participatory forms of leadership which 

continued to deal with the everyday concerns of the people (Ockey, 2004b:10).12 In the 

new conditions created in organized communities with a formal structure to connect with 

the state, it changes the skill set needed to get things done with the state. Thus traditional 

leadership forms like respected elders and ‘group’ can work the bureaucracy, while the 

wide (kwaang) connections of the nakleng have over time become less valuable. At the 

                                                                                                                                                    

LWPW calculate, manipulate, and pose in order to maximize community benefit and minimize 
inconvenience or problems that would arise for them in pursuing state interests.  
11 The election system means that the potential for change always exists even when it is not used. 
Appointment is not automatic; there are certain criteria that the District can use to reject a person or remove 
them if facts come to light after the appointment. If an individual or group is in office and not liked, the 
election system means that in two years other people can apply and force an election by having more 
applicants than slots available. Thus even when elections do not happen, the system itself frees people from 
having to tolerate committee members that they do not think are acting in the community’s best interests.  
12Ockey does point out that there was always a gap between local concerns and national politics, but ‘what 
was new was the way this gap became tied to formal institutions of leadership in the village, which in turn 
led to a deeper division between formal and informal leadership’ (2004b:185 note 16). 



 257

same time nakleng pursuit of personal benefit rather than community good and the use of 

influence based in obligation characterized by fear has come to be seen in a negative light. 

The shift is now towards the trustworthy person (chuathuu) who proves through observable 

behaviour her concern for the community.13 Thus in LWPW rather than creating a gap 

between those who represent the state interests in the community (the committee) and 

informal types of leadership, the coming of the state to the slum has created not a 

bifurcation but a new style of leader that negotiates between selective collaboration with 

the state and the pursuit of interests that are critical for the community. 

The practice of Sakdi Administrative Behaviour by community leaders is not a case 

of locals buying into a state position; rather it reflects the master hegemonic principle of 

hierarchy that pervades all Thai relationships and the matching of the hidden transcripts of 

anyone who is ‘elite’ in their social setting. The hidden transcript of hierarchy affirms the 

kinds of Thai administrative behaviours that I have pointed out from the literature and then 

illustrated in Chapter 6. These represent the other side of idealized superior-subordinate 

relations characterized by a kind and generous paternal figure looking out for the interests 

of the weaker party. The reality is the acceptance of privilege and use of power to benefit 

both personal and in-group position. Being ‘elite’ is not an absolute concept but a relative 

one. Holding a formal position legitimated by the state, even if it is in a slum, makes one 

‘more elite’ than those who have no position, and this taps the master principle of 

hierarchy and the hidden transcript of how those in power are to be treated and to treat 

others.  

                                                 

13The Sakdi Administrative Behaviour Leadership Heuristic (SABLH) that I developed in Chapter 6 causes 
those in follower roles to be suspicious of the motives of those in formal positions. However it has to be kept 
in mind that people in LWPW shift back and forth very easily between explanations of leadership emergence 
based on being trustworthy, and the suspicion that leaders are acting in their own interests. The two positions 
are not at all mutually exclusive; it simply depends upon the issue that is in focus.  
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7.3 The dream of unity and the reality of division 

The particular configuration of the way in which the community views the role of the 

community committee as compared to the how the state views it, raises the question as to 

why the particular elements of that configuration have been chosen. In the previous section 

I developed an account for instances where state and community views seem to 

corroborate each other. In the next three sections I will turn to examining points where 

community views and state views diverge or inhabit completely different universes.  

In LWPW both residents and leaders indicated that the major roles of the 

community committee are physical development and its closely-tied idea of coordinating 

with the government to draw up the budget; to watch, protect, and care for the community; 

and to promote and maintain samakhii (unity, accord, harmony) (I-34, 72, 115, 117, 128, 

133, 144, 146, 203). As I compared the official version of the roles and duties with the 

local conception I wondered why out of numerous options were these particular roles taken 

and others rejected? For instance, why does samakhii take on such importance rather than 

social and economic development or building participation among the people to mobilize 

local resources?  

As I reflected on this issue it seemed to me that these choices represent important 

ideas about the nature of leadership in LWPW in its most holistic and comprehensive 

sense, as the pursuit of the public good. At the same time this configuration serves the dual 

purpose of allowing the community members to match the public transcript of the state and 

yet retain their own hidden transcript of resistance to both ideas and practices that they 

reject. It is a stance that allows them to relate to both faces of the state, the benevolent and 

the indifferent/hostile, maximizing benefit and minimizing danger or disadvantage.  

In this section I will focus upon the concept of samakhii as a key cultural value that 

is appropriated in different ways by LWPW and the state. Samakhii is important to 

understanding leadership in LWPW in three ways. First, because it is a major cultural 

value connected to Thai conceptions of what it means to belong to a group. The second 
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reason is that at least for some leaders in the community samakhii is used in a way that 

resembles what Scott calls a version of the hidden transcript which is ‘always present in 

the public discourse of subordinate groups’ (1990:19). It is appropriated by the community 

from the official Thai cultural transcript and thus there is in general a high level of 

consonance with the state view of samakhii in order to move towards development. Yet at 

the same time, for some, it carries a deeper meaning that transcends the bounds of state 

interest and provides a basis for challenging the power of the state. For in samakhii lies the 

hope of overcoming the diverse self-interests in the community to unite in resisting the 

power of elite interests that would drive residents from their homes. Finally, samakhii is a 

longed-for ideal and thus pulls leaders to transcend factionalism at the same time SAB 

values pull in the opposite direction. At the end of the day both the state and community 

invoke samakhii for different ends, and in both cases it remains an unrealized ideal. The 

forces of division in LWPW at this point in its history turn out to be too powerful for 

samakhii to overcome.  

Samakhii, defined in the dictionary as unity, consent, accord, and harmony, is 

linked with ruam muu (cooperation), suan ruam (participation), and the idea of being a 

group (khwaam ben klum). A typical context for these concepts appeared in a 2005 wall 

calendar I happened to see, which was published by the Thai Military Bank and quoted His 

Majesty the King concerning the importance of samakhii: 

Samakhii is an important moral virtue which groups of people who are joined together (muu chon phuu 
yuu ruam kan) must of necessity care for and protect and continuously use. If each side joins together and 
works with good intentions, with samakhii, knowledge, and ability, and with creativity, the work will be 
fully completed, beautiful, and according to the intended purpose.  

This statement brings together key themes related to samakhii, its relation to ‘groupness’, 

and the accomplishment of some kind of purpose relevant to the group.  

In my interview work I came upon samakhii from two different places. When I was 

asking about the most important duties and roles of the committee samakhii was listed. A 

second area was in trying to learn about the festivals and celebrations (ngaan). In section 
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4.3 I pointed out the importance of these community events in the eyes of the people and 

the committee. During her term as community president D. saw her most important role as 

putting on the community festivals (I-146). L. P.’s view of samakhii represents the process 

of officialization; he saw nothing happening prior to registration because it was not official 

and formally sanctioned. I reproduce here a portion of a conversation we had about 

festivals and the relationship of these celebrations to the notion of samakhii because it 

illustrates his official Thai cultural transcript about the nature of samakhii:  

A.-What is the role of the festivals? Who started them?  

L. P.-There was nothing before the committee… 

A.-Why did people start doing festivals after the ruling of 1985? [This was the ruling that encouraged the 
establishment of community committees].  

L. P.-It was very appropriate for us to do this. We are part of the society, we should do something.  

A.-Why did you wait till after the formation of the committee?  

L. P.-Because before we were not all one group (mai dai ben klum diaow kan). They were all little 
groups, there was very little cooperation between them. After the ruling people would approve of 
someone [to elect, and this helped us] become a cohesive group (klai ben klum ben kawn). [Then] we 
were able to do every kind of activity.  

A.-[At this point I was trying to get a clearer understanding of what happened post-registration, I drew 
out a sequential diagram and explained it in this way] Before 1985 you were tua khrai tua man (everyone 
for themselves), then the ruling came and you became a chumchon, now you are a chumchon and you do 
activities in order to _____ [I indicated that I wanted him to fill in the blank in this sentence] 

L. P.-In order to have samakhii (unity, accord, harmony, consensus) together. 

There were certainly groups (klum) prior to registration which put on certain festivals 

(such as Ton Pho doing the Civil New Year’s celebration), and there was samakhii 

happening in these groups. L. P., when asked directly, does not deny all of this, but he 

along with others who have been on the committee think about the community in an 

idealized fashion based on a legal sense of a certain physical space being officially defined 

as the chumchon. In this version of history once the state legitimates physical space and the 

leadership structure of an elected committee, then the whole administrative unit is formally 

constituted a single group. When you have the conditions of groupness, then samakhii 

naturally must follow. 



 261

How samakhii is connected to conceptions of group has a cyclical feedback 

dimension. In PO-18 a discussion I had with L. P. clearly illustrates this. At the Children’s 

Day celebration in 2004 L. P. was pointing out that not as many people came as in the 

past.14 I asked why this was and he said it was because of a lack of cooperation (ruam 

muu). I then asked what caused a lack of cooperation, and he said it was because of no 

samakhii. When asked to define samakhii people do so in terms that require cooperation: 

‘it is combining together (ruam kan mid tone) and helping one another, it is unity (she used 

the English word here), it is having one voice’ (I-302), ‘it is helping out one another and 

becoming more of a group (jat ben klum khun)’ (I-257), and when there is samakhii there 

is joining together (ruam falling tone kan) (I-257). Both cooperation and participation are 

evidence that there is samakhii within the group, and at the same time it is the sense of 

unity and accord that creates the grounds for people forsaking their personal interests, 

cooperating with each other, and participating in group activities.  

In this light we see the importance of samakhii in securing voluntary cooperation, 

which is critical to task accomplishment in the community. At the King’s Birthday 

celebration in 2003 I was talking with N. who was on the committee about all of the work 

it took to put on such an event. He mentioned that the community had no budget so they 

had to do all of the work themselves, meaning the committee members and those who 

joined them to help out (I-72). The implication here was that if they had money they could 

have hired people to set up, but since they did not have money for the event, they had to 

rely on those who were willing to help them out. This underscores the importance of 

samakhii to create an environment where people are willing to help (chuay) and cooperate 

(ruammuu).  
                                                 

14Criticizing events in terms of their low participation or the work of a committee in terms of never getting 
anything done was the normal posture for leaders past and present. I suspect this is a case of building one’s 
self up by putting others down. In 2005 at the King’s birthday celebration I was able to press L. P. a bit on 
this issue to see what the actual basis for ‘low participation’ was. I casually asked if the attendance at the 
event was good and predictably he said that there were not as many as there used to be. He did admit that in 
the past there were many more people in the community before the eviction of the area behind the temple. 
Thus the percentage of participants compared with the total population of the community could be the same.  
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I asked L. P. how one goes about building samakhii. He said that when he was a 

leader he would go and visit people and ask about their problems. He would also call 

meetings to share information (PO-18). L. P. illustrated an instance of problem solving that 

concerned a person not joining the group (ruam klum): 

Take for instance someone who does not join the group. You need to go and talk with them and ask them 
why, find out what happened why they did not join the group, is there some kind of a problem? This is 
the most important thing. We are not forcing them because we want every person to come and join in, to 
talk, to find out the important things that are going on [in the community] (I-128). 

Getting people to join with the group, to cooperate, to participate, and thus to have 

samakhii is not something that happens automatically. It requires effort and 

communication on the part of people. Leaders need to show that they are working for the 

common good and not their own benefit. Again, a cyclical feedback relationship between 

these elements is seen. Evidence of samakhii is people joining in activities, cooperating, 

and participating, and at the same time it is the sense of samakhii that causes people to 

want to join together, cooperate, and participate. The sense of groupness is not defined 

simply legally or organizationally; it is created and maintained through the behaviours of 

leaders who communicate, are involved in people’s lives, listen to them, show interest in 

their problems, and act in a way that shows that they are putting the group above their own 

personal interest.  

As an outsider working with a Thai organization I have over the years felt that local 

ideas of what it means to be a group and my ideas as an American are different in several 

key ways. Withaya, in his attempt to explicate the difference between the English term 

‘group’ and the Thai phuak, hits on at least one of the key points of difference (see p. 230). 

My own sense of ‘group’ allows for membership based on some kind of shared criteria 

whether external (being a licensed member of my organization) or internal (shared 

convictions). My being part of the group does not necessarily compel me to cooperate or 

participate in every activity of the larger group. By contrast, Withaya highlights the nature 

of the relationship between people in the Thai phuak and their sense of being a group 
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collectivity. My own observations, based on working with people in LWPW and over 

nearly 20 years of working with a Thai organization, is that being a ‘group’ is intimately 

tied to relationship that is manifest through cooperation and participation. To not 

participate and cooperate is in essence not to be a part of the group, even if you have 

formal ‘rule based’ membership.15  

Up to this point I have been explicating the official Thai cultural transcript of what 

samakhii means, and in this sense people in the community and the views of the state are 

one and the same. As I noted with the concept of hierarchy, while it is a major cultural 

value and widely shared, it is not a manifestation of hegemony in the Gramscian sense. I 

see samakhii in a similar way. Within the community much of the discourse about 

samakhii would completely mirror the state idea of the importance of samakhii for task 

accomplishment, specifically development of the community. However, among those who 

have served as community leaders and who were born on this land or who see LWPW as 

their home, there is another stream, an alteration of the state’s utilitarian use for task 

accomplishment that represents a hidden transcript.  

                                                 

15There is a feeling connected with ‘groupness’ my Thai friends have that I as an outsider can grasp 
intellectually but do not feel in the same way. In the Thai church organization with which I work, it is not 
uncommon for pastors of larger churches to form ‘networks’ (khrua khai) within the broader organization, 
which is divided for administrative purposes on a regional basis across the country. Uniformly, those who 
have these networks are the objects of criticism and often feel a sense of conflict in their own hearts when the 
needs of their networks are at cross-purposes with activities of the regional districts. This means that they 
find themselves unable to cooperate in district level activities for one reason or another with the result, as one 
friend put it, that both sides feel badly about it (mai sabai jai). Recently one of my pastor friends chose to 
solve the problem by removing his network from the parent organization and pursuing a separate registration 
for it. He felt on his side that he could not cooperate or participate in a fashion that would make the parent 
organization feel comfortable with him. A situation like this illustrates how the formal sense of being a group 
(holding credentials with an organization) carries much less weight than the sense of having samakhii. My 
experience is that deeply rooted things like the sense of group and samakhii are nearly invisible to my 
friends. In discussing this pastor’s situation with the current superintendent I shared my feelings that Thai 
conceptions of being a member of a group are quite different than mine as an outsider. I told him how being a 
member in my context did not absolutely require being involved in every larger group activity, that there was 
lots of room for working on one’s own projects while at the same time holding to the broader vision, values, 
and regulations of the group. I said I felt like the Thai view was much narrower and required participation. 
He told me that I was wrong in my understanding. So I asked him to clarify what it meant to be a member 
pastor and church in his organization. He then proceeded to list exactly what I had just said I thought the Thai 
view was, that if this pastor was going to be part of the group he had to come to meetings and participate in 
events, and could not stand aloof and so on. Not cooperating and participating meant that he could not be a 
‘member’ in the Thai sense of group, even while being a registered church and licensed minister in the 
organization in a formal sense.  
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It is interesting that D. saw her key role as putting on the festivals, which are a 

major tool for creating samakhii, while her explicit motive for serving in leadership was 

for the protection of the community from eviction. In a conversation with L. P. about the 

pressure of eviction he did not use the term samakhii but his explanations were couched 

conceptually in ideas of unity. He said that he wants the people in the community to join 

strength (panuk gamlang) so that they can go and have deliberations with the government 

(taw rawng). He said that he does not want them to break apart (taek yaek) because if they 

do they will not be able to stay there, but if they join together (ruam kan) they will be able 

to continue there (I-128). In one of my clarification interviews with him on samakhii he 

made the statement, ‘when we have good samakhii we are able to resist everything (taw 

taan thuk yang)’ (I-257). Tu. and I were talking about the community and the current 

reduction in size and future prospects for staying on the land (I-302). She shared that in her 

opinion if they did not get samakhii, they would be off the land in four or five years. For 

these people samakhii is not just something needed to get tasks done, but has become a 

concept that allows them to challenge the power of the state and elite interests. This 

represents a modification in a quiet way where state views are upheld, but deep down they 

cherish samakhii as a hidden transcript that gives them hope for battling against the forces 

of eviction.  

Here the rival conceptions of samakhii clash; the residents’ view goes beyond the 

interests of the state to their own interests. Samakhii takes on its ultimate importance in the 

eyes of community leaders and residents because it is their one hope of challenging the 

power of the state and elite interests that would evict them from their land. This is why 

samakhii takes on a more salient role for community leadership and people in LWPW than 

it does in the official literature where it is one point among many. One potential frame of 

reference for understanding these differing conceptions comes in the work of Benedict 

Anderson on nationalism. He defines a nation as an imagined political community, which 

is imagined as both limited and sovereign (1991:6). Anderson argues that ‘all communities 
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larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are 

imagined’ and that ‘communities are to be distinguished, not by their 

falseness/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined’ (1991:6).  

If Anderson is right in his assertion that virtually all communities are ‘imagined’, 

then one possible way of looking at LWPW and its relation to the state on the issue of 

samakhii is to see two forms of ‘imagining’ being employed. It is important to remember 

that the ‘state’ is not a monolith, and residents are very aware of the two faces that are 

presented to the slum. The benevolent face imagines communities where samakhii is an 

important value in order to pursue development. However, the indifferent or hostile face 

does not see the urban poor at all, other than as an obstacle to overcome in pursuit of 

economic expansion. For locals born in the community who are aware of both these faces, 

they reject the elitist view and imagine a community that goes beyond just developing to 

surviving in the face of elite business interests. Samakhii represents a traditional form of 

restraint that curbs the pursuit of self-interest and focuses energy on benefit for the larger 

group. Anderson notes, ‘regardless of the actual conditions of inequality and exploitation 

that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship’ 

(1991:7). Imagining a community characterised by samakhii emphasizes horizontal bonds 

and creates a truly public interest to attend to. Whereas tua khrai tua man (everyone for 

themselves) is a condition dominated by the pursuit of diverse personal interests, samakhii 

that produces khwaam ben klum (being a group) mirrors at the local community level the 

disinterestedness of the ‘national interests’ of nation states (1991:144). Anderson develops 

the line of thought that things that are unchosen (thus idioms of the natural or of family), 

‘have about them the halo of disinterestedness...[and] for most ordinary people of whatever 

class the whole point of the nation is that it is interestless. Just for that reason, it can ask for 

sacrifices’ (Anderson, 1991:143-144). A community of true samakhii is ‘interestless’ in the 

sense that it is believed to pursue no benefit for any individual or in-group at the expense 

of others. A community with real samakhii can call for sacrifices to be made precisely 
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because those sacrifices are for the broader public interest, in this case the very survival of 

the community.  

While samakhii is a longed-for ideal and is seen by some as the key to resisting the 

state over the issue of eviction, there are many forces in LWPW that simultaneously fight 

against it. Nearly all of my conversations about samakhii contained a part where people 

were complaining about the lack of samakhii in the community. If L. P.’s efforts at one 

time built samakhii, they have not been able to be maintained. B.’s observation is that the 

community is now tua khrai tua man (everyone for themselves) (I-117), and as I have 

noted, L. P. sees in reduced attendance at community functions signs that there is a lack of 

samakhii. One interviewee who is from a rural village and has lived for a number of years 

in the community observed that in the provinces they are much better at ruam klum 

(joining together as a group) (I-31). The reality of the numerous ways of conceiving the 

chumchon and strained relations between those who are renters and those who grew up in 

the community points to the fact that samakhii is an unrealized ideal. One’s experience of 

samakhii in the community today is based on place of origin. Those born in the community 

or who see the community as their home can speak of samakhii while those who are renters 

nearly uniformly do not feel like they are part of the community. The legal definition of the 

community through registration that makes LWPW a single administrative unit on paper 

cannot overcome the deeply rooted divisions of territory (as between Ton Phon and the 

Flats) and place of origin (as between those born in the slum and those who came from the 

provinces as renters). In a conversation with a Thai person about samakhii he suggested 

that there is a difference between forced (bangkhab) samakhii and real samakhii. He 

pointed out that real samakhii is hard to build, that you need to be very close to observe 

one another’s behaviour, and there must be a sense of family. His point was that telling 

people to be a group and have samakhii is not going to produce real unity (I-275). You can 

say that you have it, but it is not the real version.  
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The problems associated with creating and maintaining samakhii highlight one of 

the great challenges of leading in LWPW. Unity is an ideal and many people see it as the 

key to resisting eviction. Yet at the same time there are pressures to pursue the interests 

and agendas of one’s own group. There is also the deep sense of mistrust and suspicion of 

those from other places; those not close enough relationally to people so they can observe 

behaviour over time. The result is that leaders are unable to overcome these pressures and 

suspicions in order to engage in behaviours that will build trust and the sense of samakhii 

that will lead towards greater cooperation and participation.  

7.4 The state and the concept of development 

In the previous section I suggested that local interest in the idea of samakhii represents a 

Thai value used in imagining a kind of community. With samakhii there is a divergence 

from the official view and that of the community. With the concept of development there is 

a multilayered complexity where both the administrative arm of the state involved in 

community development and the residents in LWPW practise selectivity with regard to the 

official position as represented by the literature. The result of this is that on the surface it 

appears that there is continuity between the state practise and the community view. I will 

argue however, that this continuity is only apparent and not real. 

When I first began to learn about development it was in the context of asking about 

the most important work of the committee. Development (pattana) is considered one of the 

key elements that community leaders are to be involved in. As I sought to understand the 

meaning and nature of development, a consensus emerged among the interviewees that 

development consists in making things better (dii khun), with the illustrations of this 

relating to physical improvements. As I probed more into this issue I noticed a disjunction 

between what official policy from the Community Development Office literature said 

about holistic development in the physical, social, economic, and health domains, and the 

actual practise at the District level where the emphasis was only on infrastructure 

improvement. I saw that the views of residents in LWPW and the actual practice by the 
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local community development officials and the District and Bangkok Council 

representatives matched.  

As I looked at this in more detail I began to realize that the similarity in 

conceptions of development held at the District level and in the community were actually 

reached from two completely different routes. Rather than being an example of hegemony, 

this similarity of view can be understood as a form of passive resistance on the part of the 

community. In this resistance they reject elitist views regarding the urban poor, and 

practise a selective collaboration aimed at maximizing benefits for the community while 

minimizing the difficulties and annoyances caused by the involvement of the state 

administrative arm in the slum. In this section I will first examine the understanding of 

development on the part of people in the community, then critique various ways of 

accounting for what is observed, and finally argue for the view that I have set out above. 

In the early days of the data collection I heard the word pattana used in reference to 

improvements being made in the slum. At that time I had no sense of how development 

was understood either by the residents or the state agencies that were involved. It was at 

the point where I started inquiring about the role of the committee that I began to encounter 

development as the most salient element in residents’ conception about what community 

leaders were to do. This led me to start asking questions about what constituted 

development and how it was practised. The most common phrasing for defining pattana 

(development) was making things dii khun, which literally means to get better (I-226). A 

representative example of this comes from M. who said ‘a place or spot that is not good 

(mai dii) or is needed to be made good – this is development’ (I-202).  

In an extensive interview with D. about her two years as the president of the 

community, we talked about what her experience had been in coordinating with the 

government, and the kind of things that they worked on (I-203). This included making 

suggestions to the district to fix problems such as cutting a tree down that was blocking a 

path, asking the government for cement and rock to pour a concrete walkway, and asking 
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for budget from the Bangkok Council and District Council representatives in projects such 

as building concrete walkways and getting children’s playground equipment. She points 

out that the committee has the right to ask for help from the various agencies that are 

involved with the slum, but it does not mean that they are always going to get what they 

ask for. The physical orientation of the definition of development was confirmed as I asked 

people for examples. All they could give me were examples of tangible things: tables, 

chairs, the children’s playground equipment, the health clinic building, the concrete 

covered central meeting area, concrete walkways, garbage areas, the bridge across the 

canal, the fire fighting equipment, brooms, and drainage pipes (I-226, I-128, I-202, I-203). 

So what appeared to be happening was a perfect correspondence between the way 

that development was practised by the community development arm and politicians, and 

the understanding of the people in the community. The idea on both sides was to improve 

physical space, but do nothing to address the issues that create situations that cause people 

to live in such physical space. From my middle class perspective I imagined that the poor 

themselves would be extremely interested in finding ways to improve both their 

educational and economic situations. The seemingly passive acceptance of the status quo 

and the passivity engendered by waiting for the government to provide budget for projects, 

looked like the false consciousness of the Gramscian concept of hegemony. I wondered if 

the involvement of the state in providing things was not a means of pacification, buying off 

the cooperation of the poor in exchange for what amounts to band-aid solutions to the 

complex problems of poverty. 

My line of thinking changed when at a later point I began to read official 

development literature and learn about policy as well as practice. Here I discovered the 

holistic emphasis that I have noted in Chapter 3, beginning in the mid-1970s. The Manual 

for the Work of Community Committees (CDO, n.d.:1) defines community development 

(pattana) as:  

changing the components of the community from its current conditions to meet the goals that have been 
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set, namely to be intentional so that community change happens in order to change the conditions of the 
various components in the community from a condition of not being what people want to a condition of 
being what people desire according to the goals that the community has set.  

Seeing this dual rejection of the official policy by both the community and the local 

administrative arm charged with development raised the question of how to explain this 

particular configuration. The continuity between the state’s practice of development and 

the community’s understanding was now problematized because the official ideology 

could have been taken up by the community and used as a tool in working with or against 

the government. There is a great deal of space even within the official rules concerning the 

rights and duties of the committee to be involved in creative problem solving. But as I have 

noted both in Chapter 6 and here, community leaders have not taken up these types of 

functions. 

One possible interpretation of this configuration is to account for it in terms of 

hierarchy and a strong view of the importance of patron-client relations. This is the 

approach that Demaine takes in his analysis of Thai views of development. He points out 

that kaan pattana (development) is a relatively new term, emerging only after 1957 during 

the leadership of Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat. The word burana, meaning to reconstruct, 

rehabilitate, repair, or restore was related to a narrow view of development as public 

works. This was ‘consistent with the historical traditions of Thai society in which the 

monarchy promoted and supervised public construction, while the public supplied the 

necessary labour’ (Demaine, 1986:95). Post 1932 during the period of Field Marshal Plaek 

Phibunsongkram the term wattana had been used. Both pattana and wattana have 

dictionary definitions of ‘progress, advancement’ which is the kind of terminology ‘used 

for human development by those colonial economic historians for whom development 

itself as seen mainly in the terms of resource exploitation’ (Demaine, 1986:95).  

The thrust of Demaine’s argument is that despite the vocabulary change after 1932, 

there has not really been movement away from the traditional idea until very recently. 

Phibun’s wattana focused mainly on the outward appearances of modernity, while Sarit 



 271

drew upon the Sukhothai tradition of the phokhun paternal ruler, a model which ‘assumed 

that the government was able to interpret and understand the wishes of the people, relying 

on a flow of information from the bureaucracy which in turn served the population by 

carrying out necessary (benevolent) policies’ (Demaine, 1986:96). Writing in the mid-

1980s Demaine traces the changes in formal policy of the National Economic and Social 

Development Board, showing that even with new sensitivities towards social development 

among the planning elite, expressed in ideas such as participation and the belief that people 

can help themselves, the context is the continuation of the patrimonial framework. 16 

Demaine admits that his analysis is a pessimistic one, saying that:  

for all the apparent change of emphasis contained in the Fifth Plan, the views of development adhered to 
by the main actors in the process, government officials on the one hand and the rural population on the 
other, have yet to undergo any basic transformation (Demaine, 1986:112). 

He sees the old patrimonial framework as remaining intact despite the shifts in terminology 

represented by burana, wattana, and pattana. ‘Development continues to be seen in terms 

of patrons (the government or its officials) offering services to clients (the population) in 

return for loyal support’ (Demaine, 1986:112). 

Demaine’s analysis has much to commend it, and even though 20 years have 

passed from his writing, and over 30 from the time of Jacob’s work, his description of what 

I am calling sakdi administrative values and behaviour can still be seen in the 

administrative apparatus of the government. However I want to introduce another possible 

explanation that allows for more agency on the part of the people in the community as they 

relate to the state. In Chapter 6 I have argued that while patron-client is an important part 

of Thai relations, that framework is unable to account for many of the types of relations 

that were observed in the community. A state-as-patron and community-as-client view falls 

                                                 

16Demaine, following Jacobs work, uses the term patrimonial to express the kinds of values and practices 
that are observable inside of the Thai administrative system. I have chosen to express this idea as Sakdi 
Administrative Behaviour for specific reasons that I have spelled out in section 2.6.  
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into the trap of seeing everything as patron-client, and cannot be supported by what is 

observed in LWPW.  

I suggest that what appears to be passivity is actually a more active form of 

resistance to certain elitist views that underlie the conceptualization and practice of 

development. Theoretically I am drawing upon the work of Scott (1985; 1990) who sees 

many kinds of everyday resistance being utilized by the poor. These are not open forms of 

resistance and are often mistaken for passivity. However, thinking of passivity as a form of 

resistance helps foreground other dimensions and brings more explanatory power to the 

observed material.  

The first set of observations has to do with observed passivity in some dimensions, 

with observed activity and initiative in other dimensions. Over my time in the community I 

observed a great deal of activity where people were pursuing lines of interest for their own 

benefit. According to conversations I had with people, the elaborate set of community 

festivals that mark the calendar year are completely the work and initiative of the 

community. These events require time, fund raising for money, and a lot of cooperative 

labour to put together. There is abundant evidence of business related activity such as 

refurbishing buildings, building new housing, cutting down branches, and adding new 

business opportunities like public washing machines and a video game parlour. There is 

involvement in putting on sporting events, a public exercise time, and participating in 

ceremonies at the Sra Pathum temple, and there has been collaboration with other 

communities in protest against eviction. My point here is that it is possible to use a lens of 

active agency on the part of many segments of the community. People are involved in 

advancing their own interests and also community interests, and in many dimensions they 

are not simply waiting for outsiders such as the state to help them out. When people talk 

about waiting for state budget to do things, it represents only one dimension of the 

situation. 
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So how then can the passivity in regards to initiating development, and the rejection 

of both a more holistic viewpoint and the role of the committee as community mobilizers 

for participatory development be understood? Here I will introduce two more sets of 

observations to bring a more nuanced perspective on the attitudes and practices of the 

community committee. The first is the comments I have already noted from people who 

expressed the idea that the coming of the state administrative arm increased hassle and 

annoyance for people in the community, particularly the leaders, while yielding relatively 

few benefits. Cooperation is often given grudgingly or not at all in some matters. I 

observed that when committee members did not want to go to a meeting or some required 

activity, they did not go. Rather than seeing straight passivity, an alternate view is to see 

selective collaboration designed to maximize benefits, with the passivity being a form of 

resistance. 

But what precisely is being resisted? The second set of observations addresses this 

issue, which has to do with elitist attitudes about the poor that underlie state views of 

development. The benevolent patron attitude noted by Demaine is based on the explicit 

understanding that the poor are somehow deficient and therefore are in need of 

development. The Manual for the Work of Community Committees states that community 

development intends to develop people to have opinions and abilities in order to be able to 

help themselves, and then states that community development ‘is a process of giving 

education to the people of any gender and age on a continuing basis for their whole life 

with the ultimate purpose of improving the quality of the people’ (CDO, n.d.:2). In the 

history of the community development document, the unnamed writers critique the first 

two national plans where the emphasis was on building housing for the poor saying, ‘it is 

not only finding places to live or building new places to live, people who live in the 

community should also receive development as well’ (CDO, 1996:6). This became explicit 

in the fifth national plan with the philosophic turn to emphasizing the development of 

people rather than only improving physical and economic conditions (CDO, 1996:69). But 
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why do people need to be developed? In a description of problems found by community 

development workers with local committees, the locals are said to lack strength and have 

limited potential in doing their work, which includes areas of knowledge, understanding 

responsibilities and role, and the ability to mobilize people to cooperate in problem-solving 

and coordinating (CDO, 1996:226-7).  

I have already noted Demaine’s observation that it is the bureaucracy that identifies 

needs, not the locals. He adds: 

the truth is that there is a continued perception by many officials that they are “the developers” and the 
rural population “the developed,” a segmentation which at its worst leads many local officials, however 
junior, to perceive themselves as infinitely superior to the “uneducated,” and therefore “ignorant,” 
villagers (Demaine, 1986:110). 

Commenting on the change of thinking that moved into the third national development 

plan, Demaine points out that the problem of groups being cut out of development ‘was 

conceived by the planners largely as the inability of large sections of society to take 

advantage of offered opportunities because of their lack of educational attainments’ 

(1986:100) and their low level of understanding who are seen as being unable to analyse 

their own problems (1986:110-11). In addition to being pessimistic about state efforts to 

change deeply rooted attitudes, he sees poor communities becoming more dependent on 

state help and thus less capable of solving their own problems and working in a 

participatory manner (1986:111-112).  

An alternative reading to a straightforward patron-client interpretation is to see the 

observed configuration by community leaders as a form of resistance that rejects the elitist 

view of the poor as ignorant and needing to be developed. Presenting needs to the state and 

waiting for budget is not a difficult task, and it brings tangible benefits to the physical 

status of the community. In not picking up the more participatory emphases that form the 

rhetoric of state development, community leaders are actively rejecting the elitist notion 

that the poor have problems. As I will demonstrate in the next section, the state basically 

ignores the most pressing need of the urban poor, which is for housing security. For 
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leadership in LWPW their first priority is to protect their status on the land; after that they 

would like to be left alone to pursue their own interests and goals with as little interference 

from the state as possible. The observed lack of mobilization and the participatory work of 

seeking local solutions is not because of ignorance or lack of ability but is based in slum 

people’s counter-belief that they can manage on their own.17 People’s apparent buy-in to 

the state practice of development that I noted in the beginning of this section is more of a 

playing along with the state to get what benefits are possible, while minimizing disruption 

to the community and their personal lives, and with vigilance against the threat of eviction 

that is always in the background. In this sense it is a rejection of the social values upon 

which the social deprivation that the urban poor experience is based. They are not accorded 

prestige, power, or status, but in pursuing their own agenda against that of the official 

agenda of holistic development based in its negative view of the poor, in a small and 

indirect way they show their rejection and disdain for those who perpetuate such values.  

The view that I have proposed here sees community residents in a much more 

active light than as passive recipients of state help. Passivity can be construed as a form of 

resistance to the elitist view of the deficiency of the poor. This kind of diffuse and 

decentralized resistance is not strategized out and intentionally implemented, but 

represents an unconscious value held by the powerless in the face of state power. In 

postulating resistance I am not asserting a single dimension explanation for the observed 

pattern.18 Another major factor is the rational choice calculation of benefits versus costs. I 

                                                 

17Two other issues are often raised by committee members for why they do not do more. They say that a lack 
of time and money limits them. While certainly there is an element of truth to these claims, the general 
impression that one gets from being in the community is that people do what they want to do with their time 
and seem to be able to access finances for all kinds of ventures where there is the hope of some profit. The 
budget for the festivals is quite substantial and the funds brought in for merit-making that goes to the temple 
is significant. The committee keeps a list of funds given for festivals or merit-making and publicly announces 
who gave. The individual amounts are small, in the range of 50 to 200 baht (US$1 to 5), but with 200 or 
more people giving it is a good amount. The potential to raise funds for public projects is certainly there, but 
at this point in LWPW’s history public collections have been confined primarily to festivals and merit-
making activities.  
18There are two other factors that I think play a part in the way that people approach development from the 
infrastructure side rather than the social, physical, and economic sides. I have often observed a general 
pessimism among people, who are afraid of putting out effort on something uncertain; or that may fail. 
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have observed repeatedly how people from outside the slum, whether in the public or 

private sector, approach the urban poor with the idea that they have the solution to urban 

poverty. The underlying message that comes across to slum dwellers is that people think 

they are poor because they are lazy and lack knowledge.19 The reality is that residents of 

places like LWPW are highly skilled at survival and are very street smart about what it will 

take to make an enterprise work in their setting. Thus when the state or elite outsiders offer 

answers for questions their community never asked, and propose solutions that the poor 

know will never work, they quite rationally weigh benefits versus costs, do what will 

maximize their gains, and simply ignore the rest.  

In my analysis here I have tried to show community leaders as active agents rather 

than passive clients. They are constantly manoeuvring in their relations with the state to 

maximize their benefits, and practise a form of passive resistance through rejecting the 

elitist view that they are ignorant and in need of being developed socially. In the next 

section I will show how this active agency takes its strongest and most explicit expression 

in the struggle against eviction. 

7.5 The state and eviction 

Thus far I have developed two themes that are part of the hidden transcript in which the 

urban poor of LWPW have created alternatives to elitist views under the broader umbrella 

of the traditional-legal legitimacy accorded the state and its administrative staff. The 

concepts of unity and development illustrate the use of the hidden transcript on the part of 

                                                                                                                                                    

Another concerns the SAB model for leadership with its acceptance of privilege. The participatory model that 
dominates the development rhetoric cuts against SAB values. Demaine noticed this in the attitudes that keep 
lower level development officials from working with poor communities in a participatory fashion , and this 
model is taken up by community leaders who also make decisions on what residents need without 
consultation.  
19I attended a job fair hosted by the president of the rotary club in our area. She was very sincere in wanting 
to help slum dwellers improve their conditions, but she assumed that they did not know how to get jobs, 
rather than that they lacked opportunity and the educational base to compete. She organized the fair into a 
series of exhibitions about different means of income generation, most having to do with selling food on the 
street or sewing type work. The slum leaders I attended with were quite offended and felt like it was a waste 
of time because they already know how to cook, and there was no help offered in getting the budget to buy 
all of the equipment, carts, machines, and so on in order to start such work. They decided not to attend the 
following exhibition because it did not address the real issues connected to income generation in their setting.  
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LWPW in an implicit fashion. I now turn to a conscious and active form of resistance, 

where community members use direct means to confront the powers of the state and 

business interests regarding eviction from their homes. The perception that community 

leaders are to protect the community from eviction is an area where there is no analogue in 

the official descriptions of duties. In the remainder of this section I will examine how 

LWPW has responded to the problem of eviction, and then suggest a framework for 

placing the community among other forms of resistance and the development of civil 

society. 

When I first began data collection the subject of eviction came up early, but it was 

not a research focus at that time so I did not follow up on it. It was as I started working on 

the role of the committee and studying state policy regarding slums that I realized that 

residents’ interest in protecting their homes was not shared by the state. As I noted in 

Chapter 4, the shadow of eviction stands over the community and constantly weighs on 

residents’ thinking and planning. In L. P.’s opinion the land has been red-lined (I-128), and 

this has had a limiting effect on their ability to develop. He indicated that the District did 

not want to help them with anything because of this: 

If this place had not been red-lined we could have gone a lot farther. I could have gone much further by 
now. I have talked with all the big people and major players, especially the head officer of the District and 
the Minister of Parliament. We have talked and if this [place] was clear (brong sai) they would have let us 
continue renting it. But now that is impossible because over there (thaang noon) they have not given us 
permission. You see the Flats, they are not even collecting rent anymore (I-128). 

Both L. P. and D. connect the taking of the land to money. Here is a segment of a 

discussion that I had with D. on eviction problems: 

A.-Here they are going to evict everyone, isn’t that right? I mean completely. 

D.-There won’t be anything left, they are going to run us off so that it is all open.  

A.-So how is the chumchon going to fight against this…the monks at the temple can’t help can they?  

D.-No way.  

A.-Can the Minister of Parliament help?  

D.-There is no way, they are not part of this at all.  
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A.-So who is part of this? Who has the right to come in here and do this?  

D.-The government of course! They just take the land that they want to take. Those rich bastards, you 
know what I mean? Because if they take the land, this group, it will be nothing but money for them.  

A.-You’re right, look over here where they are building [a new building was being built behind the 
current World Trade Plaza].  

D.-No matter what they build, it will be all money because it is right in the heart of the city. Anybody 
would want this. But here, the King built this for us [speaking of the flats that were built by the King after 
the 1973 fire], these three buildings. He sent his secretary to look at the situation, and he ordered that they 
be built, back when the fire happened (I-203). 

D. blames things on the ‘government’ (raatchakaan) and the wealthy. The government in 

this case is the Expressway Authority, as the context of our conversation was about the 

freeway exit that threatens the community. The wealthy are those who run the large 

businesses in the area who have a vested interest in getting the freeway to bring cars right 

down to their shopping malls.  

The issue of eviction reveals something about the relationship of the state and the 

powerful with those who live at the margins, as well as the complexity of 

compartmentalization within the state itself where one part can assert itself while other 

segments have no power to intervene at all. The overall result is a sense of resignation in 

the people in LWPW that someday they will be driven off the land even when others are 

not in favour. For people like D. and her group, helping to preserve the community (raksa 

baan rao) was a major reason for becoming a part of the committee. She felt that bad 

leadership could harm the community (I-146, I-153). Eviction also illustrates dynamics 

internal to LWPW. I will begin with the protest in connection with Bankhrua against the 

Expressway Authority (see section 4.3.2.3 p.136 for the background on this event) because 

it is the most overt form of resistance displayed by LWPW, and then look at other 

instances both past and present. 

The reason for eviction was due to the planned construction of an exit ramp off a 

new spur of freeway that would bring cars right down onto Ratchadamri Road in the 

Bratuu Nam area. The land was being expropriated by the Expressway and Rapid Transit 

Authority (ETA) (Ockey, 2004b:135) and the exit ramp involved five different 
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communities. Ockey’s analysis, focusing on the different forms of resistance manifested in 

different slums over time, shows that Bankhrua developed a special working committee to 

deal with the eviction threat; organized a 24-hour patrol to watch for fires; sought help 

outside the community with academicians, Muslim politicians, and NGOs; pursued 

technical information to use in the debate; utilized the media and petitions; enlisted the 

support of politicians; and used demonstrations and protests (Ockey, 2004b:136-140).  

Photograph 7 Eviction area in Rua Khiaw 

The fate of LWPW was tied with that of Bankhrua in that if they lost the battle 

against eviction, the exit ramp would go through and since they are the last community in 

line before Ratchadamri Road they would also be eliminated. However the response inside 

of LWPW contrasted sharply with the activity and level of organization in Bankhrua. From 

what I gathered in my discussions with L. P. and D. their resistance took two major forms: 

it was connected by relationships one of their committee members had with Bankhrua 

leaders, and it was based in participating in demonstrations when they were called upon to 

do so. L., who serves as the committee secretary, had some kind of relationship with 
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people in Bankhrua, and it was through her that Bankhrua would contact people when they 

needed more participants in protests. D. explained it like this: 

Generally, we went to Bankhrua a lot. It was like this – whenever Bankhrua had something, they would 
coordinate with L. because she knows everyone in the community, because she has been doing this for a 
long time. They would coordinate with L. and then she would come back and tell us everything (I-203). 

From what I could gather the committee did not mobilize large numbers of people to join 

the protests. The threat did not galvanize LWPW in the same way that it did Bankhrua, 

which was the starting point for the eviction and the focal point of the action of the 

government against them. L. and L. P. went and probably some others accompanied, but it 

was more of a representative nature. To this point the protests of Bankhrua and the other 

four communities have been successful in the sense that the exit ramp has not been built. 

However for both D. and L. P. it is not a dead issue, but rather one that is temporarily on 

hold; it is not a situation that is completely safe for them (I-257, I-203), and they feel a 

continuing sense of need to protect the community. 

It is interesting that unity (samakhii) is seen as a key element in resisting eviction 

because it is in previous evictions that the lack of unity and the forces of division are 

revealed. Eviction is the generic ever-present threat, but the response to specific instances 

of eviction varies. The eviction of the land behind the temple to move in the funerary 

structure did not elicit any kind of protest or resistance. This was an instance bringing 

together both religion and the monarchy, and the CPB prepared land in advance for people 

at two locations. People were willing to fight the state over the matter of the freeway exit 

which is seen as being motivated by money, but they were not willing to protest being 

moved from their homes when land was needed for religious purposes and connected with 

the monarchy.  

The division between owners who have house registration numbers and the 

majority of Rua Khiaw who do not is seen in the ease with which the cement company was 

able to move into the Rua Khiaw area. The community committee says they can do nothing 

and residents agree with this assessment. This situation however highlights the place of 
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origin divisions by revealing the limited nature of the conception of community. The core 

of Ton Pho and the Flats are fought for, but Rua Khiaw has no advocates at all in terms of 

the committee. Even people with house registration numbers on the periphery lie outside 

the scope of the concern of the committee. The people who are closest to the temple (naa 

wat) had their own representatives go to the District and work out a compromise on the 

building of a new school. From the perspective of the person I spoke with the community 

committee was not involved because they were not interested in helping them (I-341).  

7.6 Community-state relations and the nature of leadership in LWPW 

Watching LWPW relate to the two faces of the state opens windows on the nature of 

leadership processes in the community. In this section I will summarize some key insights 

that grow out of my analysis in this chapter.  

7.6.1 The ambiguity of ‘community’ and ‘leadership’ 

The review of evictions and the varying responses of the committee shows the complexity 

of bringing the words ‘community’ and ‘leadership’ together. If community involves social 

cohesion, being a collectivity, and social interaction; and leadership as influence has its 

locus in formal positions; then the idea of ‘community leadership’ is fictional. The 

government’s formalization of LWPW as an administrative unit and installation of a 

committee system to relate to its administrative arm is a veneer over deep fractures along 

place of origin and renting/owning. The formal committee does not speak for, and is not 

even interested in, the entire administrative unit. Its members’ inability to mobilize very 

many people at what was their most critical moment in terms of the possibility of eviction 

reveals their relative lack of influence.  

7.6.2 Leading as caretaking 

By pointing out the contested nature of the ideas of leadership and community in LWPW I 

do not mean to imply that nothing ever gets done or that formal position holders do not 

play a part in facilitating task accomplishment. The process of officialization means that 

leadership processes are now associated as happening primarily through formal position 
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holders. As the representatives of the community to the community development 

administrative arm of the state the committee facilitates infrastructural development, 

watches over the administrative unit to insure its orderly functioning, and maintains its 

symbolic life through the production of festivals and celebrations. At the same time when 

the formal system fails people, within the context of their group, ad hoc traditional leaders 

will arise to represent the group, as was the case with the naa wat people who fended off a 

potential eviction.  

I see the committee members acting in the role of caretakers for LWPW. If the 

committee lacks the ability to influence in the sense of rallying the voluntary cooperation 

of large segments of LWPW, they wield an indirect and less powerful form of influence 

through their caretaking. The influence of caretaking is limited, but is nonetheless 

influence because it flows from values, and encompasses both what is done and what is not 

done. The committee as caretaker does the work that nobody else wants to do, the myriad 

of small things that keep the system operating such as filling out forms to obtain the 

development budget, making sure the fire equipment is in working order, organizing 

cleaning days in preparation for celebrations, writing reports, mediating conflicts, 

representing the community to the state, and even resisting the state in the issue of 

eviction. Caretaking flows out of values, and the way that things are done and not done, 

and who it is done with and to, are as important as the actions themselves. This is the locus 

of influence in caretaking, the ethos that sets the atmosphere for the community, because 

choices are not determined. The work of the committee in LWPW shows that values 

constrain the kinds of choices made. Whether it is choosing the SAB-style of leadership, 

notions of group that carve up the community, or views about participation and problem-

solving, the practise or non-practise of these things is a decision that influences how life is 

lived in LWPW. The influence of caretaking is implicit and not explicit. That is why I see 

the committee’s rejection of holistic development as a form of unconscious, value-driven 
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leading; it is a choice of direction for LWPW as caretakers that influences the quality of 

life in the community.  

7.6.3 Caretaking and civil society in LWPW 

This micro-study of LWPW has shown that the community defies description in terms of 

common representations of slums as assertive bargainers with the state, collectivities of the 

poor advocating for their rights, unconnected individual opportunists, or a tightly bonded 

face-to-face society (Askew, 2002:140). While LWPW has much in common with slum 

communities in general throughout Bangkok, its configurations in terms of leadership 

processes have developed out of its particular history and material circumstances. LWPW 

illustrates the difficulty in taking a single conceptual framework and using it as a rubric to 

capture all of what is happening in social life in that setting. Some have argued that the 

experience of resisting eviction has led to a transformation in slum communities so that 

there is a more participatory environment and an increase in democratic values. I will 

argue here that the caretaking form of leading carried on by the committee members shows 

that their experiences to this point have not led them to a more democratic environment. 

In Ockey’s study on leadership and eviction in slum communities he argues that 

over time there have been changes in leadership patterns that have emerged with changes 

in national politics (2004b:124-150). In the period of authoritarian rule in the 1960s it was 

male nakleng with their personal contacts who led the struggle against eviction. Over the 

last two decades, as the structure of leadership has become more complex and patron-client 

ties have eroded, there are more younger and women leaders, and new tactics being 

developed (2004b:144-147). Ockey points out that the democratic movement has affected 

the attitudes of slum dwellers, promoting the idea of the equality of individuals and the 

ability of people to be heard not through their patrons but as citizens (2004b:148). In his 

eviction examples from more recent years, and in the work of the Assembly of the Poor he 

sees democratic structures leading to democratic values (2004b:150). No matter what the 

results are, ‘those who witness struggles, learn a great deal about the way democracy 
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works, and the way it should work. Especially among the poor, democracy, rather than 

development, leads to democratic knowledge and participation’ (2004b:150). Ockey sees 

the spread of these new attitudes among the poor as a positive sign for the development of 

a more democratic society (2004b:149). 

Missingham, who studied the Assembly of the Poor, reaches a similar conclusion 

(2003:21:215). He argues that it is precisely in the practices of meeting, networking, and 

protesting that people gain new consciousness and ways of being in the world (2003:21). 

Missingham found local grievances and material problems as the motivating principle for 

mobilization and participation and the starting point for developing political consciousness 

(2003:218-219). It is local problems that ‘provide the concrete experiences from which to 

develop a political consciousness of the causes of poverty and inequality, and challenge the 

hegemony of development as an ideology’ (2003:219). He argues that: 

Participation in campaigns, rallies, and protests provide experiences that dialectically transform identity, 
solidarity, and political consciousness. Participants literally learn through experience that “Solidarity is 
strength” and see their own political agency in action (Missingham, 2003:219). 

Missingham shows how NGOs have been one mechanism to bring people together at the 

local level and beyond into regional networks and national level networks where 

connections between local problems and national level problems can be made (2003:118-

20). 

Certainly one can see in the community many of the new directions that Ockey 

documents in other slums happening in LWPW: the decline of the influence of nakleng, 

the expanded participation of women, and the participation in protest over eviction through 

connection with broader networks as evidenced in the five communities that joined with 

Bankhrua. If what Ockey describes is a trend, the move towards more democratic and 

participatory structures that lead to valuing those ideas can be seen as key indicators or 

markers that define the leading edge of the trend. However, societal change does not move 

through all social segments or even within a social segment at the same pace. I want to 

suggest that a community like LWPW lies on the periphery rather than the leading edge of 
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democratic and participatory trends. LWPW’s participation with Bankhrua on the issue of 

eviction was both literally and metaphorically peripheral. They were at the end point of 

where the exit ramp would come down to the road; Bankhrua was at the beginning of the 

ramp. Bankhrua was the centre of focus for the protests and was assisted by outside 

activists and academics; LWPW only sent people to join in without it being a community 

wide mobilization. LWPW’s experience of protest was only a foray into the world of 

explicit resistance. The exposure was not long or deep enough to transform values and 

practices and thus never challenged the sakdi administrative values and behaviours that 

actually inhibit participation in LWPW. 

Missingham notes that the concept of ‘civil society’ has become a tool in the 

analysis of social domains and the impacts of social movements; although it is an 

ambiguous and contested term (2003:7). On the basis of his research he shows that two 

major conceptions of civil society have been drawn upon by academics and NGO activists 

(2003:10, 215): ‘political space’20 and the Gramscian view that it is ‘a terrain of struggle 

over hegemony’ (2003:9).21  

Is LWPW’s relations with the state, such as the emphasis on samakhii, the 

perspective on development, and the practice of protest over eviction, all in the context of 

Sakdi Administrative Behaviour style, evidence of the growth of civil society under either 

of these conceptions? I think that both the ‘political space’ view and the Gramscian 

perspective on civil society cannot account for the observed combination of the 

                                                 

20The spatial metaphor of ‘political space’ sees people forming independent and autonomous associations 
outside of the domain of the state so that they can mediate with and contest state power (Missingham, 
2003:7). In this view the social networks of the Assembly of the Poor represent ‘relatively new and powerful 
forms of organization and activism that are changing the nature of rural politics’ (2003:215). 
21In the Gramscian perspective civil society as ‘a terrain of struggle over hegemony’ is not ‘a privileged 
domain of freedom and democratization’ but is the social domain where ‘ideological and cultural processes 
operate to organize social life and create consent to the dominant elite and existing social order’ and 
encompasses ‘the whole range of nonstate institutions and organizations that structure social life and may 
either reproduce or challenge hegemony’ (2003:200). In the Assembly of the Poor Missingham sees new 
forms of struggle emerging around oppositional consciousness, collective identity, and the deployment of 
culture (2003:215). The educated leadership of the movement thus see civil society in Thailand ‘in terms of 
an ongoing cultural and ideological struggle over the political consciousness of the poor’ (2003:10). 
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officialization framework, practise of SAB leadership, traditional leadership relating to the 

‘group’, and the forms of resistance seen inside the community. I think a case can be made 

for seeing a community like LWPW and others in similar material and social conditions as 

representing a third alternative to ‘political space’ and Gramscian views of civil society. 

This alternative rests on the periphery of burgeoning civil society as observed by both 

Ockey and Missingham. It is characterised by officialization and sakdi administrative 

values and practices, while at the same time evincing forms of resistance that are 

decentralized and represent the hidden transcript of the marginalized. Overt forms of 

resistance are driven by local issues but result in mere forays into the realm of civil society 

without actually embracing the values that bring a greater level of transformation in the 

direction of democracy and participation. 

Seeing a third alternative in the configuration of LWPW as it relates to, negotiates 

with, manipulates, and resists state power points out the need for caution in basing analysis 

upon a single conceptual framework like ‘civil society’ or patron-client relations. A micro-

level analysis like this study reveals both more agency and space for alternatives than 

patron-client can accommodate and less transformation than studies focusing on the 

growth of civil society would indicate. The committee members as caretakers do not so 

much challenge the existing order as ignore it and put up with it. Caretaking values are 

conservative; preservation is the order of the day rather than the change and struggle 

inherent in ideas of civil society. Sakdi administrative values and behaviour maintain 

hierarchy; but caretakers have something to take care of, and when preservation means 

they have to resist the state, they will do so. This resistance however is more likely to be 

conducted through traditional means rather than the new activist forms that are part of 

notions of civil society. 

Perhaps as a third alternative to the two views of civil society, LWPW reveals 

something about Thai social relations under the conditions of an absence of crisis. The 

evictions I have documented have been piecemeal, working the margins, and done over 
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time. Except in the initial rumours of 1973 and the issue of the freeway ramp, there has 

never been a challenge to the core zones of the Bangkok born residents in Ton Pho and the 

Flats. There has never been a crisis of the proportion that hit Bankhrua where violence and 

arson were part of the stakes. No NGOs entered the community to create awareness or 

organize the people around local concerns. Both before and after registration the traditional 

and now official forms of community leadership were involved in caretaking, not 

mobilizing around a vision. In such conditions, LWPW illustrates how conceptions of 

‘group’ take on a fracturing power that resists other forces that attempt to unify.  

In leading, ‘group’ facilitates task accomplishment; you rely on your group for 

cooperation, you trust your group, and it is the source of ready labour in time of need. 

Work can be diffused through the group, lightening the load of individuals. At the same 

time however the narrow notions of ‘group’ divide; the interests of different groups are 

pitted against each other. The differences between groups reveals the presence of another 

dominant/hidden transcript pair. Those who have the power and dominate the formal 

committee structure are the ones who get to define the parameters of the community, the 

result being that people can live physically in the chumchon and yet not feel that they are a 

part of it.  

Conceptions of ‘group’ are deeply rooted; even when the state formally recognizes 

a certain geographic configuration as a community and sanctions a community to represent 

that administrative unit, it is nothing more than a veneer over the fault lines of groupness. 

At the end of the day the notion of group is more powerful than the concept of unity 

(samakhii). The dominant group defines when and where samakhii should happen; it 

becomes formalized and scripted out for use with festivals and community celebrations. In 

reality in-group concerns and Sakdi Administrative Behaviour insures that true samakhii 

cannot be built. 
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7.7 Summary  

In this chapter I have moved the level of analysis out from leadership on the ground within 

the community itself, to focus on the relationship of the community to the state. At the 

same time I have used the state-community relationship to shine further light on the 

conduct of leadership within the community. I developed this material in four major 

sections and used a combination of perspectives primarily based on Scott’s theory of 

public and hidden transcripts as a frame for understanding how the community moves in 

resistance to state and elitist power. I began by examining areas of apparent overlap in state 

and community conceptions about leadership in the community and create an account 

based in the idea of the corroboration of the public transcript by the hidden transcript of the 

community by the hegemonic principle of hierarchy in Thai society. I then look at how the 

concept of samakhii (unity, accord, consensus) is drawn upon in different ways by both the 

state and the community.  

I then proceed to look at state and community conceptions of development, and 

suggest that the continuity in views between the two is not evidence of hegemony, but 

rather a form of resistance in which urban poor reject the elitist view that they need to be 

developed socially. Next I move to a more open form of resistance in the struggle against 

eviction. In the final section I discuss issues relating to community leadership that are 

highlighted by relations with the state. This includes the problematic nature of the ideas of 

‘community’ and ‘leadership’, the suggestion that the community committee functions in a 

caretaker role, and a consideration of whether or not LWPW has developed space for civil 

society and thus become more participatory and democratic in its leadership practices. I 

suggest a third alternative to views of growing civil society in Thailand, one that is 

transitional and on the periphery rather than the leading edge of democratic change. 

Finally, I look at how the concept of ‘group’ operates in this alternative form in both 

positive ways that help the community and as a force of division that separates and hinders 

the development of participatory practices. Micro-studies like this one show the 
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complexity of relationships operating in a locality and suggest caution in utilizing single 

concept frameworks like patron-client and civil society that totalize and do not allow for 

the kind of practice of agency within the context of the dominant social order seen in the 

community. 
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Chapter Eight 

8 CONCLUSION 

In Chapter 1 I traced the personal background and intellectual history that formed the 

motivation for and influenced the shaping of this study. As Geertz points out, we quickly 

learn that people do things differently around the world (Geertz, 1995:45), and this was 

certainly the case of my experience of working in a Thai organization. As I watched and 

participated in various events, crises, meetings, and the inevitable organizational 

repetitions I was very aware of how different my own approach would have been to what I 

was seeing among my Thai co-workers. But again, as Geertz observes, culture conceived 

as a ‘massive causal force shaping belief and behaviour to an abstractable pattern’ does not 

help us grasp the twists, changes, hints, contingencies, incompletion, and subtleties that are 

part of everyday life (Geertz, 1995:45). I remember, particularly in the early days, 

wrestling with my colleagues about what was idiosyncratic and what was ‘Thai culture’, 

and the continual sense of being surprised at the turns that situations had taken. Treating 

culture as a ‘thing’ that can be faxed into people’s heads as a whole is unhelpful because 

the automatic reproduction such a model promises and assumes is patently not there.  

8.1 A review of the progress of the research 

As I moved to a period of more formal study I discovered that some of my questions 

remained unanswered even in the scholarly literature. In the literature review of Chapter 2 

I set forth six problematics that as a whole provide the warrant for further research on this 

subject along new lines. Two areas in particular caught my attention early on in my quest 

for answers and led to the kind of commitments that shaped my approach in this project. A 

third area arose later in the process after I had a broader perspective to reflect on the 

literature in light of my empirical materials. The first point was the tendency in Thai 

studies to see virtually all relationships, and by extension, all forms of leadership, as being 

a part of patron-client relations (for classic expression of this see Hanks, 1962; Hanks, 

1966; Hanks, 1975). My own personal experiences working with Thais made me question 



 291

the accuracy of a society-wide application of this one type of dyadic relation. The second 

area grew out of gaps that I noticed in the literature on Thai leadership. The field has been 

dominated by two types of studies. The first are verification studies using Western 

generated leadership theories that treat culture as a black box or a ‘catch-all’ to explain 

research results (see for instance Bungon, 1991:48-50; Somgao & Suda, 1987:13-14). The 

second are studies of rural leadership that produced listing of traits and status determinants 

without any theoretical integration (Manoonate, 1981:40-2; Pira, 1983:116; Radom, 1980; 

Samphan et al., 1990; Somchai, 1971:11-12). Finally, I discovered a lack of connection 

between political science studies with their documentation of Thai administrative 

behaviours and values, and studies that are in the grand theory leadership stream. 

Researchers in the leadership field have completely ignored these values and practices that 

impact the process of leadership both within and without the administrative context.  

In Chapter 1 I narrated in detail the chronological development of my thinking in 

light of the questions emerging in my mind as to how cultural representations and material 

shape the practice of Thai leadership. Over a period of time I settled on a series of 

interrelated commitments that shaped my methodology in pursuing these questions. The 

first was the need for an exploratory and theory generation approach, rooted in but not 

limited to the views of local actors. I felt that the subject matter was unexplored enough to 

warrant learning more before taking a hypothesis testing approach. The second 

commitment was to retain the concept of culture and use it in a way that avoids 

essentializing and reification. My view of culture roots human action in its socially 

embedded context and allows for both variation and consistency. In this view co-occurring 

features (Brumann, 1999:s6) are ‘demonstrated through a record of extant variation’, 

pattern is not prejudged, constructs are considered partial representations, and causal 

connections are not absolutized (Barth, 2002:31-2, 34). This view is also consonant with 

Swidler’s reading of culture as ‘tool kit’, with its causal significance ‘not in defining ends 

of action, but in providing cultural components that are used to construct strategies of 
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action’ (1986:273). A final commitment, which follows from the first two, is the use of 

leadership research frameworks that fall into smaller alternative approaches outside of the 

major paradigms. Implicit leadership theories and attribution theories provide sensitivity to 

issues of local culture rather than measuring local actors through a preconceived theoretical 

lens.  

As I began the data collection two points emerged that required readjustment. The 

first was that although theoretically I was open to the presence of multiple models and 

perspectives, the way I designed the research questions limited me to finding a particular 

model. In retrospect my assumption was to find a major model (singular) and then perhaps 

other alternative models would emerge that clashed or ran parallel to it. Rather than 

developing a model and using observational materials to expand on its utilization, I 

realized that my question and method had produced a culturally preferred model that 

represented only a slice of social reality. The observational material then became not only 

the source of explicating how the preferred model is used in social interaction, but also the 

source data for explicating the other models present and untangling their relationships. 

Thus where I originally assumed a pattern theory would emerge among the components of 

a single model, I now realised that to accommodate the data I needed to relate models and 

their components to each other in order to create a more comprehensive account of what 

was happening on the ground in the community.  

A second point that emerged was my own naivety about relations of the poor to the 

state. My original plan was to study leadership in the slum community, but I came to see 

that this was intimately connected to and shaped by relations with the state and elite power. 

My response to this was to add a research question asking how the community and its 

leaders conducted themselves in relation to the state. As I worked on this question I also 

realised that I lacked a theoretical perspective for handling such relationships. This led me 

to the study of the politics of domination and subordination. I found the work of Scott 

(1985, 1990) on everyday resistance to provide a helpful lens that accounted for what I 



 293

observed happening in the community. Everyday resistance and the idea of public and 

hidden transcripts provided a sensitivity to both the hegemonic concepts in evidence and 

forms of resistance to them. 

8.2 The research findings 

The first research finding was the development of the Thuukjai Leader Model (TLM) 

which represents an implicit leadership theory of culturally preferred leadership in the 

community. The TLM serves as a representation of the prototypical leader and works in 

two ways. In dyadic relations the behaviour of the TLM builds relations characterised by a 

positive and non-exploitative sense of reciprocity and obligation. It represents a form of 

socialised personal power that leaders are able to draw upon to gain compliance and 

cooperation in voluntary settings or without resorting to positional power in settings of 

formal authority. While no single person embodies the TLM, there are people who 

operationalize the traits and associated behaviour enough so that others see them as being 

desirable to work with, effective, and people capable of influencing others. 

The second finding connects how everyday leadership in the community draws 

upon the TLM and at the same time shows how the TLM operates outside the bounds of 

dyadic relations to serve as a prototype of interpersonal influence. In the community the 

discourse used to describe those considered capable of wielding influence to lead is found 

in the idea of being trustworthy (chuathuu). Becoming a trustworthy person is based in a 

constellation of behaviours closely tied to giving in both tangible and intangible forms and 

which are found in the interpersonal relations dimension of the TLM. At the same time 

trust is built through observable behaviours for the public benefit that are connected to the 

task dimension of the TLM as well. While the TLM serves as a prototype, becoming a 

trustworthy person is seen as something attainable by people in the community.  

A third finding grows out of the disjunction between the attribution of being 

trustworthy and the suspicion that is endemic to all leader-follower relations in the 

community. This led me to formulate a third model which acts as a heuristic for formal 
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position holders (like the community committee) and those observing and relating to 

formal position holders. I call it the Sakdi Administrative Behaviour Leadership Heuristic 

(SABLH) because it functions to help people understand what to do (if holding a formal 

position) or to interpret what is being done (if observing someone in a formal position). 

The Sakdi Administrative Behaviour (SAB) heuristic causes people to see formal position 

holding as affecting an ontological change in a person. For those in formal positions the 

SABLH justifies the acceptance of privilege and the practice of seeking personal and in-

group benefit. For those observing people in formal positions, SAB is not only accepted as 

normal, it is assumed even when there is no or only slight evidence of such behaviour. 

Thus suspicion that personal and in-group benefit is being pursued provides the lens 

through which people view leaders in the community.  

The model of the trustworthy person forms the basis for leadership emergence, 

while SABLH shapes the perspective of nonleaders about the motives and actions of 

leaders. People in Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW) do not see these two perspectives 

as mutually exclusive. An inquiry as to why a person is a community committee member, 

or the president of the committee, or why a person would be elected is likely to be 

answered in terms of the trustworthy leader model. However at the same time it is also 

likely that the same person will be under suspicion for acting for his own benefit. It is 

helpful to think of the TLM, trustworthy person, and SAB style leader each with its own 

continuum and with an interaction between the two. Stronger TLM/trust behaviour 

weakens SAB-style leadership and the element of suspicion. Conversely, the stronger SAB 

leadership is, the weaker the attribution of the TLM and trustworthiness will be, and this 

will lead to a higher element of suspicion.  

A fourth key finding concerns the distribution of leadership through a group 

consisting primarily of horizontal relations. This is contrary to views that emphasize 

vertical relations and specifically assert that groups are created around and bound by 

patron-client relations. In LWPW there is evidence that people bind together on the basis 
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of friendship and a common interest in the protection and development of the community. 

As a group they distribute leadership functions through the group and operate on motives 

other than reciprocity and obligation. In LWPW this means that the formal positional 

leader within the group may not be the most capable, while those who are capable remain 

in the background due to time issues. Those in formal positions have the time, while those 

with the capability do not have the time, but work to insure that critical functions are 

covered. Those who have time carry on the task of relating to state demands for meetings 

and information, while issues of greater substance to the community such as putting on 

festivals and celebrations is carried out by those with the requisite skills. Rather than 

leadership resting in a single person it is distributed throughout the group with different 

people playing different roles in order to accomplish tasks that are of importance to them 

as a community. The community committee can consist of more than one group, with a 

group being larger than just those on the committee. Groups built on horizontal relations 

are based on trust and provide a ready source of assistance for tasks that are larger than an 

individual or set of dyadic relations can handle.  

The final key finding has to do with the practice of community leadership in the 

shadow of state and elite power and with the threat of eviction hanging over their heads. 

Committee members carry out the complex task of relating to both the benevolent and 

indifferent/hostile faces of the state as it confronts the urban poor. They negotiate a course 

whereby they consume state resources, maximizing benefit for the community as a whole, 

while at the same time positioning themselves to resist state power. They do so primarily 

through everyday forms of resistance but they are ready to move into the open in the case 

of eviction, which would touch the core of the Bangkok-born community. Under the 

broader umbrella of the legitimacy accorded to the state, the committee members operate 

along traditional lines, carving out non-administrative space where they pursue their 

agenda that modifies, ignores, or rejects state views. I have also shown that LWPW 

occupies a kind of middle ground that is not hegemonic domination nor full blown civil 
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society. Participation in protest movements has been limited to threats to the community, 

and has remained at primarily a symbolic level. It has not resulted, as has been observed in 

some networks associated with the Assembly of the Poor, in more participatory and 

democratic practices in the everyday life of the community. I suggest that seeing the 

committee members as caretakers is one way of understanding the kind of ‘leading’ that 

they do. As caretakers they do the routine administration and labour that helps the 

community as administrative unit to function. They also lead via the values that they bring 

to caretaking, creating an atmosphere that shapes what is seen as possible in LWPW. 

Finally, as caretakers they are willing to contend against the state if necessary to protect 

what is under their care.  

8.3 Areas for further research 

In a research project like this, one ends up generating more questions can be answered in a 

single study. I found it personally challenging to force myself to stop asking questions and 

collecting data so that I could finish writing the thesis. Apparently some of us have an 

almost slot-machine type addiction to turning over the rock of an answer only to find that 

there are more questions to pursue underneath. In reflecting on areas for further research 

that grow out of this project I find it helpful to think in terms of three major categories: 

there are lines of questioning that are connected to the models and analysis offered in this 

thesis, issues raised by this research but that go beyond the scope of this work, and those 

that relate specifically to the urban poor. 

In the first category of areas for further research directly connected to the data and 

its analysis, there are several areas related to checking and comparing what I have done 

among the urban poor in other contexts. One could do the same free-recall listing exercise 

among various populations outside of the slum, among different education levels, genders, 

occupational backgrounds, and social statuses. It would also be profitable to explore other 

lines of questioning regarding leadership as it is practised, poor leadership, and so on 

across numerous contexts. This type of work, if done on a large enough scale would 
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provide a comparative basis to see how widely held perceptions about leadership are in 

broader Thai society. 

Another interesting follow-up to this research project would be to move from the 

detailed qualitative work to quantitative analysis by operationalizing the models (the 

Thuukjai Leader, trustworthy leader, and Sakdi Administrative Behaviour style leader) to 

develop hypotheses and testing them in situations of leadership effectiveness as measured 

in various subjective and objective ways. While the culturally preferred model represents a 

leader that people like, it does not necessarily follow that such a person would be the most 

effective in every type of work setting.  

In the category of further research that grows out of this project but moves beyond 

its borders there are a number of concepts that have come up in the research that need to be 

explored and expanded on in other settings both among urban poor and in society at large. 

The whole area of groups, horizontal relations, and motives for cooperation that are outside 

of reciprocity and obligation need to be further researched. The same could be said of the 

idea of unity and consensus expressed in the term samakhii. Is samakhii a part of the role 

of every leader in every situation, and is it an ideal or something that is actually realizable? 

Another fascinating area would be to study the disjunction between the leader and follower 

perceptions of the SABLH in those who have both leader and follower roles. Why is it that 

the suspicion and distrust people feel in the follower role does not apparently inform their 

own behaviour when in the leader role? Another topic for study would be to delve into the 

nature of Thai interpersonal relations that are outside one’s own kin or group.  

The findings in this research add to the mounting evidence that the over-use and 

over-emphasis on patron-client relations needs to be balanced with research on horizontal 

relations. Further research on patron-client relations using a stricter sociological definition 

rooted in a comparative perspective would be of value in locating where patron-client 

relations are located in Thai society. It would also provide demarcating criteria for 

distinguishing them from hierarchical relations in general. Further work on Thai 
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administrative behaviour and why it is so easily reproduced is warranted as well. Gaining 

further insights into how people can articulate a culturally preferred model of leadership 

and yet practise Sakdi Administrative Behaviour forms would have practical value in the 

arenas of leadership training and bring into a more explicit realm the problems associated 

with the SAB model. In this thesis I have suggested that personal power associated with 

the term baramii is more complex and nuanced than has been previously indicated. Further 

research on the continuum of personal power represented in chuathuu (trust), nabthuu 

(respect), and baramii would be helpful to clarify the interrelationships and distinctions. 

Such research should also include a thorough examination of the diverse uses of baramii 

and its relations to actual leaders and levels of leadership. From my own experience in 

LWPW the polyvalent use of baramii indicates that it can be tapped for diverse purposes 

and in general, at micro-levels of leadership, does not shape discourse. It would be helpful 

to determine the boundaries of where baramii does and does not apply and how local actors 

decide to impute baramii to others and under what conditions.  

Finally there are a number of fruitful areas that relate directly to the urban poor. 

Researchers should examine community committees that have been successful in 

mobilizing their community around concerns other than eviction to see how this was done. 

What are the conditions under which some communities are capable of building 

participation and holistic development that goes beyond infrastructure development? Case 

studies could be done on how effective informal leaders like Khruu Brathip in Khlong 

Teoy have arisen. It would also be interesting to look into the causes of community 

fragmentation and if there are examples where divisions of territoriality and point of origin 

have been overcome. There are many issues relating to eviction, alternatives to eviction, 

and resistance to it that could be studied and would have very important real life 

applications. Land-sharing has never really taken off, and a preliminary step to addressing 

this would be more detailed research on the relationships between private land owners, the 

state, and the poor. Research-based insights could help pinpoint areas of leverage in social 
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relationships that have potential for bringing benefit to landowners without the social costs 

of relocation for the poor and without wiping out communities that have decades of history 

in a locality.  

8.4 Significance and contributions to Thai studies 

The significance and contribution of this research to the knowledge base of Thai studies 

relates directly to how well I have answered the broader questions that I posed as the 

motivation and framework for the study. How does Thai leadership work? What is it that 

distinguishes leadership in the Thai sociocultural setting from other settings? Have I been 

able to disclose to some degree the inner workings of the ‘black box’ of culture that Thai 

leadership studies have been fond of deferring to? I chose as my window for addressing 

these questions a single slum community in Bangkok. Within the limitations that I noted 

above, and following the methodology that I laid out in Chapter 3, I believe that I have 

advanced the knowledge base on this subject and brought increased insight to these 

questions. In the material that follows I will delineate what I consider to be the most 

important contributions from this research project. 

In terms of demystifying the ‘black box’ of culture in Thai leadership and 

explicating something of how Thai leadership ‘works’, the models of the Thuukjai Leader, 

trustworthy person, and Sakdi Administrative Behaviour type leader, along with notions of 

‘group’, provide insight at both holistic and disaggregated levels. As separate models they 

provide an explanation for both quantitative and qualitative research on Thai leadership. 

The constellations of traits and associated behaviours in the TLM unpack the meaning of 

findings that show Thais are relational leaders, and at the same time findings supportive of 

task orientation. Both of these styles of leadership are clearly represented in the TLM and 

are connected to specific relational and task behaviours that when experienced or perceived 

by others create the potential for influence. The TLM also sheds light on qualitative studies 

of rural leadership that list traits and prestige determinants such as wealth, position, age, 

and occupation. Traits are necessary but not sufficient indicators of leadership; the 
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components of the TLM indicate the kinds of behaviours particularly in the realm of giving 

that factors such as wealth and position can facilitate. None of these prestige determinants 

in isolation create the potential for interpersonal influence but rather the social expression 

of behaviour found in the TLM that causes people to see another as capable to be entrusted 

with leadership. 

The TLM and the idea of the trustworthy person bring us much closer to the ‘how’ 

of interpersonal influence in the Thai setting by indicating the way that influence is built 

and maintained in dyadic relations. The TLM indicates specific types of behaviour 

connected broadly with forms of giving that create in dyadic relations a positive and non-

exploitative sense of reciprocity and obligation. This type of relationship creates a climate 

for compliance and cooperation based in personal and not positional power. The concept of 

the trustworthy person moves out of dyadic relations to show how trust is built on a 

broader level, again connecting to behaviours in the TLM, but now in a socialized 

dimension for public benefit and capable of observation outside of the dyads. The research 

results here have advanced past the verification studies that examined Thai leadership 

through preconceived theoretical frames generated in the West, to provide a basis for 

conceiving of Thai leadership in terms of Thai concepts and discourse.  

The research findings have also expanded upon and advanced the work of Conner 

(1996) on the personal power foundation for interpersonal influence embodied in the term 

baramii. I have shown that in LWPW it is not baramii but chuathuu (trustworthiness) that 

dominates the discourse of leadership emergence. Baramii has multiple uses and is a ‘big’ 

concept, where chuathuu is more appropriate for micro-settings and everyday leadership. I 

have suggested that the findings in LWPW may indicate that personal power should be 

viewed on a continuum ranging from chuathuu through nabthuu (respect) up to baramii in 

its most ideal form as interpersonal moral goodness expressed socially.  

This research has also brought together the worlds of leadership research and 

political science by showing how Thai administrative values and behaviour have 
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influenced the practice of leadership in LWPW. As such the SAB model of leading creates 

a zone of tension between ideal values and everyday practice where the pursuit of personal 

and in-group benefit is not only countenanced but expected. It introduces a disjunction 

between the discourse of being trustworthy and the practice of the acceptance of privilege 

when occupying a position. The result has been the insertion of a suspicion dynamic into 

leader-follower relations, which complicates the practice of community leadership. The 

role of the group is connected here as well at two points. The first is the expectations that 

leaders will look out for their group first, and the second is that leaders require a trusted 

group to rely on so that larger community tasks can be accomplished. A group built on 

dyadic relations, which can be based in either reciprocity and obligation or other forms, is 

the critical fallback if the suspicion dynamic erodes one’s reputation of being chuathuu 

(trustworthy). 

Taken as a whole these models and concepts create a more comprehensive account 

of how leadership is conducted in the community and show the dilemmas and contrasting 

values that both leaders and followers negotiate and draw upon to explain their own 

behaviour and the behaviour of others. As a gestalt these models, concepts, and their 

interrelations form a theory of community leadership in the sense of anthropological 

pattern or configurational theory. It is not causal explanation, nor is it deterministic, but it 

provides local concepts that are in tension and are drawn upon by local actors to negotiate 

everyday relationships in the community. Taken as a pattern theory it provides a heuristic 

tool for examining the perception and conduct of leadership in other settings to highlight 

both continuities and contrasts.  

Another key contribution of my work has been in the arena of providing empirical 

data that challenges the domination of vertical relations and particularly the patron-client 

relationship as a master concept of Thai social organization. My observations in LWPW 

show that there are groups that function more on horizontal relations than vertical ones. 

Hierarchy is still present, but it takes the form of templated relational behaviour, scripted 
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politeness, rather than a superior-subordinate relationship that compels compliance. In such 

groups it is possible to have motives for cooperation that lie outside of reciprocity and 

obligation. While the discourse of leadership is still shaped around the perception of the 

individual as trustworthy or respected, in practise it is diffused among the group. Within 

groups it is important to have unity and accord as expressed in the idea of samakhii. 

Leaders are to develop and maintain samakhii, which acts as a cultural device to curb the 

pursuit of self-interest and channel energy to the public good. However, there are tensions 

inherent in the idea of samakhii when in-groups exist within a larger group and there is 

corresponding pressure to take care of in-group needs over that of the larger group, thus 

weakening samakhii.  

Early in the study I stated that I was interested in understanding what the ‘Thai’ 

part of being a Thai leader was (p. 4). Within the limited boundaries of this single 

community study among the urban poor, I think that the points made above suggest the 

cultural material evident within the community that socially constructs leadership. This 

cultural material comprises a pool of shared resources that people draw upon for strategies 

of action and to make meaning. The following elements are a part of what demarcates a 

Thai approach to leading in a voluntary setting among urban poor: the role of giving-

oriented behaviours in establishing non-exploitative dyadic relations where a sense of 

reciprocity and obligation creates the potential for cooperation; becoming trustworthy 

through publicly-oriented giving and serving behaviours; the tendency towards viewing 

position as involving privilege and the opportunity to pursue personal and in-group benefit, 

with the corresponding sense of suspicion of those holding formal positions; the 

importance of group to performing leadership functions; and the goal of samakhii.  

Another set of contributions has to do with the study of political culture and the 

growth of civil society in Thailand. My work in LWPW has documented another instance 

that confirms Ockey’s assertion that local nakleng are less influential in slums. In LWPW 

the coming of the state administrative arm into the slum in the form of registration and an 
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officially sanctioned committee led over time to an ‘officialization’ where legitimacy is 

connected with official and formal recognition by the state. Officialization and the election 

system where people have choice in who will serve on the committee has marginalized 

local nakleng who are no longer seen as legitimate candidates for community leadership 

because they pursue personal rather than community interests. I have also shown that in the 

midst of the dominant traditional-legal legitimacy of the state there is a small but thriving 

non-administrative space where people practise traditional leadership forms in the context 

of ‘groups’ and where they express their own autonomy against state authority through a 

variety of means associated with everyday resistance and in the case of eviction, open 

resistance.  

The ability of people in LWPW to shift between playing along with state demands 

for cooperation while operating in traditional leadership forms illustrates the high level of 

agency in the slum and the way in which changing political and economic conditions have 

given rise to a form of leadership that skilfully negotiates two worlds. The robust agency 

evident in LWPW shows clearly that the state as patron and urban poor as passive 

recipients of its largesse in return for loyalty is a misreading of the meaning behind the 

public transcript of the subordinates, and lacks the frame to see the hidden transcript that 

exists. However LWPW also illustrates what is clearly a transitional stage in the move 

towards civil society in Thailand. While clearly not being hegemonically dominated by the 

elite, they do not show evidence of the full flowering of participation and democracy in 

informal institutions that represent civil society. I noted that the practice of sakdi 

administrative values and behaviour on the part of the committee represents an instance not 

of domination but rather of a deep seated cultural code of hierarchy that finds 

corroboration both within the state and the community. For institutions of civil society to 

flourish in LWPW it will require leadership that can overcome the limitations of territorial 

and place of origin interests, and the pressures of in-groups for preferential treatment in 

order to call people to superordinate goals that benefit the larger community. 
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8.5 From the particular to the general: Applications and implications of the 

research for the practise of real life leadership  

I have studied leadership in the anthropological tradition in the small-scale environment of 

a single urban slum in Bangkok. It is also part of anthropological tradition to use the 

particular to say something about the general (Tambiah, 1970:1), working out theoretical 

ideas ‘with reference to insight that can be gained only through intensive fieldwork’ 

(Keyes, 1978:2). In the previous section I answered the ‘so what?’ question in terms of the 

contribution and significance of this research for Thai studies. In this section I now turn to 

another dimension of this question, moving from the results of the fieldwork to its 

applications and implications in the world outside of LWPW.  

I will use as a starting point to frame this discussion the tension in leadership 

studies as to the practical value of the research results of the entire enterprise (Wright, 

1996:227-29). As Wright points out, the study of leadership is different from other fields in 

that the aim of leadership research is to help leaders lead more effectively (1996:228). In 

1982 Mintzberg wrote a now famous essay entitled ‘If You're Not Serving Bill and 

Barbara, Then You’re Not Serving Leadership.’ His point is that if leadership studies do 

not help regular people and cannot be used by regular people doing leadership in the real 

world of limited time and work pressures, then our research is not really serving the 

interests of real-life leaders. I propose the ‘Watchari and Wirachai’ test for my own work. 

A part of the significance of this study lies in its ability to move from the micro-world of 

the slum to help the Watcharis and Wirachais of Thailand no matter what environment they 

live and work in to practise leadership more effectively.  

I fall into the camp of those who feel that leadership does indeed make a difference. 

In everyday life people find themselves in situations where they have to get along and 

accomplish a task, with varying degrees of emphasis on those two dimensions. It is here 

that ‘leadership’, ‘leadership and management’ (if you choose to separate the two), or 

‘managerial leadership’ (if you want to find a way of bringing them together) is required in 
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its task, social, participative, and charismatic roles (Kanungo & Mendonca, 1996:268). The 

practice of leadership can be done for better or worse and the human and social 

consequences are immense. In one sense one could argue that people, societies, and the 

world in general have gotten along quite well for the vast majority of human history 

without the formal study of leadership. As Wright says, leadership researchers find 

themselves in the position of ‘attempting to improve something which people have for the 

most part been reasonably good at over the centuries’ (1996:231). However, as Dasgupta 

points out, we must resist the temptation to regard observed practices as socially optimal 

(2000:327). It is not enough to perform the descriptive task and assume that ‘the way it is 

done’ means that it is the best social fit and most productive for that sociocultural setting.  

I want to stake out a bold claim, if not for my research results in and of themselves, 

then for the attempt at gaining my results through an anthropological holistic approach to 

the study of leadership. With full appreciation for all forms and approaches to the study of 

leadership, I want to assert that studies that endeavour to grapple holistically with 

leadership as perceived and practised in real-life settings play a critical role in offering 

conceptual insights grounded in local understandings that can help local leaders reflect on 

and improve their own practice. Another way of expressing this is to draw an analogy with 

a problem in the biological sciences. Behe has pointed out that life, in the biological sense, 

is lived in the details. It is the finely calibrated, highly sophisticated molecular machines 

that control cellular processes. However, in the literature there is a silence as to how 

molecular machines, which are the basis for life, developed (Behe, 1996:5). In other words, 

the current state of theory cannot account for what is happening at the micro-level. I am 

proposing that the life of leadership is also lived in the details, and that macro-theories and 

universalist schemes, while helpful, leave an unexplained gap in the micro-processes that 

happen between people in sociocultural settings. To say it more colloquially, the really 

good stuff about leadership is deeply embedded in social settings. The hope of improving 

leadership in a local setting does not ultimately lie with abstract and generic principles 
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stripped of the flesh and bones of their sociocultural setting, but in the disassembling and 

reassembling, the untangling of the explicit and implicit, and the challenging of 

conventional wisdom of leadership on the ground so that practitioners can see themselves 

and their setting with increased clarity.1 Then they can draw upon their unique pool of 

shared cultural resources for new, revised, or revived strategies of action.  

I read Tambiah’s essay on the galactic polity (1985:252-86) well after I was into 

the course of my research, and I found in his notion of ‘totalization’ and the explanation of 

‘extant actualities’ in terms of the elucidation of indigenous concepts to capture what I had 

in mind to attempt in the study of leadership in LWPW (1985:258). His major point was 

that in trying to understand the design of traditional Southeast Asian kingdoms, any 

explanation that draws on a single mode of explanation, whether cosmological (the 

traditional one in this case), religious, political, or economic; ultimately falls short. What 

the Western analytic tradition separates, Tambiah points out, more likely ‘constituted a 

single interpenetrating reality’ (1985:257).  

If leadership is indeed a ‘single interpenetrating reality’ that has both ‘flow’ in the 

sense of the dynamic action of a live game being played, and ‘feeling’ in that some actions 

intuitively feel right, then leadership studies that seek to explicate that reality and grasp 

something of that feeling and flow can have practical value for local leaders. Keeping this 

in sight as a goal helps the researcher to steer clear of some sets of rocks that seem to cause 

much writing about leadership to crash. One type of research focuses on overly abstract 

notions and measurements of a group in one sociocultural setting using terms generated in 

another setting. Readers are left with no help in applying these principles or measurements 

                                                 

1For years in my own organization I have watched local leaders inviting people in from outside to do 
seminars on how to do some aspect of what they do better. I observed that most of the teachers (who were 
qualified because of their success as practitioners) shared a mix of actual techniques and principles. The 
problem that I would then observe time after time is that people would return to their places of work and (if 
they even understood what was being taught) try for a while to implement some of the speakers’ suggestions. 
These experiments would always end in failure precisely because the techniques and principles were based in 
a specific social context that was not Thai. What it requires is taking the most abstract principle and then 
hammering out in the Thai social setting what that might look like, and this requires the uncomfortable work 
of bringing assumptions up on the table for discussion as well.  
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inside their own setting. A second type is idealist studies like the culturally endorsed 

leadership theories of the GLOBE variety. These are helpful, and a major part of my 

methodology drew upon this theoretical frame, but like icebergs they leave the bulk of 

what is happening covered so there is no path for leaders to follow (though admittedly it is 

an easier task if the theory is at least based on local concepts). Finally, there is the ever-

growing pop literature on leadership that takes the form of proverbs and maxims; it 

survives because of its simplicity and resonance with everyday experience (who has time 

to try and figure out the intimidating and complicated charts and path diagrams of the 

academic literature?). Yet in the end it too fails because it is too simple; it does not grasp 

enough of social reality, and thus again leaves the practitioner stranded.  

In what sense did my study even modestly come near to a ‘totalization’ approach, 

and how is it potentially helpful to Thai practitioners? With a reminder again of the 

limitations inherent in the study and my recognition of the partial nature of the models 

presented and the acknowledgement of the existence of other models, I have developed an 

account in the ‘totalization’ ethos in three ways. First, I have tried to develop an account 

that is based in indigenous concepts or practices. The 21 terms of the Thuukjai Leader 

Model represent key ideas that shape the discourse of prototypical and preferred leadership 

attributes and behaviours. What came to me while I was mulling over the results of the 

correspondence analysis was that in general the further left a term placed on the diagram, 

from the task toward the relational side, the more difficult it became to translate that term 

with a single word or short phrase. This led to the next observation, that in general the 

more difficult it was to render a term in English (see the term list in Appendix 6, for 

instance namjai, jaidii, nisai dii, ben kan eng), the more likely it was that the term was part 

of a Thai cultural conception. Such terms also tend to serve as demarcation lines that 

highlight Thai cultural components in leadership. Connecting and indicating some of the 

relations between ideas of trust (chuathuu), respect (nabthuu), and personal power 

(baramii) along with terms dealing with deference (kreng jai and kreng klua) and grateful 
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obligation (bunkhun), as well as the functioning of groups or cliques (phuak) and the role 

of unity (samakhii) for leaders and group life, moves towards a holistic configuration.  

However it is not enough to simply re-describe things in local terms; there has to be 

a reconnection as to how the elements described interrelate so as to draw together both 

ideal conceptions and actual practice. In this case I have attempted to elucidate both the 

‘official’ Thai cultural transcript and actual leadership practices in the community by 

showing how concepts are utilised, transformed, clash, or seem to inhabit separate 

cognitive worlds. At this point I draw upon concepts that go beyond local terminology and 

emic structures to describe what is happening in a way that local actors would not be 

articulate in the same way. As Tambiah moved from local concepts of mandala (Thai 

monthon) to describe the structure of Southeast Asian kingdoms as a galactic polity, I have 

moved from local terms and practices to another level of abstraction to describe the 

Thuukjai Leader Model and Sakdi Administrative Behaviour-style leadership. Finally, I 

have sought to achieve ‘totalization’ by consciously seeking out what is explicit that 

people can articulate and talk about, and that which is implicit and out of verbal reach. In 

the case of LWPW it happens that people can discourse freely about the culturally 

preferred model, the trustworthy leader, and their suspicions of those with leadership 

positions as well. However, people have much more difficulty in talking about Sakdi 

Administrative Behaviour; they can describe this behaviour of others, but generally do not 

consciously recognise it in themselves when practising leadership. Thus the phenomena I 

observed in LWPW is that people are suspicious of leaders, yet practised the very things 

they are suspicious of when leaders themselves.  

The question of how an attempt at examining leadership from a ‘totalization’ 

approach can help practitioners like the Wirachais and Watcharis of Thailand can be 

illustrated from the history of navigation over water. During the Middle Ages ships 

followed the coastlines and used charts called portolans (harbour guides) that told them all 

the facts about the coastlines such as depth of the water, rocks and shoals, special 
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landmarks, and so on (Barnett, 1998:97). Later after the problem of calculating longitude 

was solved, latitude and longitude served as an abstract grid that navigators could apply to 

all maps thus bringing them into conformity. Barnett notes, ‘Despite their virtue of an 

empirical approach, the portolans told local, piecemeal stories – not only did each tell the 

tale of a tiny part of the world, but no two portolans of the same place were identical’ 

(1998:101).  

I want to suggest that the research approach I have used in this study has produced 

a portolan, most specifically for LWPW, but which can be cautiously extended to other 

Thai settings. World-level studies like the GLOBE project form the abstract grid upon 

which cross-cultural comparisons can be made, but in matters of improving leadership 

practice, the fact that Thais score higher on the culturally endorsed leadership theories of 

the humane orientation and the self-protective orientation (House et al., 2004:684) sheds 

little light on where to start. We need the abstract grid to orient us to the bigger picture, but 

a portolan of leadership can help us navigate with more success in our local setting.  

The portolan I have produced here shows that insights on improving leadership 

practice are often right within the sociocultural system at hand. Probing ideal and preferred 

values and practices as I have done in LWPW reveals culturally relevant and acceptable 

routes to building interpersonal influence both in dyadic relations and in a broader 

community. It also reveals that leaders very often simply ignore the very behaviour 

patterns, attributes, and practices that they themselves articulate as being capable of 

producing interpersonal influence. This is the problem with studies of any shape that deal 

solely with ideal modes of explanation, whether via implicit leadership theories, cultural 

models, or some other method. Inherent in prototypical models is a dark side; they are 

valued precisely because they are not practised, and this again flows back into other values 

and practices that may exist within a sociocultural system in a much more implicit form. 

The leadership portolan from LWPW shows that the hindrances, obstacles, barriers, and 

blind spots that derail good leadership practices are also located within the sociocultural 
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system. It takes vast amounts of courage and reflexivity to examine one’s assumptions and 

cherished values to see where they may need to be changed in order to be more effective as 

a leader.  

A ‘totalization’ approach is not the answer, but it points in a hopeful direction 

because it can highlight areas of disjunction, clashing, and disconnection between ideal 

values and other values that drive the behaviour of real politics on the ground. What this 

approach requires from those desiring to improve leadership in a local setting is the 

willingness to examine what is normally unexamined and unnoticed. This is not easy, and I 

will expand here upon the explicitly and implicitly held models in LWPW to illustrate this 

point and to make a general observation about the enterprise of improving leadership 

practice. As the research progressed I was fascinated that people seemed to be able to 

verbalize about the TLM and the trustworthy (chuathuu) leader model, yet would act 

contrary to the ideals of these models when they occupied a formal leadership position 

themselves, even criticising other leaders who did so as well. Seeking an explanation for 

this cleavage between thought and action illustrates the dilemma and complexity of trying 

to bring change in positive directions for leadership in communities such as LWPW. It also 

helps to suggest the lines of a possible pedagogy to improve leadership skills in different 

contexts.  

Giddens points out that our discourse, what we are able to put into words ‘about our 

actions, and our reasons for them, only touches on certain aspects of what we do in our 

day-to-day lives’ (1987:7). He asserts that there is a highly complex non-discursive side to 

our activities (1987:7). Hierarchy, as a master concept deeply embedded and implicit in 

Thai people’s worldview, lies in part in this non-discursive zone. I have spelled out some 

of the implications of the hierarchy cultural code for leadership in my discussion of the 

Sakdi Administrative Behaviour complex. It seems to me that much of what constitutes 

leadership behaviour in LWPW flows from this implicit and non-discursive side. The 

concept of cultural models is helpful here because it provides an account from a cognitive 
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perspective of the different types of processing used with explicit and implicit knowledge. 

Cognitive anthropology asserts that the most basic models of culture are learned through a 

form of cognitive processing that handles implicit knowledge, and as such, it is difficult to 

critique or modify.2 Much of what people do in the interactions of leadership stems from 

this implicit knowledge; in this sense it is not ‘thought out’ in advance, but is intuitively 

‘felt’ to be the right thing to do. Both official views like chuathuu and the much more 

messy realities like follower experiences of daily leadership (such as observing inequitable 

distribution, the pursuit of personal and group benefit, and not sharing information) are out 

in the open, the subject of discourse, and thus explicit. Yet when a person becomes a leader 

it is deeply embedded, implicit values like hierarchy that shape much leader behaviour, and 

these values are rarely brought into the level of discourse.3 In this way leaders continue to 

manifest behaviours that they themselves would be suspicious of in the follower role, and 

this creates a self-reinforcing cycle of behaviour that feeds the suspicion heuristic of the 

SABLH.4 

                                                 

2 D’Andrade gives insight into this non-discursive side of human behaviour from the viewpoint of cognitive 
anthropology and its use of the concept of cultural models. ‘A culture may have a model of essence 
embedded in notions about plants and other things, and at the same time, a theory of essence propounded by 
its philosophers. The distinction here concerns the difference between that which is explicitly verbally 
formulated versus that which is known implicitly….Given that a primary function of models is to make 
possible calculations of what will happen, parallel distributed processing is a more efficient form of 
embodiment for a model than serial symbolic processing. However, because parallel distributed knowledge is 
implicit, it is hard to criticize and modify. Cultural theories, on the other hand, are too slow to think with, but 
easy to think about. Thus the basic models of a culture, which are almost always learned through parallel 
distributed processing, are protected from conscious, rational, critique’ (1995:178). See Shore for an example 
of explicit and tacit models in Samoan conceptions of village space (1996:272-3). 
3 Sometimes I have observed that when I bring up these implicit values for discussion with my Thai friends, 
they deny my interpretations as a foreigner and yet within the same conversation will do exactly what I am 
talking about without seeing any contradiction. In one incident there had been a problem created by the 
inability of a church staff member to share her true feelings with the senior pastor. In discussing this with the 
pastor I shared my thinking that it was extremely difficult for people of different status to share things 
forthrightly, and I noted that it is often even difficult for phuu yai (social superiors) to speak with other phuu 
yai where the differences in status are much less. The pastor said that was not the case at all, that phuu yai 
felt free to talk with each other. At this moment in our conversation I dropped this issue and went to another 
where the superintendent of our movement wanted a formal letter from this pastor indicating in writing his 
plans regarding his network of churches. I encouraged him to call the superintendent and talk it over. He 
immediately asked me if I would talk to the superintendent for him, opting for the very common practice of 
third party communication rather than talking directly with him. This happened literally one minute after he 
denied my assertion that even phuu yai have trouble talking openly with each other. 
4 I observed a case in one of the churches in our movement where during a building project some members 
were upset about the handling of funds and charged the pastor with being mai brong sai (not transparent). 
The pastor had a trusted group, some of whom were relatives that handled the finances, and apparently 
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While a cultural models perspective can offer some insight into the 

compartmentalization observed in those who play dual roles as leaders and followers, 

Carrithers goes a step further in arguing his mutualist perspective against those who hold to 

an independent reality of culture as mental models (see Carrithers, 1992, particularly 

Chapters 5 and 6 where he develops these ideas in detail). In section 3.1.3 I introduced his 

distinction, drawn from the work of Bruner (1986) regarding paradigmatic and narrative 

thought. Narrative thought is a ‘capacity to cognize not merely immediate relations 

between oneself and another, but many-sided human interactions carried out over a 

considerable period’ (Carrithers, 1992:82). Carrithers explains that narrative thought is not 

just telling stories but ‘understanding complex nets of deeds and attitudes’ (1992:82), and 

he illustrates from his work in a Jain community in India how people’s knowledge of 

Jainism was local, particular, and narrative (1992:109-10). By way of contrast, 

paradigmatic thought is the abstracted, schematic, and systematic thought which is pulled 

out of its social nexus (1992:76, 109-14).  

Bringing both the cultural models and mutualist perspectives together I make the 

following three assertions. First, the TLM and ideas of the trustworthy leader represent the 

paradigmatic, a vision of the ideal based on the moral model of society and by extension 

leadership that is abstracted from real social life. Second, people in the follower role 

experience others’ practice of leadership through the narrative mode of thinking and 

learning. Through constant involvement in the stories of leaders’ lives and through both 

watching and interacting in leader-follower relations, people in LWPW have a localized 

and particularistic ‘story’ of which the acknowledgment of privilege and the suspicion of 

its abuse is central. Finally, when people become leaders, their practice follows more from 

                                                                                                                                                    

inquiries about what was going on were not answered to people’s satisfaction. So here we see the use of the 
trusted group, the control of information as a privilege of leadership, and followers being suspicious of a 
misuse of funds. In a follower role this pastor is certainly aware of situations that he has regarded as mai 
brong sai and yet when in a circumstance where this suspicion would be inherent, did not create a system that 
could avoid this accusation, but instead invoked the privilege of the social superior by letting people know 
they were to give without worrying about the use of the funds. 
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the non-discursive and implicit forms of knowledge than it does from thought-out 

strategies based in paradigmatic reasoning. Although Carrithers does not make this point I 

would also suggest that it is in the constant process of negotiating relationships in order to 

make meaning (Carrithers, 1992:106), and involvement in the lived ‘story’ of watching and 

experiencing others lead, where people participate in meaning creation. Over time a shared 

interpretation develops that is deeply implicit about the nature of leadership practices. It is 

narrative thought through which much of culture is acquired, and which forms the implicit 

knowledge that is primarily outside of conscious thought but which forms the backdrop 

and interpretive schemes whereby we draw on more public sources of cultural materials to 

utilize in social interaction. 

To move from the setting of LWPW to make a more general point, leadership 

research increases in value to practitioners to the degree that it is able to shed light upon 

both the explicit and implicit in a social setting. This again highlights the importance of a 

‘totalization’ approach and its use of indigenous concepts because the picture needs to be 

seen holistically and in terms of local concepts. This material is also suggestive of a 

pedagogy to work on improving the practice of leadership in general. It may very well be 

that it is precisely those people who are able to step outside of themselves and reflect on 

leadership behaviour in the light of both idealised cultural preferences, the implicit, and the 

assumed, who are able to devise strategies of action that are fruitful for task 

accomplishment. It is noteworthy that in a study of principals in Thailand who were able to 

bring documented reform to their institutions, the researcher found it was precisely because 

they did not act in the normal and expected fashion that the principals succeeded. They 

relinquished some of the authority that their position would normally assume, using a more 

participatory style, and thus were able to negotiate changes that were resisted and 



 314 

subverted in other schools (Hallinger & Pornkasem, 2000).5 A pedagogy for improving 

leadership should not simply focus on passing on facts and principles, but should work at 

sensitizing and providing skills in mining the implicit in one’s cultural setting and 

leadership practice to bring them into conscious thought.  

I have saved my most delicate point that may be of service to Watchari and 

Wirachai for last. It is a subject that deserves thesis length investigation and treatment on 

its own, is a hot issue in the current political climate, and one that I raise as a foreigner 

with some reservation. This point constitutes in my mind the critical dilemma for Thai 

leadership and the promotion of civil society. It is also one for which there is no simple 

answer looming on the horizon. The issue is embodied in the idea of trust, and the related 

concept of social capital. I worked on a first complete draft of this thesis in the spring of 

2006 at a time of political upheaval in Thailand. Tens of thousands of people gathered in 

the capital to demand that Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra resign his office. I watched 

on the television live footage of massive crowds chanting in unison ‘Thaksin awk bai’ 

(Thaksin get out!). The final straw for Bangkokians that created the unrepairable breach of 

trust was the January sale of his family’s controlling stake in the telecommunications 

company Shin Corp. to a Singaporean state-owned company netting a profit of US $ 1.9 

billion tax free. This was made possible by Thaksin’s legal manipulation of the system 

(CNN, 2006). 

                                                 

5It is also noteworthy that in the LWPW community L. P. is the most respected person as was shown in both 
the direct and indirect question interviews. Two things he did were very appreciated by people and are 
different from usual leader behaviour. When president he walked around the community inquiring how 
people were doing (I-128), and one interviewee noted how he called a lot of meetings to share information 
and that he respected him for that (I-31). In my interviews with M. (I 200, 202 and 231) I noticed that he 
seemed to have influence in the new (2004-2006) committee in that they were trying to overcome the 
problem of unequal distribution by passing out things in zones, and as the treasurer he was posting on the 
outer wall of his house a written list of all the donations for the latest festival and how much money was left 
in the community account. Practices such as this show that it is possible for leaders to consciously move 
towards behaviour represented in the preferred model and that are appreciated by residents. My summary 
would be that reflection is not impossible, but at this point in LWPW it is, at least in the eyes of residents, a 
rare commodity. Again, in the eyes of residents, this would generalize out into Thai society at large because 
it was a frequent theme that good leaders or TLM type leaders were hard to find.  
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Weber’s observation still stands; at the end of the day legitimation is something 

that the people grant to leaders. Whether it is traditional, legal-rational, or charismatic 

authority, the glue that holds legitimation in place is trust. Thaksin’s legitimacy has been 

rescinded by a large and vocal group of people across a broad range of Thai society. In 

LWPW trust has to do with leadership emergence and the ability to secure cooperation. 

Yet distrust is manifestly everywhere throughout the slum. This illustrates for me the 

dilemma and complexity of Thai leadership from urban slums to national politics. The 

suspicion heuristic of the follower dimension of the Sakdi Administrative Behaviour model 

forms the operational context for leadership. It is precisely ongoing repetitions of blatant 

pursuit of personal gain on the part of elite levels in Thai society that feeds and makes 

plausible the suspicion heuristic as it concerns leaders.  

Trust is not something unique to the Thai leadership setting. There is a growing 

literature about the role of trust in and between organizations,6 and in the notion of social 

capital where trust is a critical component of social organization, particularly of horizontal 

networks that make up the informal institutions between the individual and the state and 

commonly understood as civil society (Dasgupta, 2000:327-8).7 There are some points in 

                                                 

6For background on trust in organizations and bibliographic leads see Dirks and Skarlicki (2004), Fukuyama 
(1995), Kramer and Cook (2004), Lane (1998), Six (2005), and Kanter (1979). Trust carries with it the notion 
of consistency and predictability in the behaviour of others. Dasgupta defines trust ‘in the context of an 
individual forming expectations about actions of others that have a bearing on this individual’s choice of 
action, when that action must be chosen before he or she can observe the actions of those others’ (2000:330). 
According to Fukuyama, ‘Trust is the expectation that arises within a community of regular, honest, and 
cooperative behaviour, based on commonly shared norms, on the part of other members of that community’ 
(1995:26). 
7For background on social capital see World Bank (2006), Bordieu (1992), Coleman (1988), Dasgupta and 
Serageldin (2000), Putnam (1993), and Putnam, Leonard, & Nanetti, (1993). Birner and Wittmer argue that 
in the perspective of economics, the idea of social capital has two advantages (2003:292). As capital is an 
economic concept, bringing the notion of ‘social’ to bear on it enables social scientists to incorporate social 
factors into a coherent analytical framework along with economic, human, natural, and physical capital. It 
also allows for the analysis of social issues in a quantitative way and to incorporate such issues into 
quantitative models. They identify three major approaches to the subject of social capital (2003:294-96). 
Bordieu (1992) looks at social capital as a method of exclusion, while Coleman (1988) connects the rational 
choice paradigm of economics with sociological focus on norms, rules, and obligation. Finally, Putnam looks 
at the subject from the question of how responsive and effective democratic institutions can be created. In his 
view social capital refers to features of social organization such as trust, norms, and networks that can 
overcome societal dilemmas; it is a way of improving society by facilitating coordinated actions (1993:167), 
thus social capital is a public good. Dasgupta critiques the notion of social capital and concludes that while it 
will stick around due to its heuristic appeal, it is better to study institutions, which are what economists call 
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the literature that sharpen the material I have developed from LWPW and will set the stage 

for my discussion that follows. There are several theoretical perspectives on trust8 but they 

all usually assume three major elements: that there is a degree of interdependence between 

the two parties, that trust provides a way to cope with uncertainty in exchange 

relationships, and finally that the party made vulnerable through the assumption of risk will 

not be taken advantage of by the other party (Lane, 1998:3). What is particularly relevant 

for the discussion here is that trust can be analysed across distinct levels, moving from the 

micro-level between individuals and organizations, to institutional based, system based, 

and societal trust.9 The important point here is that different kinds and levels of trust 

require different methods to build it (Lane, 1998:21). Lane points out that researchers split 

on whether trust can be built intentionally or whether it is emergent (1998:21). Here it 

becomes apparent that trust, as with leadership, is culturally constrained and socially 

constructed. This is in and of itself a topic of interest for comparison, and one of value to 

leaders because it is helpful to be aware of how trust is built and lost within the 

sociocultural setting one is working in.10  

                                                                                                                                                    

resource allocation mechanisms, rather than to put social capital on the same plane as human, physical, 
knowledge, and environmental capital (Dasgupta, 2000:326-27). The study of informal institutions that lie 
between the individual and the state moves the discussion into the realm known as civil society (2000:328). 
Dasgupta feels it is more profitable to look at the informal institutions of civil society and how to improve 
them than to focus only on social capital, which is difficult to define and measure (2000:326-27).  
8Trust is viewed as having different bases. There is relationship-based trust rooted in how the follower sees 
the relationship. It is not based in economic contract but trust in the goodwill of the other and the perception 
of moral obligation (Dirks & Skarlicki, 2004:22). Character-based trust is based on the perception of the 
leaders’ character (Dirks & Skarlicki, 2004:22). Dirks and Skarlicki also see two dimensions of trust: 
cognitive, which is based in the perception of integrity and capability, and affective which is a special 
relationship with a person so that the leader demonstrates a concern for the follower’s welfare (2004:28). 
From what I have observed in LWPW it seems to me both bases and both dimensions of trust are manifest. 
This seems inherent in the ideal model that includes both character issues as well as relational issues.  
9In her theoretical overview Lane sees four major types of trust: calculative, based on weighing cost-benefits; 
value or norm based trust that develops around common values; common cognition trust where expectations 
held in common structure behaviour in predictable ways and create trust; and institutional based trust, which 
is on the opposite pole of trust based in interpersonal familiarity, and is trust in what is impersonal (1998:5-
12). Fukuyama looks at trust on a societal level and notes that some societies have bridges to forms of 
sociability that lie outside the family, while others do not (1995:63).  
10Kouzes and Posner, in a United States based setting surveyed people on the attributes they most admired in 
leaders and found the four top ranked attributes as: honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and competent 
(1993:14-5). Literature from the field of communication lists being honest, inspiring, and competent as the 
key components for source credibility (1993:21-2). Three of the four overlap with their list of most admired 
attributes; thus they argue that credibility (in the sense of belief, faith, confidence, and trust in their integrity, 



 317

The subject of building trust naturally implies that trust can be broken. 11  The 

literature refers to this as opportunism, defined as self-interest seeking with guile (Lane, 

1998:22). This brings us back to LWPW and the dilemma of Thai leadership, and by 

extension to a problematic in broader Thai society. Trust is critical in the slum for 

leadership emergence and cooperation precisely because of the deeply rooted suspicion of 

the practice of opportunism. The fact that in the literature there exists discussion about 

opportunism, distrust, and the need for social controls indicates that trust is inherently 

exploitable. The element of guile is the second edge to the two-edged sword; the social 

appearances of trust can be maintained and cultivated for the express purpose of taking 

advantage. Thus trust is not only critical to the success of organizations; it is the tool of the 

deceitful that makes manipulation possible.  

One of the theoretical perspectives on trust is that of common cognition, where 

expectations held in common by people structure behaviour in certain predictable ways 

(Lane, 1998:10). I want to suggest that there exist in Thai society common cognitions for 

both trust and mistrust, and these are what structure the ideas behind the TLM and the 

suspicion of the SABLH. Whatever the source of opportunism in Thai society12 it has been 

prevalent enough to create the common expectation of predictable behaviour on the part of 

those who are in leadership positions.  

The problematic then, in my opinion, is that the preferred leader and trustworthy 

leader models, based in giving behaviours, and notions of deference, reciprocity, and 
                                                                                                                                                    

knowledge, and skill of leaders) is the foundation for good leadership (1993:22). Kouzes and Posner also 
point out that studies on credibility and leadership and management in the ten year period prior to their 
research were nearly nonexistent (1993:22). The trustworthy leader model in LWPW shows that in that 
setting trust is built through publicly observable, socialized giving behaviours. Working for the public good 
without hope of return and establishing one’s character through helping others are the critical factors. The 
inspirational and competence dimensions were notably missing in the LWPW generated model. I do believe 
that if samples were taken among people of a higher educational level concerning an arena of leadership with 
wider responsibility (for instance in large business endeavours, administration, or higher level politics) that 
competence and inspiration become more salient.  
11Dirks and Skarlicki introduce the idea of ‘trust dilemmas’ where there are tradeoffs necessitated in multiple 
relationships. Meeting the expectations of one party means violating the expectations of another (2004:34). 
They also observe that trust is more easily broken than built (2004:35). 
12See Chapter 6, p. 242 for Mulder’s idea of how people outside of family become anonymous to each other 
where it is thus normal to pursue self-interest at the expense of others.  
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obligation, are by their very nature symbol systems easily manipulated by people who can 

thus maintain a public face of benevolence, concern, and generosity while pursuing 

personal advantage. 13 Ease of manipulation leading to common cognitions of mistrust 

vastly complicates the practice of leadership.  

The issue of trust raised by this research can be used by Thai leaders, whether in 

slums or beyond those environs, to improve the practice of leadership in two ways. The 

first way is to utilize the models produced here to intentionally shape their practise to avoid 

problem areas. The problematic of suspicion I have identified and the common cognition 

of mistrust means that leadership in any Thai setting is very complicated. Because trust is 

low and suspicion high, leaders tend to rely on their group (phuak), who they do trust.14 

The more that information stays in the group and the more the group demands benefits to 

the exclusion of others, the greater the sense of distrust and suspicion on the part of those 

outside the group. It seems to me necessary to very intentionally bring into conscious 

thought the suspicion heuristic and work precisely in the opposite direction of what 

suspicion expects. This is part of the trust dilemma of meeting the needs of some and 

violating the trust of others, but from my observations too many local leaders tolerate 

behaviour in themselves that they do not tolerate in others. 

                                                 

13Lord reminds us that when you leave face-to-face dyadic relations and move to higher or aggregate levels 
in leadership you are dealing with power, symbolic management, and organizational culture (see 1991:10-
12). Suntaree notes it is possible for people to manipulate the grateful relationship value. Those who are 
power oriented can utilize the krengjai value which causes people to refuse kindnesses offered and give 
tangible benefits that mask the appearance of bunkhun. Since the motivation of bunkhun lies inside the 
person rendering it, it is only in the relationship over time that the reason for gifts, favours, and kindness can 
become apparent. This giving thus creates gratitude on the part of the receiver, which can be used to build 
power connections and an entourage through the manipulation of the bunkhun-katanyuu value system 
(1990b: 141-42). Ockey shows how jao pho types are working to shore up their eroding legitimacy by using 
money to buy loyalty rather than personal ties (2004b:97). Jao pho must convince their constituncies that 
they are benevolent, and thus they use generosity as a substitute for virtue (2004b:96-7). A recent example of 
the manipulabilty of the symbols of benevolence can be seen in the policies of Thai Rak Thai that played a 
part in their coming to power in the 2001 elections. Policies to assist the rural poor received a great deal of 
publicity, but the establishment of the Thai Asset Management Corporation to assist the rich who were 
struggling after the 1997 economic crash actually cost the government more than programmes for the poor 
(Ockey, 2003:673). The government was able to play the benevolent patron role while using legal forms of 
patronage to strengthen its position among the wealthy.  
14Kanter talks about how uncertainty abounds even in bureaucratic systems and how this uncertainty in 
human institutions means that there is a degree for a need to rely on human persons (1979:25). What she calls 
the ‘uncertainty quotient’ causes people in leadership positions to create tight inner circles with homogeneous 
relations and loyalty (1979:26).  
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The issue of trust can also be used to ask questions that probe social relations in 

Thai society and may open the door to finding new leadership patterns that have the 

potential to improve the quality of life for people. I believe that in strengthening horizontal 

networks lies the hope for bettering life for people in slums and growing civil society. 

What appears to me to happen is that inside of phuak (group) it is possible to work in terms 

of horizontal relations because there is a level of trust between the parties, but outside of 

the phuak, Sakdi Administrative Behaviour is activated. 15 This research has generated 

some insight into how a single group works, but there are other key questions that need to 

be asked. How can different phuak connect with each other? How is a phuak built and how 

can it be enlarged?  

Birner and Wittmer’s concepts of devolution and decentralization seem relevant 

here (Birner & Wittmer, 2003:292-93). In devolution there is the transfer of authority, 

rights, and responsibility from the state to non-governmental bodies, local communities, 

and user groups. In decentralization, decision-making authority is pushed to lower levels of 

government. Slum leaders in LWPW are quite adept at shifting between their roles. They 

slip between being low-level administrators to working outside of administrative bounds in 

their own horizontal phuak, or to carrying on their own agenda of resistance and 

maximizing community benefit while maintaining the front of cooperation with the state. 

The problem, as I see it, is that devolution gets circumvented by the limitations of phuak 

and the limitations on trust outside of one’s phuak. Rather than expanding and 

strengthening informal institutions and civil society in the community, the inability of 

phuak to connect means that such institutions are curtailed. Lack of trust and low 

                                                 

15This idea came to me while reflecting on the day I helped with cleaning the Saen Saeb canal landing in 
preparation for Loy Krathong (PO-306). The event was announced over the community loudspeakers, but 
only a handful of committee members and a few of their friends came. During the actual cleaning dozens of 
residents of the Rua Khiaw area that abuts the canal stood around watching. I never saw one of the 
community leaders ever speak a word to any of them. I asked a Thai friend about this later on and she said 
they did not talk to them because they are not part of their phuak; they don’t know them. In the 
administrative leader role, as the officially sanctioned committee, events are announced and people are 
invited to help, but committee members in LWPW find it difficult to have interactions with people that are 
not in their phuak.  
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spontaneous sociability mean that one has to rely on administrative methods to get things 

done because horizontal relations are weak. 16  This in turn is problematic because in 

administrative mode Sakdi Administrative Behaviour arises and feeds the negative 

feedback cycle of distrust.  

I have deliberately posed more questions than I have answers for here. Leading in a 

low trust social setting is an extremely difficult task. At the same time I am uncomfortable 

with implicit continuums such as Fukuyama’s that seem to rank low trust-high trust 

societies in a way that sees the latter as the ultimate evolutionary development.17 It is 

obvious that low trust societies, Thailand being one of them, have been able to compete in 

the world economy. Now it remains to be seen if Thais can also find ways within their 

social systems to truly improve the quality of life for those on the margins of society. 

8.6 Concluding thoughts 

In the last section I have delved into the potential relevance of this research for the 

Wirachais and Watcharis of Thailand who lead in a variety of different settings. It is my 

sincere hope that they will find something of value here for their practice of leadership. For 

the Bills and Bettys of the leadership world, I suspect that any value they gain from this 

research will be that which reading ethnographic accounts of different places does for all of 

us: shining light on our own social settings by reflecting it off another society.  

In 1978 Akin wrote about the rise and fall of the Bangkok slum that he had studied. 

Walking through the constantly changing landscape of Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram makes 

me wonder if I will one day have to do the same. I know that residents are not optimistic 

                                                 

16Fukuyama gives an example of a town in Italy in the 1950s with wealthy citizens who could not come 
together to found either a school or hospital because they believed it was the obligation of the state (1995:9). 
He summarizes by saying ‘the absence of a proclivity for community…inhibits people from exploiting 
economic opportunities that are available to them’ (1995:10). There are resources inside of LWPW that 
remain untapped because of the lack of spontaneous sociability.  
17While Fukuyama’s subject is fascinating I find his leaning towards the ‘rightness’ of high trust societies to 
be unconvincing in his economic thesis (since he himself admits to low trust societies who have done very 
well in the modern globalized economy) and unconvincing in its ‘one style should fit all’ conclusion. Low 
trust societies may do other things very well, and it does not seem necessary to require that all structures 
economic or otherwise must move in the same inevitable direction.  
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about their future on the land. However, these people are survivors, and I know that 

whatever happens they will continue to find their way along at the periphery of Thai 

society. I leave this research project with a hope and a wish. My hope is that in some small 

way I will be able over time to return the kindness the residents there have shown to me as 

an outsider, allowing me to take so much from their lives and community. As for my wish, 

I wish for the community of Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram true samakhii so that, in the 

words of L. P., they can truly ‘do everything’. 
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GLOSSARY OF THAI TERMS 

amnaat power 

baan  house, village, dwellings on land 

bang  locality along a waterway 

baramii prestige, influence, generally used in the text as personal power 

bunkhun indebted goodness 

chuathuu trustworthy 

chumchon an assemblage of people, a technical term for a slum community 

farang  westerner, white person 

ittipon  influence 

jao pho used now to refer to ‘godfather’ types 

katanyuu gratitude 

khlong canal, watercourse 

klum  group 

kreng jai to have consideration for, reluctant to impose on, polite deference 

kreng klua fear 

brong sai transparent, mai brong sai means not transparent 

muang city 

naa wat in front of the temple, used as a geographic designation in LWPW 

nabthuu respect 

nakleng ruffian, rogue, bold person 

pattana development 

phuak  group, party, phak phuak as a clique 

phuu nam leader 

phuu noi inferior 

phuu yai superior, adult 

Rua Khiaw literally Green Fence, a geographic designation in LWPW 
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sakdi  rank, authority, status 

sakdina literally authority over rice fields, later used as dignity marks 

samakhii unity, consensus, accord 

thuukjai pleased, satisfied 

Ton Pho Pipal tree, a geographic designation in LWPW 

trok  lane, alley 
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APPENDIX ONE: ORGANIZATION OF THE DATA 

This appendix summarizes the organization of all the empirical materials that were 

collected. I have divided it into two sections reflecting the way in which the data is filed. 

From the beginning of the data collection I developed the habit of creating a daily 

summary for each visit, and retyping my handwritten notes of any interviews or participant 

observations that were in Thai and English into a MS Word document. I then kept the hard 

copy of the material and a digital copy. This system was adequate throughout the time of 

the systematic data collection, but as I gathered more material and needed to reflect more 

on the informal interview and observational material I realized I needed a better system. 

The bibliographic database program Endnote, which is capable of handling Thai text and is 

fully searchable, provided a solution where I was able to put all of the data into a single 

master database. In the spring of 2004 I entered all of my existing data into Endnote and 

began at that time to start writing memoranda and reflecting on my current interview work 

as well as the material that I had gathered during the time of the systematic data collection. 

Materials filed in the Endnote program 

The Endnote program creates a unique record number for every entry. In the text I use the 

record number to refer to interviews and participant observation data.  

1. Daily summaries 

Each time I made a visit to Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW) I wrote down a daily 

summary indicating where I was, who I visited, and what I did during my time there, along 

with occasional reflections on the day. As a rule reflections and ideas were written down in 

what were logged as interview files or participant observation files. There are 55 Daily 

Summary entries. Notes in the text from these materials use the abbreviation DS with the 

record number.  

2. Domain interviews 

The purpose of these interviews was to test out ways of asking questions to tap the domain 

of leadership to prepare for the free-recall listing exercise. I used some pre-set questions 
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but made adjustments through the course of the interviews as I found words that were more 

effective in eliciting terms. A total of 23 interviews were conducted and logged into 

Endnote. 

3. Direct and indirect question interviews on leadership 

For the free-recall listing I wanted to be able to separate respondents by whether or not 

they were involved in leadership in the community. I decided to approach obtaining this 

information in two different ways so the results could be compared. In the direct questions 

I let people know I was studying leadership and asked them to identify formal leaders and 

informal leaders. A total of 24 people were interviewed and this material is found in 

Endnote record #288. In the indirect questioning, I told people I was studying in the 

community without mentioning leadership and I asked a series of questions along the lines 

of who was respected and why. A total of 23 people were conducted and logged in 

Endnote.  

4. General interviews 

These were recorded by hand, sometimes while talking with an interviewee and sometimes 

after, then later typed into Endnote. I based the lines of questioning on leads developed 

from my reflection on the material and later from my initial open coding. For the initial 

coding of these files I used boldface type and the notation ‘code:’ followed by the code 

name and then any comments underneath. The coding was done inside of the file with the 

interview data. The record of these interviews is located in the bibliography under primary 

sources. 

5. Taped and transcribed interviews  

I tape-recorded four interviews. Three were by appointment and I had a series of questions 

developed from the emerging material to discuss with them. In one case I had the tape 

recorder with me and the interviewee was so interesting that I asked if I could get what he 

was saying on tape. Due to the length of these interviews they are kept in separate MS-

Word files and are logged as an entry in the database so they have a record number. The 
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initial coding is located inside these files. The record of these interviews is located in the 

bibliography under primary sources. 

6. Focus group interviews 

I did interviewing in focus groups outside of LWPW in order to learn about reciprocity and 

obligation. This material was logged into Endnote. The record of these interviews is 

located in the bibliography under primary sources. 

7. Participant observation  

While much of my work was observational in nature and came from spending time in the 

community and watching things and interacting with people, what I label as ‘participant 

observations’ in the data were particular events that I attended and took part in. I made 

notes during these events and filled in more detail later. I then typed them into Endnote. 

Initial coding was done inside of these files. The record of these interviews is located in the 

bibliography under primary sources. 

8. Detailed coding on categories 

While initial coding was inside the actual file for each interview or participant observation, 

I made separate files for further detailed coding on a particular subject or category. 

9. Memoranda 

Even before I began to formalize my coding work I was writing down ideas about my 

reflections and analysis of the material. I moved all of this into the new format in Endnote 

and built a base of material that reflects questions, theoretical concerns, further areas for 

research, and analytical insights. Larger working memoranda that I used for reporting on 

my work to supervisors are not entered in Endnote but are stored in MS Word documents 

in the data collection file.  

Materials in the data collection file 

For the systematic data collection work I built a separate file to store all the materials 

associated with each of the following procedures. 

1. Free-recall listing exercise  
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I initially developed a form with the demographic questions and the free-recall questions. 

These proved to be difficult for residents to use. I changed to using a system of blank 

sheets of paper and reading the questions to people. From their answers, handwritten by 

them or me in Thai, I made a phonetic chart and put all the terms by respondent in English 

phonetic separated by comma in a notepad (.txt) file. 

2. Saliency analysis  

I converted the notepad (.txt) files and used ANTHROPAC to conduct a saliency analysis 

of the free-recall listing data. The final results were converted into MS Excel files.  

3. Paired similarity judgement exercise  

A master list of all the terms generated by the free-recall listing exercise and sorted by 

saliency was created, and from this list 21 terms from the top 32 were chosen to be 

developed into a paired similarity judgement exercise. I used ANTHROPAC to make a 

master copy of the 21 terms paired against each other, which created a questionnaire of 210 

questions. This master had the Thai terms in the English phonetic used for the salience 

analysis. After translating the questionnaire back into the original Thai terms I collected 

data from 47 respondents.  

4. Consensus analysis and correspondence analysis of the paired similarity exercise  

The choices for the 47 respondents on the 210 pairs were entered into a notepad (.txt) file 

in order by respondent. I used ANTHROPAC to do a correspondence analysis and 

consensus analysis from this text file. The results of the correspondence analysis were run 

with an SPSS graphing program to provide a pictorial representation. 

5. Pile sorting and hierarchical clustering analysis 

A research assistant and I collected 30 pile sorts from within the community. The results 

were placed in an MS Excel file with each term being assigned a number. A notepad (.txt) 

file was created and ANTHROPAC was used to run a pile sort analysis. The resulting 

matrix of the percentage of informant agreement per term was put in an MS Excel file. The 
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ANTHROPAC matrix data file was then run using hierarchical cluster analysis and the 

results were saved in a notepad (.txt) file.  
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APPENDIX TWO: A GLOSSARY OF SYSTEMATIC DATA COLLECTION 

TERMS AND PROCEDURES 

Systematic Data Collection 
Systematic data collection refers to systematic interviewing where each informant is asked 
the same set of questions (Weller & Romney, 1988:6). This approach is contrasted with 
open-ended interviewing where subjects give long explanatory answers to a variety of 
different questions and the researcher follows lines of interest in the questioning (1988:6). 
Structured interviewing makes use of standardized lists of items or a set of statements; it 
helps to minimize the problem of inconsistent or non-comparable data across informants, 
helps make systematic comparisons (Weller, 1998:365-6), and helps ‘avoid researcher bias 
resulting from imposing a prior categories that may not correspond to those of the people 
being studied’ (Weller & Romney, 1988:6). Systematic data collection proceeds in two 
phases (Weller, 1998:365-6). The first stage is to make a descriptive exploration of the 
subject under study and develop a set of items relevant to the area of interest. The second 
takes these results and develops structured interviewing materials for systematic 
examination. This can include general information, assessing knowledge, attitudes, how 
people classify things by making discriminations, and the beliefs of a group (1998:366-7). 
 
Systematic data collection is associated with the work of cognitive anthropology (see 
footnote 38 Chapter 2). Cognitive anthropologists have developed methods for exploring 
‘how people think about and locate meaning in the world around them (Trotter II & 
Schensul, 1998:708). Anthropologists from this subfield of cultural anthropology often 
utilize methods for investigating cultural domains that are related to traditional 
ethnography in terms of interviewing and coding. Systematic data collection techniques 
represent one type of tool for this type of work (1998:709).  
 
Domain/Semantic Domain/Cultural Domain 
The domain defines the boundaries of what is being studied; it is what respondents think 
about ‘something’. (Weller & Romney, 1988:9). ‘For convenience we call the “something” 
a semantic or cultural domain. The semantic or cultural domain is simply the subject 
matter of interest, a set of related items’ (1988:9). Domains that have been studied include 
colour terms, kinship terms, diseases, plant terms, emotion terms, and so on.  
 
A formal definition includes the following: A domain may be defined as an organized set 
of words, concepts, or sentences, all on the same level of contrast, that jointly refer to a 
single conceptual sphere. The items in a domain derive their meanings, in part, from their 
position in a mutually interdependent system reflecting the conceptual sphere (Weller & 
Romney, 1988:9). This is what cognitive anthropologists refer to as systemic cultural 
patterning (Romney et al., 1986:315).  
 
Domain Questions 
In a study where the investigator does not know the boundaries of the domain in advance it 
is necessary to have an elicitation procedure because informants should define the domain. 
Such a procedure insures that the investigator’s definition of the domain is based on that of 
the informants (Weller & Romney, 1988:10). The most general technique used for 
isolating and defining a domain is that of free-recall listing (see the next definition).  
 
The first step in domain definition that proceeds the elicitation procedure is to decide upon 
a domain, and then to decide how to ask informants to list items in the domain (1988:11). 
The investigator tests different forms of questions on small groups of people to see if the 
wording is understandable, that the interview flows smoothly, and that the question 
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produces enough items (1998:11). If a question does not produce a number of items (low 
item frequency) then it is an indicator that the wording needs to be changed.  
 
Free-Recall Listing 
Free recall listing is an elicitation technique used to study a cultural domain (Bernard, 
1995:239-40). The exercise is performed by asking respondents an open-ended question to 
get a list or partial set of items from informants about the domain under study (Weller, 
1998:368). The responses are taken down verbatim and in order. If a response is given 
more than once, or in cases where multiple questions are being used to elicit that domain, a 
response that appears more than once in the entire set of questions is only counted once. 
The responses are tabulated by counting the number of respondents that mentioned each 
item (Weller & Romney, 1988:14). In tabulating the researcher has to use her own 
judgement to decide what terms or statements refer to the same concepts (1988:15). Weller 
and Romney state that generally in a coherent domain 20-30 respondents are sufficient 
(1988:14). The researcher will know the domain is adequately explored when further 
interviews stop producing new terms. 
 
What do you do with free-recall data? The results of free-recall listing are large numbers of 
lists of terms generated by respondents about what belongs in or makes up the domain 
under investigation. Depending on the purpose of the study it may be necessary to limit the 
number of terms used. There are no hard and fast rules for the cut-off point for inclusion 
and exclusion, but the most frequent and salient items should have the top priority (Weller 
& Romney, 1988:16). 
 
Saliency Analysis 
A free-recall listing produces a list of terms in the order given them by the respondent. 
Frequency counts the number of times respondents have listed a term. Saliency is a 
measure that accounts for both frequency of occurrence and its rank order in the list. The 
formula for the salience (S) of a given term j is Sj=n-rj/n-1 where n equals the length of the 
respondent list (the total number of terms generated by the respondent) and rj is the rank of 
the particular term j (see Smith, Furbee, Maynard, Quick, & Ross, 1995). 
 
Saliency analysis is useful because it goes past frequencies to show the importance of a 
term to the respondents as well, since what comes first in the list is more ‘salient’ to the 
informant than that which comes at the end. 
 
Paired Similarity Judgements 
One structured interviewing technique to use with data about a domain (generally from 
having done a free-recall listing exercise) is to pair the items two at a time, present them to 
respondents, and ask them to make a judgement as to which is ‘more’ and which is ‘less’ 
(Weller & Romney, 1988:45). In the case of the terms I collected on leadership traits, the 
judgement involved an evaluation as to how terms were more alike (closer in meaning) or 
less alike (farther apart in meaning). The number of pairs that will be created from a list of 
items is calculated by the formula m(m-1)/2, where m is the number of items. Thus with 
the 21 terms that I chose to use for the paired similarity judgement exercise, the 
questionnaire was comprised of 210 pairs to be ranked on a five point scale in terms of 
being more or less alike in meaning. 
 
Consensus Analysis 
This is an analytical model that does three things: it determines if there are highly shared 
beliefs among a group of respondents (shown by the pattern of agreement or consensus 
among informants), it can provide the estimate of the ‘correct’ (in the sense of culturally 
correct) answer for each question, and finally it provides an estimate of how much each 
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informant knows the shared beliefs (Weller, 1998:399-400). The assumptions are that the 
ethnographer does not know the answers to the questions and does not know how much 
knowledge each informant has about the domain (1998:399). It is in essence a test to find 
the ‘correct’ answers without having the answer key. The assumptions that underlie this are 
that there is a socially shared pool of knowledge that is a ‘high consensus code’, 
informants vary in how much they know about this code, and that informants answer 
independent of other informants (Romney et al., 1986:316). The full mathematical model 
for consensus analysis is presented in Romney et al. (1986). In brief, the procedure works 
in the following way (Weller, 1998:400). First, there is an assessment of all the pairs of 
respondents as to the similarity of responses by calculating the proportion of matching 
responses. Next, the homogeneity or agreement of responses is calculated by factoring the 
matrix of similarity between the pairs of informants so that individual knowledge can be 
determined. ‘Whether or not the solution is a single factor solution is used to determine if 
there is a single pattern in responses’ (Weller, 1998:400).  
 
The rule of thumb is that the ratio between the first and second eigenvalues should be 
greater than three to one, meaning that there is a single factor solution to the matrix, which 
is evidence of strong cultural patterning (Borgatti, 1990:45; Weller, 1998:400). 
Eigenvalues are the sum of the squared loadings (correlations between each factor and the 
cases or variables) for a factor and they show how much variation all of the cases share 
with a factor. If you take a factor’s eigenvalue and divide it by the eigenvalues of all the 
factors it tells you how much explanatory power the factor has as a proportion 
(Handwerker & Borgatti, 1998:563). This proportion should be a minimum of three to one 
in order to show a cultural model. ‘Matrices that contain real underlying structure exhibit a 
very sharp drop in the size of eigenvalues and a clearly identifiable point at which 
eigenvalues level off’ (1998:564).  
 
Correspondence Analysis 
Correspondence analysis is one of several forms of metric scaling (Weller & Romney, 
1990:5). Metric scaling does the work of description by ‘revealing the structure of the data 
and providing a scaled model of that structure’ (1990:7). As such it is used for exploratory 
rather than predictive value. ‘From a non-technical point of view, the purpose of 
multidimensional scaling is to provide a visual representation of the pattern of similarities 
or distances among a set of objects’ (Borgatti, 1990:29). In the visual representation of a 
correspondence analysis of data the degree of similarity is shown by how close the two 
points are located in space (Weller & Romney, 1990:12).  
 
I used the results of the paired similarity data collection in the form of proximities (how 
close or far apart a pair was judged by native speakers) to form a similarity matrix where 
each term was paired against every other term and a rating given with the higher number 
meaning more similarity. The correspondence analysis is performed on this matrix. 
 
Borgatti points out that correspondence analysis is very helpful at providing a two 
dimensional representation (in the sense of a map on paper having two dimensions) so that 
complex sets of relationships can be seen in a glance (1990:31). He does note that the best 
representation of the data may not be in two dimensions. However the problem is that 
when you increase the number of dimensions it is impossible to represent them on paper 
and harder to comprehend, with four dimensions making it ‘virtually useless as a method 
of making complex data more accessible to the human mind’ (1990:32).  
 
Pile Sorting 
Pile sorting is a form of classification, showing which things go together. I used it with the 
21 terms to produce a matrix showing the percentage of informant agreement as to how 
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often respondents placed two terms together. This matrix can be analysed using consensus, 
correspondence analysis, or hierarchical clustering. When the items in a domain have been 
identified they can be put on a card and then informants can be asked to sort them into 
piles so that similar items are in the same pile (Weller, 1998:386). There are many versions 
of pile sorting and I used the unconstrained version that does not limit the number of piles. 
The only rule is that there must be two or more items in a pile; singles are not allowed.  
 
Hierarchical Clustering Analysis 
Clustering analysis is useful for finding out what goes with what and to what degree 
(Handwerker & Borgatti, 1998:556). In the matrix that I have analysed the levels of 
clustering are the rows, expressed in terms of the percentage how often the two terms were 
placed together, and the terms are the columns (see Borgatti, 1990:27-9). 
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APPENDIX THREE: DETAILS OF PROCEDURAL STEPS AND DATA 

SUMMARIES IN THE SYSTEMATIC DATA COLLECTION 

1. Preparation for the free-recall listing exercise  

The preparation phase for the free-recall listing exercise consisted of two major steps, each 

designed to provide information needed for the actual free-recall listing. Step one 

concerned testing questions on the domain of leadership to make sure that the eventual 

questions adequately covered the domain and that they were meaningful and answerable by 

people in the community. The second step was concerned with determining who the 

leaders were in the community. I wanted to know who were considered leaders in the 

community for purposes of interviewing in the future, and also to know what types of 

leaders (such as formal and informal) were present. For each interview in this phase I 

collected the following demographic information: sex, age, province of birth, how many 

years they have lived in the slum, zone of residence in the community, the type of work 

they do, and their educational level.  

My first idea for doing the free-recall listing was to get a random sample of 

respondents from the community. My plan was to count all the dwellings, assign them a 

number, and then generate the random sample from this list. This proved to be impossible 

because the community was so labyrinthine; it would have been much too time consuming 

to complete the task. In the end I chose to divide the community into 12 zones and then 

picked two representatives from each zone, trying to get someone on the main path and 

someone from back inside off the path.  

I began step one by checking out how the term characteristics (laksana) worked. 

Previous experience in a May 2000 pilot study with people from a wide variety of 

backgrounds (Johnson, 2000) showed that this term was the easiest for people to answer 

given a concrete scenario, such as a relationship between an employer and employee. The 

method I employed was to start with my own ideas about questions and then listen for 

other terms that would come out in my conversations with people to pick up clues on ways 
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of constructing a better question. Not long into the process I-42 mentioned that there are 

good leaders and bad leaders and that it is hard to find a leader who is thuukjai (pleasing, 

appealing, satisfactory, to be to one’s liking) for everyone. I began to experiment with a 

question about what kind of a boss (hua naa) would make them feel thuukjai. Later on in 

the interview process I-49 brought up the word bukalik (personality) and it yielded distinct 

terms for ‘characteristics’. I also wanted to elicit the practices and behaviour of leaders so I 

experimented with ways of asking questions using braphrut (behave, act) and kaankratham 

(deed, act, action). This question seemed to be the most difficult to word in such a way as 

to elicit answers. So I expanded it working with a combination of terms as follows, ‘What 

is his lila kaan nam (the style of leading), khao tham arai baang (what kind of things does 

the person do), what kind of kaankratham (actions) does he do, and what methods does he 

use in leading (khaow chai withii aria baang)?’ Asking the question in this way brought out 

new and unique responses. Finally, in the context of interviewing I heard people talk about 

character (nisai) and found that this brought out different terms than the others as well.  

My experimentation with asking questions using different terms showed me that a 

series of questions utilizing characteristics, character, personality, and actions elicited more 

discrete terms and concepts than any single term. I found that asking them as a single 

question with multiple parts, exhausting each term before moving on to the next worked 

best. The preliminary interviews also showed that people were able to generate terms and 

concepts when thinking of a specific working relationship (employer/employee) as well as 

a preferred leader. The final list of questions appears in section 5.1.4. I did interviews with 

23 people for the domain testing questions. 

In the second step I decided to use two methods to see who were considered leaders 

in the community, one direct and the other indirect. In this way I could compare and see if 

the two lists matched or not. In the direct approach I interviewed 24 people using the term 

‘leader’ (phuu nam) and asked two questions: 

1. Who are the leaders in the slum who have formal positions (ben thaang gaan)? 
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2. Who are the leaders in the slum who do not have formal positions (mai ben thaang gaan)?  

The choice of terms used in the indirect questioning grew out of information gathered from 

the pilot study in May of 2000 and from the literature (Johnson, 2000:8-9; Manoonate, 

1981:42). The ideas of being acceptable (thiiyawmrab), respected (nabthuu), able to 

counsel (brugsaadai), and able to solve problems were all salient. I also included the term 

phuu yai (as superior or elder) since I have frequently heard this in conversations where 

leaders are being talked about over the years. To round this out I added a question about 

who was the mostly widely known in the community (dang and mii chuusiang).  

1. Who in this slum do you respect (nabthuu)? If there is no one here, whom else do you respect?  

2. Why do you respect them?  

3. Who is a superior/elder (phuu yai) here?  

4. Who do you consult (bruksaa) with when you have a problem?  

5. Who is the most well known (dang) and has the biggest reputation (chuusiang) in the community?   

6. Who is acceptable (thiiyawmrab) in the community? 

I conducted these interviews with nine people from the domain question group and 

then another 12 individuals.  

All told in conducting these three sets of interviews I spoke with a total of 59 

different individuals, 27 males and 32 females. A summary of the demographic 

information is given in Table 9. 

Table 9 Demographics on the preparatory interviews for the free-recall listing 

Male 27       

Female 32       
Age range 20-29 

10 
30-39 
19 

40-49 
13 

50-59 
8 

60-69 
5 

70-79 
3 

Unknown 
1 

Province of 
birth 

Bangkok 
14 

Central 
5 

North 
3 

Northeast 
30 

East 
0 

South 
0 

Unknown 
7 

Years 
Living In 
the 
chumchon 

Whole 
Life 
12 

20 or 
more 
11 

10-19 
 
5 

2-9 
 
25 

1 year or 
less 
6 

  

Education 
level 

No 
Formal 
Education 
5 

Primary 
(1-6) 
 
26 

Seconda
ry (7-
12) 
 
14 

Some 
College 
 
3 

Unknown 
 
 
11 
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The direct and indirect questions showed that when people think of leaders in the 

community they think in terms of the formal positions of the slum committee and the most 

well known representatives of that committee are those who serve or have served as the 

committee president. In the direct questions very few people could identify someone they 

thought of as a leader who did not occupy a formal position on the committee, and there 

were no people who are considered ‘respected’ and who are known community wide other 

than people currently or formerly on the committee. The question about informal leaders 

showed there is not a strong sense of informal leadership in the community. Informant 

responses on these questions fell into thee major types. Some said there are no informal 

leaders, others named a person they knew who is close to them geographically and 

relationally, and three informants named people outside the chumchon who come in to help 

in some capacity. Table 10 summarizes the answers to the direct questioning on formal and 

informal leadership. 

Table 10 Responses on direct questioning about leadership 

Answer Direct questions on formal 
leaders 

Direct questions on 
informal leaders 

Gave a person’s name who is not a 
member of the slum committee 

0 
 

3 

Named the slum committee in 
general, or head of the committee, 
or specific name or names of 
present or former committee 
members  

13 0 

Said they did not know 1 1 
Said there are leaders but they do 
not know them personally, or do not 
know their names 

6 2 

Said there are no leaders of this 
type 

3 6 

Listed someone outside the slum 
community  

0 3 

Said the owner of the house they 
rent 

0 1 

Did not answer the question 0 4 
Other kinds of answers 1-I don’t know them yet  1-I have not met them yet, 1-

there are not many, 1-people 
are all informal with each 
other, 1-I respect everyone 
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2. The free-recall listing  

For the free-recall listing I collected two sets of questions per informant. Leaders and 

nonleaders were asked questions about their perceptions of an actual leader they had 

worked with and a preferred leader. Demographic information was collected that included 

the following: name, sex, birth province, number of years lived in the chumchon, current 

employment, and educational level. On the leader instrument a final question was included 

on their current role as a leader in the community. For perceptions of actual leaders a rating 

scale in terms of effectiveness in task accomplishment and the quality of the experience for 

the employee/subordinate was included. The following two tables list the questions used 

for actual leaders and preferred leaders. 

Table 11 Questions on perceptions of actual leaders 

Please think of a specific boss/employer you have had and answer the following questions: 
1. What kind of work was it? 
2. What was your task or duty? 
3. What was your employer’s task or duty? 
4. What was the purpose of the work? 
Rate on a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high) how this experience was in terms of: 
1. Overall experience of working with this boss. 
2. How well the purpose of this work was accomplished. 
Please think about this specific boss/employer and answer the following questions: 
1. What are the laksana (characteristics) of your boss in leading? 
2. What is the nisai (character) of your boss? 
3. What is the bukalik (personality) of your boss? 
4. What is the lila kaan nam (style of leadership) of your boss? What does your boss do (khaow tham 
aria baang) in leading and what methods are used (khaow chai withii arai)? 

Table 12 Questions on perceptions of a preferred leader 

This is a ‘suppose’ (sommut) question. Suppose that you apply for work at a company and are accepted 
into one of the divisions. This division has a huanaa (head). What kind of a huanaa would you like to 
have that would make you feel thuukjai (pleased) and want to work, and where the work would go 
well?  
1. What would be the laksana (characteristics) of this huanaa? 
2. What would be the nisai (character) of this huanaa? 
3. What would be the bukalik (personality) of this huanaa? 
4. What would be the lila kaan nam (style of leadership) of this huanaa? What would this huanaa do 
(khaow ja tham aria baang) in leading and what methods are used (khaow ja chai withii arai)? 

 

The literature notes that with a coherent domain usually 20-30 informants are 

sufficient. However the more variation there is the more informants are needed to gain 

increased accuracy (Weller, 1998:371-372; Weller & Romney, 1988:14). Because of the 
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complexity of this domain I determined to try to collect a total of 50 free listings. Since 

there were a limited number of leaders in the community, I collected 30 nonleader 

respondents and tried to get as close to 20 leader respondents as possible. The pool for 

leaders was the current committee (numbering 11 people), plus their adviser, a few of the 

volunteer health workers who were named in the indirect questioning, and former 

committee members that could be located. In the end I was able to do free-recalls with 18 

leaders. This included ten of the 11 current committee, the adviser, four former committee 

members, and three community health workers. All except four of them were born and 

raised in Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW), and the ones who were not have lived 

there 26, 37, 40 plus, and 48 years. I collected 30 nonleader free-recall listings, with at 

least one representative from each of the 12 zones that I designated. Ten were born in 

Bangkok, with seven of these born and raised in the slum; four were born in central region 

provinces, one in the north, one in the south, 13 in the northeast, and one person answered 

that he works in the slum as a barber, but lives outside of it. Table 13 and Table 14 and list 

further relevant demographic data and show the number of words generated for each 

scenario.  

Table 13 Demographic data from leaders on free-recall listing  

(sorted by education level) L=leader PL=preferred leader NA=not applicable 

Case # Sex Age Education L words PL words 
6 M 50’s 0 6 6 
18 F 50’s 2 9 11 
3 F 51 4 NA 12 
5 F 50’s 4 22 16 
7 M 60’s 4 9 8 
9 M 46 4 NA 7 
12 M 60 4 13 6 
13 F 51 4 5 8 
11 M 54 7 17 9 
14 M 53 9 17 7 
15 M 36 9 18 11 
16 M 42 10 17 10 
1 F 47 12 20 17 
2 M 44 12 10 8 
4 M 48 12 20 7 
8 M 65 12 12 8 
17 M 40's 12 17 13 
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10 F 41 Bachelors 22 14 
 

Table 14 Nonleader demographics on free-recall listing  

(sorted by educational level) L = leader, PL = preferred leader NA = not applicable 

Case # Sex Age Education L words PL words 
4 F 40 0 8 5 
18 F 46 0 7 3 
5 F 35 2 14 9 
15 M 69 3 14 7 
2 F 53 4 9 4 
6 M 53 4 NA 3 
12 F 46 4 10 3 
17 F 50 4 8 6 
24 F 40 4 NA 4 
26 M 40 4 6 6 
28 M 62 4 7 5 
9 M 17 5 10 6 
7 F 28 6 7 4 
8 F 29 6 5 5 
11 M 30 6 NA 3 
22 F 34 6 9 5 
23 M 34 6 5 8 
25 M 30 6 7 7 
27 M 32 6 5 7 
1 F 34 9 5 5 
10 M 33 9 2 6 
14 M 21 9 9 8 
21 M 34 9 15 11 
19 F 50 10 4 2 
3 F 48 12 10 10 
13 M 42 12 9 2 
16 M 42 12 11 8 
30 M 28 12 17 16 
29 F 28 BA 16 15 
20 M 45 MA 8 9 

 

I included a question rating their experience with the particular leader and their 

perception of how effective that person was because in my original plan I thought that I 

would be able to get approximately equal numbers of interviews on leaders rated in 

different ways. However it turned out that when given the choice people would reflect on 

an experience with a good leader, one that was a positive experience for them. As the 

interviews progressed, I tried to ask people to give answers based on a poor experience 

with a leader. I was able to collect only a few, which were not enough to use for any kind 

of comparison. Out of 42 people who answered questions about an actual leader and rated 



 340 

the experience, 25 spoke about a good or very good experience, 11 an adequate experience, 

and only six a poor or very poor experience.  

There were some challenges in the actual collection of the data that required some 

adjustments and that affected the results. Normally in a free-recall listing each question 

should have had a list made for it. Since I was using four questions relating to the 

characteristics (laksana), character (nisai), personality (bukalik), and the actions there 

should have been four lists per interviewee produced, one on each question based on one of 

these terms. Since I used the same four questions for perceptions on actual or ideal 

leaders/followers, each respondent should have generated a total of 12 lists (three question 

sets generating four lists each).  

My first plan was to develop a form with each question listed separately with a 

numbered space to write in words and phrases and to administer it as far as possible as a 

paper and pencil exercise in order to make it more interesting and faster to complete. To 

test this I decided to start first with committee members and make any adjustments 

accordingly. I made an appointment with D., the committee president, and started with a 

group of three that included two of the highest educated people in the leader group. They 

found the paper version of the exercise very confusing and felt that the questions had too 

much overlap and repetition. After the first three interviews I decided to make an on-the-

spot adjustment and conducted a fourth interview by verbally giving the questions and 

recording the answers. This worked better, and I then did two more in this fashion. The 

verbal interviews revealed that the entire process was too long. Part of the problem was the 

perception on the part of the interviewee that there was ‘so much to answer’ by having 

separate and what they considered to be similar questions. 

Based on this experience I decided to change the appearance of the exercise 

without really changing the content by asking each set as a single question and thus 

reducing the whole exercise to only two questions. From leader interview #7 on I began to 

phrase it as a single question with four dimensions saying, ‘I am looking at the 
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characteristics, character, personality, and actions of the particular leader (or follower) you 

are thinking of.’ Then I would start with the first term and go until they slowed down or 

stopped, ask if they had anything more to add, and then go on to the next word following 

the some procedure.1 Changing the exercise to a single question with four dimensions 

solved the repetition problem as well. People seemed to remember what they had said 

previously and would generate new terms rather than repeating what they already said. By 

making the exercise less confusing, less time consuming, and less repetitive I felt like I 

was better able to hold the attention of the interviewees. In this way I felt that the quality of 

the interview increased and that what was lost by not being able to analyse discrete 

questions was gained back in more detailed responses because the interviewees were more 

engaged with the exercise.  

With a total of 48 respondents generating two lists each there were 96 lists. Table 

15 and Table 16 show the descriptive statistics for terms generated per question set for 

leaders and nonleaders on the free-recall listing. 

Table 15 Descriptive statistics for terms generated in free-recall listings by leaders 

N=18 12 male, 6 female 

Age range 39 and below: 1 
40-49: 7 
50-59: 7  
60-65: 3 

Leaders on actual leaders 
 

Average number of terms 14.626 
Minimum 6  
Maximum 22  
Standard Deviation 5.548 
 

Leaders on a preferred leader 
 

Average number of terms 9.88 
Minimum 6  
Maximum 17  
Standard Deviation 3.358 
 

 

 

                                                 

1Weller used a similar methodology in order to create more exhaustive lists by having people answer one 
question till they could not generate any more terms and then changing the wording slightly and asking it 
again (Weller, 1998:370). I followed essentially this same methodology by exhausting each term before 
moving on the next and always in the same order.  
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Table 16 Descriptive statistics for terms generated in free-recall listings by nonleaders  

N=30, 16 male, 14 female 

Age range Under 20: 1 
20-29: 5 
30-39: 9 
40-49: 9 
50-59: 4 
60-69: 2 

Nonleaders on actual leaders 
 

Average number of terms 8.77 
Minimum 2  
Maximum 17  
Standard Deviation 3.77 
 

Nonleaders on preferred leaders 
 

Average number of terms 6.4 
Minimum 3  
Maximum 16  
Standard Deviation 3.423 

 

3. The saliency analysis  

The free-recall listing data was recorded from each informant in the exact order given. No 

matter how many times an informant uses a term, it is counted only once. The first step in 

preparation to run the saliency analysis was to get all the terms into the same spelling and 

format. Sometimes very similar terms are used, or they are used in a slightly different 

fashion. For each informant I took a sheet of paper and made two columns. Each column 

represented a question set, and the informant responses were put in order in the appropriate 

column. A transliteration key to insure uniformity of spelling in English letters was 

developed and two people were hired to put each respondent’s terms into a text (.txt) file in 

English letters separated by a comma, which is the format used by ANTHROPAC for 

running free-recall data. A master list of all the 96 sets in a text file became the basis for 

continued refinement of the lists in order to have consistent spellings throughout. I 

repeatedly ran the lists on ANTHROPAC and examined the alphabetical listing to correct 

inconsistencies. Long responses that were in sentence form needed to be reduced to 

something more manageable and frequently repeated terms were shortened down to an 

abbreviated form (for instance luuk nawng for employee was abbreviated to LN throughout 

the lists). Both of these steps were cosmetic in nature because there were no decisions to 
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make that would change the nature of the answer. At the same time a master key was made 

so that any set number in the 96 sets could be tracked back to its leader or nonleader case 

number and its question scenario. This allowed for pulling out different sets in order to 

organize them in different ways (such as putting all the leader responses on actual 

followers together).  

The most critical process in terms of the research was making decisions on what 

terms to group together under a single term. The general rule that I followed was to leave 

as much as possible the terminological diversity of the native speakers intact. The 

advantage here was that while it lowered the frequency of appearance of a term, it lessened 

my input as the researcher in making decisions about term meaning. In the end I made five 

groups where several terms were combined in a single idea. ‘Helping’ combined a number 

of terms where the leader is seen as one who helps out subordinates in some fashion. 

‘Teaching’ represented activities where the leader is involved in giving advice or 

instruction. There were three ‘reward’ groups where leaders gave either food, money, or 

travel opportunities to subordinates. Four different saliency lists were created and run and 

the results were put in an MS Excel file and sorted by saliency (see Table 4 in the text). 

4. Development of the paired similarity judgement instrument  

The first step in developing the paired similarity questionnaire was to choose the list of 

terms that will comprise the exercise from the saliency analysis. I decided on using 21 

terms since the resulting questionnaire of all 21 terms paired against each other would 

make a total of 210 pairs. I began with the top 30 terms ranked by salience, which were 

also the terms with the greatest frequency.  

Table 17 Top 32 terms ranked by salience from free-recall listing 

Term Frequency 
good character (nisai dii) 29 
good (dii)  19 
helping (chuay lua)) 25 
informal-approachable (ben kan eng 19 
honest (suusat) 18 
industrious (kayan) 16 
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reasonable (mii hetpon)  15 
kind (jai dii) 13 
understanding (khaowjai) 11 
loving (rak) 10 
not fussy (mai juu jii jug jig) 10 
responsible (rabpidchawb)  13 
fair (yutitham)  10 
teaching (sawn)  10 
good person (khon dii) 8 
on time (trong taw welaa)   9 
helping with the work (chuay tham ngaan) 9 
able to go to for counsel (bruksaa dai) 9 
persevering (odton)  5 
well mannered-polite (riab rawy)  9 
look after, supervise (du lae) 9 
sympathetic (hen jai) 5 
gives advice (nae nam) 6 
concerned for subordinate (huang yai) 4 
serious about work, work is work (ngaan gaw ngaan) 7 
compassion-understanding-friendliness (namjai) 5 
polite (suphaap) 6 
decisive (dedkaad) 5 
friendly speech (phuud jaa dii) 6 
good human relational skills (manut samphan) 6 

 

The line of reasoning used for eliminating terms to get a final list of 21 was as 

follows:  

1. I dropped the terms ‘good’ and ‘good person’ since I felt that they were quite possibly 

artefacts of the questioning process. Very often in an interview I would start by saying, 

‘Tell me about the laksana (characteristics) of this person,’ and they would say 

immediately dii (good), or when asked about their nisai (character) they would say khon 

dii (good person).  

2. I dropped ‘not fussy’ because I wanted to focus on positive characteristics. There were 

106 mai terms (for negation) in the total list. These represent traits and behaviour that 

people do not prefer or value and so they describe good leadership in terms of their 

negation. 

3. The term ‘teaching’ was already a group of terms and I had considered adding to it the 

‘advise’ (nae nam) term already. I decided to drop ‘advise’ and left ‘teaching’ in for the 

paired similarity. 
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4. ‘Look after, supervise’ (duu lae) was dropped because it could have a split meaning and 

I was not sure which direction informants were taking. In one sense it could be part of the 

‘helping’ group since it has the idea of ‘looking after, care taking’ (as used with adults who 

look after children). In another sense it can mean ‘oversight’ or ‘supervise’ in which case it 

could be part of the term ‘responsible’. Since it could have had representation in either or 

both of these ideas I left it out from the final list. 

6. I dropped ‘persevering’ because it was less interesting in terms of illuminating cultural 

aspects of leadership than other terms.  

7. ‘Sympathetic’ (henjai) and ‘concerned’ (huangyai) had ties with several other terms like 

loving and understanding so I decided to leave them out.  

8. ‘Serious about work’ was dropped because it was part of a group of terms that could 

have been put together around ‘responsible’ which included ‘loves work’ as well.  

Throughout the choice process a basic rule of thumb that I followed was to 

eliminate the terms that were lower on the list if they connected in some way to a term 

higher on the list. The final list of 21 terms is found in Table 18. 

Table 18 Final 21 terms for paired similarity exercise 

good character (nisai dii) 
helping (chuay lua) 
informal-approachable (ben kan eng) 
honest (suusat) 
industrious (kayan) 
reasonable (mii hetpon) 
understanding (khaowjai) 
kind (jai dii) 
well mannered-polite (riab rawy) 
able to go to for counsel (bruksaa dai) 
fair (yutitham) 
loving (rak) 
teaching (sawn) 
on time (trong taw welaa) 
helping with the work (chuay tham ngaan) 
gives advice (nae nam) 
friendly speech (phuud jaa dii) 
polite (suphaap) 
compassion-understanding-friendliness (namjai) 
decisive (dedkaad) 
good human relational skills (manut samphan) 
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ANTHROPAC was used to generate a questionnaire pf 210 pairs in their English 

transliteration with a set of instructions in English. Each term was paired against all the 

other terms with instructions to rank how close or far apart in meaning the two terms were 

on a scale of one (not similar) to five (very similar). I then reproduced the material in Thai. 

ANTHROPAC produced two different randomized sets to prevent respondents from 

possibly copying another person’s answers.  

5. Collecting the paired similarity data  

I collected 50 sets of paired similarity questionnaires. There were challenges both with the 

use of the questionnaire by the people in the slum and with the questionnaire itself. It was 

inconvenient for many people to work with a 210 question instrument. Many are semi-

literate, are not used to working with written documents, and are often very busy working 

to make a living, and thus it is hard to find time for something that is an intrusion into their 

day. When I first started the process of collecting the data it took a very long time just to 

do get a few done. I worked around this problem in two ways. First, I would find a person 

willing to do it and after explaining it I would leave them to do it and repeat the process 

with another person. I would get three of four of them going at once and then swing back 

to pick up the results. Once I had a few being done, if I met someone who wanted me to 

read the questions and give the answers orally and have me mark them down, I would do 

that and then go back to collect from the others who were working on their own. In the 

slum there is hardly any such thing as a ‘private’ interview and doing the paired similarity 

often became a group activity with the person ‘doing’ the questionnaire consulting and 

debating with others nearby. My second method was to leave some of the questionnaires 

with key people who would take them to their friends. I did this with three people, one 

being D., the president of the committee at that time.  

The second problem was with the computer-generated questionnaire itself. The 

design should have produced 210 pairs, but it only produced 209, dropping out one pair. I 

reproduced the questionnaire in Thai and did not pick up this problem until I started 



 347

logging in respondents answers in MS-Excel. By then I had already collected 47 

questionnaires. After tracking down the missing pair, I went back to as many of the 47 

respondents as possible to try to and get an answer. In some cases I could not contact the 

original person so I had a relative or friend provide the answer, and in a handful I was 

unable to contact anyone so I used other people to provide an answer to the final pair. This 

was not a serious problem since while collecting the data respondents often worked as a 

group. 

After collecting data from 50 respondents on the two sets of randomized 

questionnaires, I first had to put the answers from all the respondents into a standard order. 

I did this by hand using graph paper to log all the answers onto a non-randomized set 

produced by ANTHROPAC. I then logged this material into a text (.txt) file in preparation 

for the consensus and correspondence analysis.  
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APPENDIX FOUR: BACKGROUND ON NAKLENG 

Akin provides a detailed analysis of the nakleng in what is known as the nakleng to (big 

nakleng) form (1975b:253-269). While people in the community he studied said that there 

were no more nakleng like this (1975b:264), Akin concluded that the ideal conception of a 

leader in the community was modelled on the nakleng to and centred on the ability to give 

aid and protection, deeply valuing assisting friends and followers, and seeking to never 

lose one’s liam nakleng (status, prestige of power) (1975b:287). Since he did his research 

nearly four decades ago I felt it was important to see how people construed nakleng in 

Lang Wat Pathum Wanaram (LWPW). Table 19 summarizes the information that I 

collected from a number of informants covering most of the period of my data collection 

(I-16, I-68, DI-49, I-294, I-296, PO-18, I-300, I-341). There were two main types of 

nakleng, those who were seen as positive and those seen as negative.  

Table 19 Views of nakleng 

Positive view of nakleng Negative view of nakleng 
Style: They have reasons and rationality (mii hetpon) 
They do not riid tai (extort, as in protection rackets) 
people, they do not bully people (rang gae) 

Style: They operate by making others fear them 
(kreng klua), they threaten and oppress others. 

Characteristics: bold, decisive, wide contacts 
(kwaang), they will struggle to the end (jai suu), 
resolute determined (naeow nae), they do good with 
all sincerity, are fair, confident and bold to act.  

Characteristics: They build a following through 
lending money, and build power centred on 
themselves, developing an entourage through the 
influence of money (jaang boriwan). They are kaerae 
(rogues) and have power. They riid tai (extort) from 
people in protection rackets, or force money from 
people by bullying. 

Types: nakleng dii (good nakleng) Type 1: The bully (antaphaan), has no money but is 
tough, beats people up, and is violent. The term 
nakleng hua maay (the wood head nakleng) may fall 
under this type; they speak abusively to others, beat 
people, and create problems.  
Type 2: Money lender, hired gun, right hand man for 
a gambling den operator, political level, mafia types  

 

The positive conception of nakleng still exists, but it seems to me to be more of an ideal 

and not actually embodied in any real person. For instance, in LWPW nobody could 

identify a good nakleng. In Trok Tai where Akin studied there were people who others 

called nakleng and viewed them in a positive light. Today in LWPW people will admit that 

there are nakleng (although I could never get anyone to actually take me to meet one or 
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point one out) but they are viewed completely in a negative fashion. Four names in 

particular came up when trying to find out about nakleng and those are well known in the 

community. There was a female moneylender named T. (no other details on her); H., the 

son of Grandma N., who was purported to be a ‘right hand man’ of Sia Baw, a well known 

godfather (jao pho) in the area; and Dh. and B., the uncle and father of the current 

community president who are both deceased. 

Rental housing was a source of wealth although the men were considered nakleng 

before the fire of 1973. There are indications they were involved in drugs and money 

lending, and possibly one as a hired gun. The change over time in the acceptability of 

nakleng in community leadership is illustrated among this group. Table 20 was produced 

from L. P.’s memory and he was not clear at some points, but a general trend is 

discernible. Dh. was the most infamous nakleng in the community. He went on from 

community leadership to win an election to the District Council. He raised the funds to 

build  

Table 20 Partial list of community presidents 

Year Election/Appointment President of committee and type 
1986 Appointment B.-police officer, not a nakleng 
1988 Election? Dh.-nakleng 
1990 Election? “ 
1992 Appointment? L.-nakleng to a degree 
1994 Appointment? “ 
1996 Election Tu.-nakleng 
1998 Election L. P.-hotel worker, not a nakleng 
2000 Election “ 
2002 Appointment D.-single woman, food seller, not 

a nakleng 
2004 Appointment T.-nephew of Dh., rental houses, 

not a nakleng 
  

the health clinic from people in the community and his own contacts. He was later shot to 

death in a rural area chasing down his wife that another man had taken.  

At one point in the community leadership history, although the details were murky, 

H. was elected to the committee and made the president by the others. If it was not H. then 

it was another nakleng whose name I do not know but who is still living. However there is 
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a rule that you cannot have been in prison within the past five years, and apparently he had 

been and this was not checked out closely (or ignored) by the District. But people went and 

informed the district and he was removed. Since the late 1990s there have been no nakleng 

types and T. who is from a family of nakleng, is considered acceptable for leadership 

because he is not a nakleng and is seen as ‘good’ and ‘trustworthy’.  

I wondered perhaps if a major godfather figure like Sai Baw would have any 

impact inside of LWPW and asked around about this. Several said they had heard of him 

but never seen him. Others knew that he ran a gambling den in the Bratuu Nam area. One 

person said that he cannot do anything in LWPW because the land is owned by the CPB.  
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APPENDIX FIVE: THE COMMUNITY COMMITTEES FOR THE 2002 AND 2004 

TERMS 

Table 21 Committee members 2002-2003 

Name/Occupation Gender Position Area Where They 
Live 

D. selling food, small 
items 

Female President 
 

Flats 

Ni. chief steward in a 
hotel 

Male Vice-president Flats 

S. (older brother of T.) 
guard at a construction 
site 

Male Fire brigade Ton Pho 

N. (older brother of L. 
Ph.) general labourer 
(rab jaang) 

Male Master of Ceremonies Flats 

L. no job, husband 
former committee 
president, now 
paralyzed 

Female Secretary Ton Pho (Naa Wat) 

K. (wife of B.) no job Female Treasurer Flats 
B. (husband of K.) no 
job 

Male Welcoming Flats 

L. Ph. (younger 
brother of N.) sells 
food 

Male Sports Flats 

Y. alcoholic ill and not 
working, mother sells 
food 

Male Fire brigade Flats 

B. L no job.  Male Registration Ton Pho 
Tu. (younger brother 
of S.) motorcycle 
repair  

Male Member at large Ton Pho 

 

Table 22 Committee members 2004-2005  

An * indicates that they served on the previous committee 

Name/Occupation Gender Position Area Where They 
Live 

T.(nephew of M.) dry 
goods shop, rental 
housing 

Male President Ton Pho 

M. (uncle of T.) 
sewing 

Male Treasurer Ton Pho 

*L. (sister of G.) Female Secretary, Information Ton Pho (Naa Wat) 
G.-sister of L. (no job, 
husband drives for 

Female Registration Ton Phon (Naa Wat) 
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Thai limo) 
Tm.unknown Male unknown Ton Pho 
Gi. unknown Male unknown Ton Pho 
W. unknown Male unknown Ton Pho 
*S.-older brother of 
Tu. 

Male Community Safety Ton Pho 

*Tu-younger brother 
of S. 

Male Community Safety Ton Pho 

*D. Female Member at Large Flats 
*B. L. Male Vice President Ton Pho 
Su.-relative of K. Male unknown Ton Pho 
S. S.-relative of K. Male Sports Ton Pho 
T. S. retired civil 
servant 

Male Member at large Ton Pho 

Ch. unknown Male unknown Ton Pho 
P. unknown Male Member at large Ton Pho 
Pe. unknown Male unknown Ton Pho 
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APPENDIX SIX: ENGLISH DEFINITIONS OF THE 21 TERMS  

NISAI DII-good character  
This term was the most frequently used and salient term of all. In conducting the free-recall 
listing the idea of goodness was very prominent. The word dii (good) appeared as the 
second most frequent term and khon dii (a good person) was sixteenth. In choosing the 
final list of 21 terms I decided to drop ‘good’ as I felt from conducting the exercise that 
respondents often started their list when I was asking for the characteristics of the person 
by saying ‘good’. In retrospect I was unsure if this was a characteristic or more of a 
summary saying they were a good leader. I left out ‘good person’ because I felt that good 
character would be a key component of being a good person. During my term interviews 
informants confirmed this connection.  
 
Nisai carries the dictionary definition of habit, disposition, trait, character, or characteristic 
(Haas, 1964; So, 1984). Informants indicated that the person of ‘good character’ is the 
‘good person’; they do not take advantage of others (aow briab), do not cheat others 
(kong),1 and do not steal from others. They have good human relational skills, get along 
well with others and are not self-centred. They are generous, kind and thoughtful, liberal in 
their help to others. In their speech they are not rough or coarse, not abusive or scolding, 
they do not talk about others. The person of good character will be respected.  
 
T. said that good character stems from one’s sandaan, which are the inborn traits and 
innate characteristics. This term is used for that part of character that is deepest inside a 
person and generally with a negative connotation, although not necessarily. He said that 
nisai dii equals khunatham, which is virtue, goodness, or moral principles (I-133). Another 
informant said that a person of good character is good to them, and expanded with the 
ideas of liberality and generosity, love, tenderness, and compassion (I-113). I spoke with 
D. and K. (I-70) about people of good character, how we know if people have it and how it 
is formed. The person of good character was one that you could associate with, be friends 
with, talk with and be understood, and whose disposition or temperament was not 
annoying and contradictory. In their expansion of this they noted that some people never 
follow along; they are always in opposition. You know that a person has good character by 
associating with them for a long time and through watching their behaviour. When I asked 
for an example of a person and why they thought he was nisai dii they said it was because 
he helped out, not with money but in being available to help and willing to help with 
events and work in the community. They felt that it was not possible to teach a person how 
to have good character; rather it was something that was inside of them already. 
 
D. and K. also brought out a distinction that is important in terms of leadership and which 
plays a part in some of these terms. While in general many of these terms link together and 
relate to each other, it is possible to make separations that from my observations seem to 
have to do with two dimensions: one’s own group versus others, and the reason for 
performing a particular action. Normally the person with good character is a good person, 
but they noted that it is possible to be considered a good person (khon dii) and yet not have 
good character. Their illustration, which is relevant to the situation in the slum, is the 

                                                 

1The dictionary definition of aow briab is to take advantage of, while kong has a broader range covering to 
be bent, crooked; to cheat, deceive, take unfair advantage of others, defraud swindle, and to try and get out of 
one’s commitment or avoid one’s obligations (Haas, 1964). The two terms lie on a continuum with aow briab 
being lighter and kong heavier and broader. Aow briab starts where the concern for others is less than 
ourselves; it is putting ourselves first, although it may not be that what is done is either ethically or morally 
wrong. Kong involves what is wrong in method and ethics. To be mai suusat (dishonest) starts in taking 
advantage of others or a policy when we put our concerns first (aow briab), and it can then lead to kong.  
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example of the person who helps her friends, but will not help others in the broader 
community. Such a person is considered a good person by their own circle, but others 
outside that circle would not think of them as having good character. They also noted that 
it is possible to be jai dii (kind) but not have good character. Here their example was based 
in the motive that led a person to do something. If a group of outsiders came and you fed 
them, you would be showing yourself to be kind, but if you did not try to help people in 
your own community, you showed that your kindness was only to build your own face, 
rather than being based in good character (I-70).   
 
CHUUAYLUA LUUK NAWNG-helps followers 
This was the second of four terms with representation across all of the lists for both actual 
and ideal leaders on perceptions by both leaders and nonleaders. The root idea is that when 
those under this leader are in trouble, face difficulties, or have a problem, whether at work 
or in their personal life, this type of person is one who will help them out. This help will 
often take tangible form as in financial assistance, but it can include counsel, 
encouragement, or problem solving as well. Informants noted that this kind of help is done 
with a pure heart and does not expect anything in return. T. said that ‘help’ was part of 
namjai (having compassion, understanding and friendliness) which is uafua (obliging 
generosity, helping support) (I-133).  
 
BEN GAN ENG-informal, approachable 
This was the third of the four terms with representation across all of the lists for both actual 
and ideal leaders on perceptions by both leaders and nonleaders. When asked to define this 
word informants often responded with mai thuu tua first. To thuu tua is to be proud of 
oneself, to have a high opinion of oneself, and to hold oneself aloof. Mai is the negation 
term, so ben kan eng leaders do not stay aloof from those under them. This is expressed in 
speech in that you can talk easily with them, in eating together with subordinates, in being 
friendly and treating people like family, and in getting along well with people. This term is 
connected very closely with bruksaa dai (able to go to for counsel). B. said that if you are 
ben kan eng you are bruksaa dai, while the opposite is a person who is bokbit (closed) and 
thuu tua. The person who is ben kan eng does not show their power so that others will feel 
comfortable, and this makes followers feel that they can come to them for counsel. The 
voluntary lowering of formality by the leader opens the door to communication.  
 
SUUSAT-honest 
In the free-recall listing suusat appeared only three times among the perceptions about 
leaders’ lists. In a pilot study where I had asked a more educated group of people about the 
khunasombat (qualities, properties) of leaders suusat was more prominent (Johnson, 2002). 
I left it in for the paired similarity because I felt that it might not have appeared because it 
was subsumed under the idea of ‘good character’ and the ‘good person’. Support for this 
came later on as I worked on term definitions. When asked to define what makes up a 
‘good person’ suusat was included as a component along with good human relational skills 
and good character (I-133, I-129, I-137). B. was of the opinion that suusat was most of the 
time associated with good character, but not always. He felt that it did not appear in the 
leader lists because it is usually connected with money and not so much with work. This 
was born out in the term definition interviews where respondents noted that a suusat leader 
would pay workers on time. B. noted that in chumchon relations, suusat would be more 
prominent because of the responsibility of leaders to distribute material items that are 
given to the community and because they must handle the budget for development projects 
(I-117).  
 
As a follower construct, suusat carries the idea of being loyal to a respected person. As a 
leader construct it refers to honesty in the sense of not being corrupt or dishonest. 
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Informants said that the suusat person was a ‘good person’ and that they are not khotgong, 
which carries the idea of cheating, swindling, taking unfair advantage of others, being 
crooked. The suusat leader does not seek out personal benefit, is an example to others, and 
pays his employees on time. It means to have a pure heart as applied to both leaders and 
followers (I-117).  
 
KAYAN-industrious 
The kayan leader is one who goes ahead of followers in the work, looks after followers, 
comes on time, does not stop working frequently, is not lazy, does everything, and is 
interested in the work.  
 
MII HETPON-reasonable 
A hetpon is a reason for doing something, and I have chosen to translate it with the sense 
of being reasonable. The opposite expression is mai mii hetpon and carries the sense of 
unreasonable. Informants see the unreasonable person as using their moods as a basis for 
decision making, or always following their own thoughts rather than listening to others. 
The leader characterized as mii hetpon listens to others and sorts out which side is right 
and wrong, considers things before deciding, thinks before acting, and is capable of 
explaining what is happening to subordinates.  
 
JAI DII-kind 
This is the final term of the four (nisai dii, chuaylua, ben kan eng, and jai dii) with 
representation across all of the lists for both actual and ideal leaders on perceptions by both 
leaders and nonleaders. Based on informant interviews it was very difficult to come up 
with a distinct meaning between this term and namjai (literally ‘water from the heart’ and 
translated as compassion, understanding, friendliness). While being helpful and giving are 
central in both and some informants made them virtually synonymous, there are 
distinctions that can be made and this was confirmed in the graphic representation of the 
metric scaling (see Figure 1). Illustrations from informants showed that jai dii could be 
expressed across three dimensions: speech, giving, and behaviour. The speech and 
behavioural elements are closely related; a jaidii leader is not overly harsh or scolding 
when a subordinate makes a mistake, does not come down too hard on others, and forgives 
or lets things go, is merciful, and will help to solve problems. As it relates to giving, the 
key distinction between jai dii and namjai is that the former has to do with giving if asked 
or if the need is somehow made known. With the latter, the giving is generated by the 
concern the leader has for the other person and the initiation lies with the leader. Jai dii can 
also be seen as a term that is broader than namjai. Being jai dii can be shown through 
expressions of namjai or helping, there are many ways that is can be expressed. However, 
jai dii as kind behaviour does not necessarily mean concern, as a person can be playing out 
an expected role and not be truly interested or concerned in the other. Namjai, on the other 
hand, is the expression of concern when it has not been asked for.2 T. made the following 
distinction between jai dii and namjai. Namjai has to do with helping someone else out, 
such as helping an old person in walking, helping someone who has fallen, or a group 
taking an offering up for a person who has had a relative die. Jai dii has to do with giving 
(gaan hai) (I-133, I-134).  

                                                 

2Moore in his popular treatment of ‘heart’ terms makes jai dii the term for giving that is done without it being 
requested (1992:45-6; 84-5). and some of my informants made a similar statement. Moore’s treatment of 
namjai made it the expression of consideration and appreciation, for example through small gifts (1992:50). 
While this smaller type of action is certainly present in namjai, my informants showed that it also can carry a 
much stronger idea of helping without the hope of getting anything in return, sacrificing for others, and 
assisting and being generous and liberal with those who are in trouble and struggling. It can include money, 
speech, and other actions.  
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KHAOWJAI LUUK NAWNG-understands followers 
Understanding is expressed by listening to them, knowing their situation and their needs 
both at work and personally, giving counsel, forgiving them, and helping to solve 
problems. The person who understands also does not take advantage of others.  
 
RAK LUUK NAWNG-loves followers 
The terms in which love was expressed were often closely related to some of the other 
words in the list of 21 terms. This leader is informal and approachable, helps when a 
follower is in trouble (this was equated with being namjai as having compassion, 
understanding and friendliness), shows interest in others, watches out over followers, 
protects them, is sympathetic, and greets and talks with followers. 
 
RABPIDCHAWB-responsible 
This term was only weakly represented but I left it in because I felt that it was probably 
assumed on the part of those making leader perceptions, and there were also other terms 
that were related to this such as ‘loving work’ and being serious about work. My feeling 
about its importance to leadership was confirmed in three ways. First, informants were able 
to describe it quite easily in terms of being a leader characteristic. Second, when I 
experimented with a few pile sorts getting local people to categorize the terms and indicate 
which were the most important for being an effective leader, responsibility always was 
high on the list. Finally, kayan (industrious) was often described in terms very similar to 
‘responsible’. Informants described responsibility in terms of watching over the work and 
the followers, performing their duty, working from the beginning to the end of a project, 
making sure things are right and orderly, and making sure there is no deficiency in the 
work.  
 
YUTITHAM-fair, just 
This characteristic was described as loving followers equally, listening to both sides and 
deciding which is right and wrong, understanding both sides, treating people equally, not 
deciding on their own, being straightforward, not deceiving or lying, not treating people as 
favourites.  
 
SAWN LUUK NAWNG-teaches followers  
This has to do both with giving words of advice and counsel, as well as instruction about 
the actual work. It involves being a good example, and not being harsh or scolding.  
 
TRONG TAW WEELAA-on time  
This leader comes on time, comes before the work, comes to appointments on time, and is 
not late. This term did not appear in the terms on the ideal leader, but rather on actual 
leaders that people have experienced. It was pointed out to me that the reason why people 
said that being on time was important was because status is associated with time. If you 
come on time, this lowers your status; if you are of high status you come late and make 
others wait on you. This is frustrating to people but they cannot say anything about it to 
higher status people, so it is a quality that is desired by people. In their experiences with 
actual leaders this quality was noted and appreciated. 
 
CHUUAY THAM NGAAN-helps followers with the work  
Informants related this to not taking advantage of the follower, and not holding oneself 
aloof as a boss. Instead, if the follower cannot get the job done, the leader helps, or if the 
work is too heavy they help. If the leader’s work is finished he may come and help the 
follower. If the worker does not understand his work, this leader will counsel with them 
and give advice to help with the work.  
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BRUKSAA DAI-able to go to for counsel  
This means that when you have a problem or are in trouble, related to either your work or 
personal life, you can go and consult with this type of leader. They are open to being 
consulted on every kind of problem, from money to family problems. It is not necessary 
for them to give anything but they can just advise. Bruksaa dai is closely related to ben kan 
eng. The leader who is informal and familiar is not aloof, so this opens the door for the 
follower to come for counsel and advice.  
 
RIIABRAWY-well mannered-polite 
There were three terms primarily defined in terms of each other: riabrawy, suphaap, and 
phuud jaa dii. Suphaap (polite) is the broader term and riabrawy carries the idea of being 
well mannered, polite, neat, tidy, and in good order. You can work, dress, and behave 
riabrawy. Informants defined the characteristics of the riabrawy person as being detailed in 
their work, cautious, proper in dress, not dirty, being quiet in their motions and actions, 
having nothing in their work or person that can be criticized. 
 
NAMJAI-literally ‘water from the heart’, translated here as having or showing 
compassion, understanding and friendliness, thoughtfulness, consideration and goodwill 
expressed, sincere concern3 
Namjai is one of the most difficult terms to translate. It was in attempts to understand 
terms like namjai and jai dii where I encountered the idea of different kinds of ‘giving’ that 
relate to the expectation of the giver. On the part of those receiving, giving creates a sense 
of obligation that varies in strength depending in part on the expectations of the giver in 
giving, either to hope for something in return (wang sing tawb thaen) or not hope for 
something in return. While some will equate jai dii and namjai (I-117), others will make 
the distinction that namjai has to do with giving that is from a heart of goodness and virtue 
(I-134) and does not expect anything in return. The jaidii person gives because the need 
may be made known, but with namjai the initiation lies with the person who sees the need 
and without a request seeks to meet it. The critical distinction between namjai and jai dii is 
that namjai grows out of consideration for the other. The giving of namjai encompasses not 
just tangible material giving but also in speech and actions, sacrificing for the other person. 
As I noted above, namjai has a ‘thoughtfulness’ kind of dimension where small kindnesses 
shown to another are namjai but it also has this deeper dimension helping and supporting 
with kindness, generated by the initiative of the giver in response to the need of the other.  
 
SUPHAAP-polite  
Informants defined this as riabrawy and in terms of speaking politely (phuud jaa suphaap). 
The polite person gives honour to others, is not disrespectful, and does not lie. As the 
broader term suphaap has three dimensions, that of speech, one’s manner or bearing (thaa 
thaang), and one’s countenance or look (naa taa). Riabrawy has two dimensions, that of 
manner or bearing and how a person dresses. Finally, phuud jaa dii has only one 
dimension, that of speaking.  
 
DEDKAAD-decisive  
The decisive leader is serious in what he does, makes decisions and does not change or 
vacillate, and takes responsibility.  
 

                                                 

3Throughout the text I will refer to namjai using only the first three terms as a complex (compassion-
understanding-friendliness) but it should be remembered that all of ideas listed above come into play in 
trying to express namjai in English (see Suntaree , 1990b; 1994:45]. 
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PHUUDJAA DII-literally ‘speaking good’ translated here as ‘friendly speech’ 
Phuud jaa is colloquial for speaking and talking and this literally means to speak good. It 
was defined in terms of speaking politely and being polite and well mannered. Informants 
indicated that the person who is phuud jaa dii does not use coarse or low language, does 
not scold others, uses politeness particles in their speech,4 speaks with reasons, speaks 
beautifully, is not aloof from others, is informal and familiar, submits to the authority of 
others, is respectful and mindful of others, and humble.  
 
MANUDSAMPHAN THII DII-good human relational skills 
Informants related this very closely to speech. The person with good human relational 
skills is one who you can converse with, while the opposite is to be sullen, not greet others 
and not talk. This person is one who is easy to get along with, when you meet them they 
talk with you, are interested in others, they welcome others and are informal and familiar. 
The triad of suphaap (polite), riabrawy (well mannered and polite), and phuud jaa dii 
(friendly speech) are all related to good human relational skills because it is a part of being 
friendly as a means of interaction with others with the goal of getting along with others, 
which is an important part of having good character.  

 

 

                                                 

4For examples see Haas’ listing of the numerous different nuances associated with the particle na (high tone) 
na (falling tone), kha (high tone), kha (falling tone) and khrab (1964). This includes making an utterance 
milder, indicating a mild question, coaxing, expressing mild reproach, urging, acceptance, requesting, 
emphasizing, intimating, use in a command or question, as agreement, and so on.  
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APPENDIX SEVEN: DEFINITIONS IN THAI OF THE 21 TERMS FROM THE 

FREE-RECALL LISTING 

I did interviews on definitions of the 21 terms and their interrelations in two ways. One 

was in interview format where I asked questions and probed. In the other method I printed 

off a list of the terms and left them with people to write out their own definitions. In the 

English definitions in Appendix 6 I am drawing upon all of the interview material to create 

a summary for each term. Here I am listing summaries of the definitions from the my 

interviewing and not from the definition sheets that I had people fill out. The numbers 

indicate that a particular word or phrase was used by multiple respondents.  

 

มนุษยสัมพันธ  เจอ คยุดี –  3 , เอาใจใส –  2 , การพูดจาดีกับคนอื่น, ทําดี, ใครมาตอนรับดี, เปนกันเอง, เปนการพูด, 
เขากับคนอื่นงาย –  2  

พูดจาดี ไมใช มึง กู, ไมดา –  6 , ใชครับ /คะ –  2 , พูดจาสุภาพ –  5 , มีเหตุผล , เรียบรอย –  3 , พดู,ี พดูเพราะ – 
2, ออนนอมถอมตน, ไมถือตัว, เปนกันเอง  

เด็ดขาด  ทําจริงจัง –  2 , การตัดสินใจ –  3  ไมเปลี่ยน ไมมีการวอกแวก, ตองมีความรับผิดชอบสูงกวาลูกนอง, 
ลูกนองตองตามที่สั่ง, ไมโลเล, ไมเอาก็ไมเอา  

สุภาพ เราใหเกียรติเขา, เรียบรอย –  4 , พูดจาสุภาพ –  3 , ไมกาวราว, ไมพูดโกหก 
น้ําใจ  การให –  3 , เอื้อเฟอ –  3 , เสียสละชวยลูกนอง, การใหไมหวังสิ่งตอบแทน, พูดและทําดี , 

ทําใหคนนับถือและเชื่อฟง  
เรียบรอย  สุภาพ – 3, ทํางานละเอียด, รอบคอบ, แตงกาย, บุคลกิ, พูดจา –  3 , สะอาด ไมสกปรก –  2 , ใหเกยีรต ิ

คนอื่น, ไมมีที่ติ –  2 , ทําอะไรก็เรียบรอย, ทําดีไปหมด, อากัปกริยา เงียบ ๆ , หนาที่การงานไมบกพรอง, 
นิสัยเรียบรอย, ไมถือตัว  

ปรึกษาได,  มีเร่ืองเดือดรอน ไปปรึกษา, ถามีปญหา ปรึกษาได, เร่ืองงาน เร่ืองสวนตัว, ลูกนองมีปญหา ชวยแกไข, 
คนที่เรานับถือเคารพ ขอคําปรึกษาได, ใหเขาแนะนําเรา –  2 , ทุกเร่ืองเรามาขอรองได เงิน ครอบครัว, 
ไมตองให แตก็แนะนํา  

ชวยทํางาน  ลูกนองทําไมเสร็จ หัวหนาจะชวย, งานหนักเกินไป ลงไปชวย, ใหงานชวยทําดวย, ปกติไมชวย 
มีหนาที่สั่งบางคนชวย, งานตัวเองเสร็จ ผูนําชวย, ไมเอาเปรียบลูกนอง, ลูกนองไมเขาใจ ผูนาํใหคําปรึกษา 
ชวยใหเขาใจ แนะนําในการทํางาน  

ตรงตอเวลา  ไมสาย, ไมขาด, นัดก็ตามนั้น –  2 , เขากอนเวลา, ตามเวลา –  2 , งานตอเวลา  
สอนลูกนอง  เรียกลูกนองมา เราจะทําอยางนี้อยางนัน้, ถายทอดใหลูกนอง –  2 , มีอะไรจะสอน, คอยบอกวาอะไรดี 

ไมดี, คอยใหคําปรึกษา, ไมดุ ไมดา, ใหคําปรึกษา คําแนะนํา –  2 , เปนตัวอยางที่ดี  
ยุติธรรม ผูนํารักสองฝาย ตองรักเสมอภาค, เหมือนรักลูกเรา, ตองสอบสวน, ฟง 2 ฝาย ใครผิดถูก –  3 ให 2 

ฝายเขาใจได(, เสมอภาพ รับผิดชอบเทากัน, ใหความเปนธรรม, ไมตัดสินใจเอง, ทําอะไรตรงไปตรงมา – 
2, ไมหลอกลวง ไมโกหก, ไดเทากัน เที่ยงตรง, ไมแบงชั้นวรรณะ ไมลําเอยีง  

รับผิดชอบ  เร่ืองงานและลูกนอง – ดูแล, หนาที่เขาและลูกนอง, จากเริ่มถึงจบ, งานทําใหเสร็จ เรียบรอย –  2 , 
ไมขาดตกบกพรอง -2 , ทําทุกอยาง ไมทําอะไรเสียหาย  

รักลูกนอง  เห็นใจ, เปนกันเอง –  2 , ชวย -2 , ปกปอง, ควบคุม, ดูแล –  2 , เอาใจใส –  2 , ทักทายปราศรัย , น้ําใจ  
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เขาใจลูกนอง  ฟงความคิดเห็นลูกนอง, เขาใจความตองการของงาน, รูสิ่งที่ลูกนองตองการ, ใหคําปรึกษา, 
อภัยเมื่อลูกนองทําผิด, ไมเอาเปรียบ, เขาใจชวยกันแกปญหา  

ใจดี ไมรายแรง, ไมรุนแรง, เปนกันเอง, ให –  2 , Take care (said in English), นิสัยด,ี เมตตา, น้ําใจ, 
เร่ืองจิตใจ ไมใชของ, เอื้อเฟอ, ทําดี, แกปญหา  

มีเหตุผล  ไมใชใชอารมณ –  2 , ตองมีเหตุ, รัก ฟงทั้งสองฝาย – ฝายไหนถูกหรือผิด, มีการพิจารณา, 
เมื่อทําอะไรตองคิดกอน, พูดมามีเหตุผล ผลก็คือ ทําใหคนเชื่อหมด, เกิดเร่ืองตองหาสาเหตุ มีที่มาที่ไป, 
รับฟงปญหาลูกนองได – ดูวามีเหตุผลไหม  

ขยัน ไปกอนลูกนอง, ดูลูกนองตลอด, มาทํางานตรงเวลา, ไมหยุดงานบอย, ทํามาหากินเกง, ไมขี้เกียจ, 
ทําในทุกอยาง, ไมเลือกงาน = ไมเกี่ยงงาน, เอาใจใสแคงาน  

ซื่อสัตย  เปนคนดี –  2 , ไมคดโกง –  3 , นาย – เชน เงินตองจายตรงเวลา, ลูกนอง – ตอเจานาย 8 ชัว่โมงตองทาํ 8 
ชั่วโมง, ไมขโมย, ไมโกงกิน ประโยชนสวนตัว, ลูกนองไมคดโกงนาย –  3 , นาย- เปนตัวอยางใหผูอื่น  

เปนกันเอง  คุยกัน –  3 , กินกัน, เหมือนครอบครัว ไมไชลูกนอง –  2 , วางตัวสม่ําเสมอ –  2 , ไมถือตัว –  3 , เพื่อน – 
2, ใหคําปรึกษา –  3 , เขากับคนอื่นได 

ชวยลูกนอง  ลูกนองลําบาก เขาชวย ยืม--3, มีเร่ือง นายประกัน เสียคาปรับ, ชวยแบบใจบริสุทธิ์ –  2 , 
ไมคิดคาตอบแทน –  2 , เร่ืองการงาน การเงิน, ลูกนองไมมีก็ชวย, นายตองชวย มีน้ําใจ, 
ผูนําชุมชนชวยลูกบาน, ชวยแจกยาใหลูกบาน, มีน้ําใจ, เดือดรอน ชวย, ชวยเหลือทุกอยาง – เงิน 
คําปรึกษา ดานใจ, แกปญหา, เอาใจใสลูกนอง, เปนสิ่งของ คําพูด, ใหลูกนองปรึกษา  

นิสัยดี เขากับคนงาย, อัธยาศัยด,ี ปรึกษาได, ไมดุดา, ไมหยาบคาย, พูดจาดี, ไมอารมณรอน, ไมพูดเร่ืองคนอื่น, 
ไมเอาเปรียบ, ใจดี –  2 , น้ําใจ, ชวยเหลือชุมชน  
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APPENDIX EIGHT: POWER, INFLUENCE, AND BARAMII 

Table 23 Power 

Power (amnaat) in the 
positive sense: This is based 
in formal position, rules and 
law and it is used within the 
limits of that position. Power 
that is used within its proper 
limits is not something to be 
afraid of (I-300, I-307). 
Compliance here is based on 
the Weberian sense of legal 
authority where obedience is 
given to the legally 
established order.  

Power (amnaat) in the negative sense: This is the power of position used 
outside of its assigned limits to build ittiphon which is the ability to order 
others to harm or do violence to other people, thus enforcing their obedience 
on a certain issue (I-307, I-300). For I-307 power and influence in the 
negative senses are closely linked, with one being used to build the other. 
Power can also be built through the use of money to form a group that is 
connected to you and which you can order to do things such as threaten or 
do violence to others (I-303). Influence means you have a group that will do 
your bidding, and you are not afraid of others because of your group; you do 
not stand alone (I-303). Conner observes that power is also thought of 
negatively when it is used to obtain personal benefits, or when it is applied 
in a severe way (Conner, 1996:227).  

 

Table 24 Influence 

Influence (ittiphon) in the positive 
sense: This comes from baramii; you 
build it by being naa chuathuu 
(trustworthy) and khaorop (respected) 
over time (I-307). While the positive 
sense is acknowledged, as Conner also 
notes, influence is generally used in a 
negative sense except by those who 
benefit from it (Conner, 1996:239). Thus 
when people refer to a ‘person of 
influence’ (phuu mii ittiphon) it refers to 
the negative sense. 

Influence (ittiphon) in the negative sense: Influence can be 
built from amnaat that is improperly used. I-303 also illustrated 
how influence can be built through loaning money to others and 
creating a group that is obligated to you, and this then builds 
power where you can order these people to threaten or use 
violence against others. The followers of those with this type of 
influence are not jing jang (sincere) but are there only because of 
the expectation of benefit (I-300). This was illustrated to me 
from another slum community where in the past there were those 
who had gathered money through illegal means. They gathered a 
large group of people around them through the use of this money, 
and those thus connected to them would bit bang (hide, cover) 
them from the authorities (I-300). N. explained the process of 
how a person becomes a nakleng through the use of money (I-
16). The person puts money out at interest to people, a group of 
10-40 at any given time. Those who have borrowed are bound to 
obey the person, thus creating influence. N. called this ‘hiring an 
entourage’ (jaang boriwan). 

 

Table 25 Baramii 

baramii in its 
ideal and moral 
sense 

Conner defines the pure type of baramii as interpersonal moral goodness expressed 
through meritorious selfless behaviour. Suntaree describes it as ‘the inherent goodness 
that the person has acquired, as a result of years of good, respectable and warm 
interactions with people’ (Suntaree, 1994:35). In its original religious sense it shifted from 
being the goal to achieve to referring to the ten virtues which when practised will help 
lead to the ultimate goal of enlightenment (H. R. H. Maha Chakri Sirindhorn, 1981:77-8). 
The diversity of use with baramii is illustrated in the way people have to qualify their 
descriptions of baramii or even respect (nabthuu) by saying things like ‘baramii baeb 
baramii’ which carries the idea of baramii that is based on or the style of true baramii (I-
307), or ‘real’ respect based on what a person does versus respect given on the basis of 
having a formal position (I-134). 
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baramii as 
prestige, stature 

There are times when baramii is used not in a negative fashion but in a way that is 
somewhat oblique to the ideal and moral sense. It is personal weight, persona, and image 
that is not built by moral goodness alone. In the opinion of I-134 you need money to build 
baramii which then equals amnaat (power). Another person said that money, and mii naa 
mii taa (to be esteemed and respected) is important to having one type of baramii (I-303). 
Interestingly, many of the attempts to translate baramii into English pick up on this sense 
in the term: stature, prestige, popularity, high reputation, acceptability (Conner, 1996:354-
59). 

baramii in a 
negative sense 

Baramii used to describe jao pho (glossed as godfathers in the Mafia sense).  

baramii as 
charisma in the 
Weberian sense 

Conner noted that one of the responses to baramii is a willingness to believe in, trust, and 
follow another person, and he uses the example of the monk Luang Pho Khun (Conner, 
1996:254). This is a clear example of the social recognition of a claim to supernatural 
power, a social relationship and not a personality attribute (for this strong sense of 
charisma see Wilson, 1975:5,7). Chai-anan draws on Rustow (1970:17) to show that it is 
possible for a ruler to be seen in a different fashion by different followers at the same time 
(Chai-anan, 1987b:8). Thus the King could be understood as a charismatic leader, 
traditional, legal-rational, or even illegitimate. While the understanding of the monarchy 
today primarily sees the baramii of the King in the ideal and moral sense above, it is 
possible that for some attributions of baramii to the king are more in keeping with this 
strong sense of charisma.  
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APPENDIX NINE: OFFICIAL VIEWS AND COMMUNITY VIEWS ON THE 

ROLE AND DUTIES OF THE COMMUNITY COMMITTEE 

Table 26 Official views and community views on the role of the committee 

Items where 
community and official 
views overlap 

 

Representing the 
community 

The committee is seen as representing the government to the residents (I-
128) and is also thought of as being responsible (I-34, I-115, I-133). 
 

Coordination with 
government and private 
agencies working for 
development/Contacting 
and reporting on the 
work of various agencies 
in the community 

Coordination with agencies is an important item (I-128, I-144). Leaders are 
to bring together various agencies (I-133), go to the meetings that they call 
(I-114), ask for budget so they can do things (I-128, I-203), make 
proposals to the district (I-203), and help get materials while the 
community provides the labour (I-203).  

Calling meetings The dissemination of information by calling meetings of the community 
was not mentioned explicitly in any of the interviews where I was 
questioning about the role of community leaders, but it was mentioned in 
other contexts as something that was very appreciated by residents when it 
was done, and it was considered to be indicative of poor leadership when it 
was not done. 
 

Supporting culture, art, 
and local customs 

The various festivals (ngaan) that are held throughout the year are a crucial 
part of what the committee does. These events combine both the religious 
and civil, even when they are not a part of the Buddhist festival cycle. D. 
saw this as one of her most important roles as the president of the 
committee (I-146). 

Watching over the assets 
of the community. 

This is expressed in the idea of du lae (watching over) (I-144, I-133, I-
114). 
 

 
 
Items from the 
handbook not 
mentioned by 
interviewees or 
observed in practise 
 

• Appointing advisers and working groups (Once a committee is 
elected or appointed they get to pick their own advisers. They also 
are allowed to create any other positions besides the six that are 
mandated by the government. Portfolios like sports seem to 
function like a working group because the person responsible 
would work with others to coordinate that particular area). 

• Mobilizing the opinions of residents. 
• Doing any other business the community delegates to them. 
• Catalyzing cooperation in development and problem solving. 
• Surveying problems. 
• Setting the direction for the community. 
• Suggesting problems and solutions to the government. 
• Developing the participation of the people. 
• Supporting democracy. 
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Items from the 
handbook that are 
significantly modified 
by the community 
 

 

Mobilizing community 
resources. 

In keeping with the emphasis on participation and local problem solving 
the state sees community leadership having a role in mobilizing 
community resources for development. However, in the community the 
general attitude is to wait for outsiders to provide budget. Mobilizing 
labour (I-203) and mobilizing funds for helping people (such as with a 
funeral) is seen, but there is not a community wide mobilization of 
personnel and material resources for the type of holistic development that 
is represented in the official government literature. 

Developing the 
chumchon in its physical 
environment, 
economically and 
socially. 

Interviewees held a very uniform view of development; it was defined as 
making things dii khun (to get better) (I-133, I-34), and always had 
reference to the physical environment (I-115, I-114, I-34, I-72). There was 
never any reference to the economic or social dimensions that plays such 
an important role in the official literature. 

Building samakhii (unity, 
accord, harmony, 
consensus) and winai 
(discipline). 

Samakhii , along with development and the representative role of the 
committee, is considered to be one of the most critical functions of 
leadership. The ability to create and maintain samakhii and the building of 
participation which flows from it is highly valued (I-257, I-117, I-72). It is 
interesting that in the handbook samakhii and discipline are related and 
appear on the same subpoint. In the community, maintaining discipline 
was never mentioned as one of the functions of leadership. 

 
 
 
Items that are unique 
to the community 
 

• Loving each other (I-133). 
• Helping people (I-115). 
• Managing people (I-117). 
• Protecting the benefits of the community (I-34). 
• Protecting themselves from eviction (I-146).  
• Sacrificing for the good of the community (I-72). 
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