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CHAPTER 5 

 

Thai Local Wisdom 

at Work in Contemporary Thai Society 

 

This chapter will explore the condition and factors that nurture the 

manifestation and development of Thai Local wisdom in the present day. 

It will also seek to identify its relevance and dynamism in contemporary 

Thai life. 

 

1. On the Ground Where Thai Local Wisdom Is Taking Roots 

 

1.1. The Village Community 

Despite the immensity and magnetism of Bangkok and the recent rapid 

urbanization of provinces around the country, modern Thailand remains 

predominantly a country of rural village communities, where the great 

majority of its sixty three million people1 live and derive their livelihood 

                                                
1

 The population in the year 2001 was 62.30 million. National Statistics Office (NSO) http://www.nso.or.th  
Retrieved 6/8/ 2004. The http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhism  provides information from CIA Factbook 
and www.census.gov (2005), giving the approximate number of Thai population in 2005 at 65.4 million. 
Retrieved 5/2/2005. 
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from some forms of agriculture. Approximately, twenty five million 

people work in the agricultural sector (2001/2002), or about forty percent 

of the country’s population. Nearly six million households in the 

agricultural sector earn their income through subsistence farming, 

particularly rice cultivation and field crop production. 

Village life and rural life are by and large quite synonymous. There 

have been efforts by foreign and Thai scholars, using various approaches 

to study and to understand Thai village communities (Vaddhanaphuti, 

1993). For instance, the earliest was the Loose Structure approach, which 

was led by a group of American anthropologists after the Second World 

War. This approach aimed at making comparative studies of cultural 

change resulting from the tide of modern technological and other cultural 

influences flooding into village communities in the late1940s. This 

orientation tends to view a village community as an isolated, 

homogenous and well-integrated social entity dominated by the Buddhist 

world view of karma2. This approach was challenged by a later study that 

concluded “…there is no average or typical Thai village” (Potter, 1976, 

cited in Vaddhanaphuti, 1993). The first approach generalized the 

characteristics of the Thai village, while the other one accepted that there 

were differences from one village to another.  

After the First National Economic Development Plan in 1961, the 

studies of Thai villages were oriented toward the Economic and Social 

History approach which tries to understand village economy and history 

by looking at how the Thai economy gradually changed from a 

subsistence economy into a market economy. Then, there were the 

dramatic changes in the political and economic situation in Thailand 

                                                
2

 Basically, the belief about ‘karma’ is found in both Buddhism and Hinduism, though differing slightly. In 
a simple way, it refers to the sum of good and bad past actions believed to decide one’s fate in both the 
present and future of this life as well as the next one. 
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during 1970’s caused by the world oil crisis and the first devaluation of 

the Thai baht. These crises had a profound impact upon Thai people. The 

previously dominant approaches of the American scholars were 

challenged by Thai ones, giving rise to the Political Economy approach. 

This focused on conflict and change which implied that there are 

complexities and differentiation in social relations that bind villagers as 

well as outsiders together. In 1980’s, Chattip Nartsupa and his colleagues 

founded a Political Economy “School” which has the attempted to 

explain why elements of a subsistence economy still exist in Thailand, 

despite the fact that capitalism has penetrated rural areas. Nartsupa refers 

to the rural village community as a socio-economic unit within the larger 

political and economic framework. 

Toward the end of the Fourth Plan (1977-1981), statistics showed that 

at least one-third of the rural population still lived in poverty and that 70-

80 % of children in rural communities were undernourished, even though 

the GDP was increasing every year. Economic and social problems were 

rose acute among the poor. It was recognized that economic growth alone 

was insufficient for even handed and sustained development as 

inequalities between rich and poor, center and periphery, and urban 

(chiefly Bangkok) and rural areas increased. As resource depletion and 

environmental deterioration became more apparent, rural farmers were 

increasingly impoverished and landless (Hirsch, 1990). These imbalances 

took on political significance during the 1970s leading the country’s 

planners, as well as students, academics, and other concerned groups, to 

turn more specifically to rural development as a counter balance. 

 The clandestine Communist movement, in Thailand, which had its 

beginnings in the reign of King Rama VII (1925-1935), appealed to more 

and more urban workers, students, and progressive intellectuals. As the 
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government did not seriously address farmers’ concerns, it seemed the 

Communism Party of Thailand (CPT) could offer a more pragmatic local 

response3. Farmers, and many students, joined the CPT in armed guerrilla 

war against the Thai state. Uitragool (2003) pointed out that in spite of its 

growth in the mid-1970s; the CPT was defeated in the early 1980s, due to 

international disputes within the socialist bloc, particularly between the 

Soviet Union and China.  

Though during the 1960s, Thailand maintained close economic and 

security ties with the United States. However, the Thai government 

resorted to a flexible foreign affairs policy unencumbered by intrusions 

by major foreign powers. Priority was given to normalizing relations with 

China and its Indochinese neighbors to ensure security, increase trade, 

and preserve national independence. In 1974, it succeeded in persuading 

China to halt its active support for the CPT4.  

In the early 1980s, the government announced a “rural development 

decade”, beginning with the Fifth Plan (1982-1986). NGOs then gained 

favorable wind in rural areas. During the mid-1980’s, a number of young, 

idealistic graduate students began their second search for a development 

alternative by going back to the villages and working patiently with 

villagers. They became interested in village history, kinship structure, 

social organization, age-group organization, traditional organization, 

spirit cults and many other aspects of rural life, viewing them as tools to 

understand village society. The result was the emergence of the 

Development Workers’ Village Study Model.  

                                                
3

 Ralp McGehee, an ex-CIA, wrote in his book “The CIA and Deadly Deceits” through his experiences of 
working in Southeast Asia in the 1960s, observedd that the communist movements, with peasant support, 
worked mainly because their goal was freeing themselves from colonial and neocolonial oppression.  
http://home1.gte.net/res0k62m/mcgehee.htm  Retrieved 10 February 2005. 
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NGO workers in development activities often state that they have to 

learn the history and culture of the villagers from the elders in the first 

place (b.Nozaki, 2003 and personal communication with Seri Phongphit 

in December 2004). Nozaki characterizes this as the “cultural line of 

development” by NGOs in Thailand. Phongphit (2004) shared his early 

experience as an NGO worker working closely with villagers. He stated 

that the early development programs initiated in the community by NGOs 

were not successful no matter how well their development programs were, 

including going to great lengths to ensure the villagers’ participation. 

This surprised him until he looked deeper into the tradition, culture and 

beliefs of the villagers they worked with, and was able to open a new 

door to work more effectively with them. Importantly, Nartsupa and his 

colleagues’ work contributed to the understanding of “community 

culture” and village life which inspires NGO activists in northeastern 

Thailand to shift away from penetration of capitalist development from 

Bangkok and capitalist countries. They sought a new “Thai way” of 

development; non-capitalist and village-oriented. A new model of village 

development, spearheaded by NGOs appeared, rejecting a western-type 

economic model and adopting an alternative development strategy 

(b.Nozaki , 2003). 

In this most recent perspective of Thai village studies, villagers are seen 

as having villagers’ potential or local wisdom, that has been accumulated 

by villagers themselves, but that has been neglected by outsiders who do 

not penetrate to this aspect of village society. Local responses may look 

irrational to outsiders, but that is because outsiders have another set of 

assumptions and body of knowledge (Phongpit, 1986). This model 

                                                                                                                                            
4

  In December 1974, the Thai government lifted a fifteen-year ban on trade with China. In March 1975, a 
month before Saigon fell, Thailand announced its decision to recognize and normalize diplomatic relations 
with China. http://countrystudies.us/thailand/83.htm  
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assumes that the villagers are self-reliant. Some scholars believe that 

pressure from the state and the capitalist market system will increasingly 

and eventually destroy village self-reliance (Eaowsriwong, 1988). It is 

obvious that there are only a few village communities which can resist 

such pressure through their own mechanisms. The increasing number of 

remarkable successes in village community development around the 

country achieved by this alternative perspective is inspiring others to 

follow, enhancing the validity of this perspective. That is, it is possible to 

have a self-reliant village economy despite a capitalist system that tries to 

penetrate every corner of the village. Even more fascinating is the fact 

that villagers do not reject the legitimacy of the state, or its policy, but 

select whatever is not in contradiction with their interests. 

 

1.2 Development Ideology and Rural Development. 

State-led rural development, mainly aims at state formation, or 

bureaucratization, through capitalist transformation effecting a 

reorientation of power structures and a change in agrarian production 

relations. Apart from its anti-communist stance, the most clearly 

identifiable element of state development ideology is that of 

modernization. In agriculture, this means a move away from subsistence-

orientated production towards commercial crops. Also, there is an 

increased role for capital through mechanization and use of chemical 

inputs in pursuit of higher yields and more income (Hirsch, 1990). It 

promotes individual accumulation of wealth and monetized production 

relations. As stated previously, the failure of the modernization approach 

to development has resulted in many NGOs5adopting a populist, anti-

                                                
5

 See more detail of NGOs’ characteristics and their activities in Thai society in the last section of this 
chaper. 
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capitalist ideology emphasizing subsistence before commercial 

production, self-reliance, the bargaining position of the poor and 

traditional Buddhist values. Cultural conditions such as village wisdom, 

cultural and moral principles of sharing, collaboration, mutual aid, and 

environmental conservation are central to this approach.  

  Nartsupa 6 and Chanikornpradit (2003) asserted that the village 

community …was the true heart of Thai society and culture. Wasi (1999) 

also argues that it is urgent that people understand that building strong a 

foundation for rural society, that is of village community, is a must for 

the country to grow securely. He mentions that the early development 

approach of the “Trickle-down effect”, of building prosperity at the upper 

level of society and the benefit will trickle down to the lower tiers, has 

proved unsuccessful. He subscribes to the principle of “strengthening the 

foundation of Thailand. Fundamentally, traditional Thai culture is still 

the prevalent trait within Thai society despite the arrival of modernization 

and globalization, which has come hand in hand with capitalism and 

consumerism. Nartsupa holds the view that the traditional village 

community is still present in contemporary Thailand. While in most of 

the developed countries, for example Japan, the view is that the village 

community was a historical phenomenon of pre-modern times 7(a.Nozaki, 

2003).  

Hirsch (1993) talked about the nature of the traditional Thai village. He 

observed that on the Thai scene, the urbanite conception is of the village, 

as containing the source of the true Thai character. Villages are places 

where the chaobaan, or villagers are poor but content, where people help 

each other, where poverty is shared, where honesty and simplicity border 

                                                
6

 Professor Chattip Nartsupa is internationally renowned for his profound knowledge in the history and 
contemporary conditions of the Thai economy.  
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on stupidity; hence the dual connotation of the word “seu”, meaning both 

“honest” and “naïve to the point of ignorance”. “Chaobaan” can be used 

to mean “the common people” even if they live in town. It is complicated 

to theorize the true nature of the village because of the realities of change 

and substantial variation between regions. 

Nartsupa and Chanikornpradit in their studies maintain that the Thai 

state has systematically marginalized the village, both through the 

sakdina (rice land authority) system and through its enthusiastic 

acceptance of global capitalism. This process robbed the village 

communities of validity and pride in their own culture, encouraging them 

to adopt methods and values that were foreign to them. They believe that 

in order for villagers to regain control of the ways of meeting their own 

subsistence needs, their indigenous methods must not only be appreciated 

but also encouraged. Rediscovering the virtues in their own history can 

promote villagers’ role and status. This recognition of the importance of 

understanding village culture in order to understand Thai culture, and 

how Thai culture can survive in our new globalized world, is a turning 

point in the village community development perspective. 

 

 

 

1.3. Thai Culture and Development 

(See also more details of Thai culture in Chapter 3) 

What are the characteristics of Thai culture, especially for the “village 

community”?  Thai culture values strong family ties and relationships 

with relatives and friends, collaboration among, and compassion for, each 

                                                                                                                                            
7

 Iwamoto and Nartsupa’s conversation mentioned in Introduction: the Thai-Japanese Seminar, 2003 
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other. Freedom is also an indispensable dimension of the Thai life. So, it 

means at the same time self reliance or self dependence is highly valued.  

Interdependency would set one free from being dominated by outside 

forces. Yet, Thai people are peace loving, harmony loving, caring and 

helpful within strong networking communities. Traditionally, Thai 

society tends to be flexible, open-minded, and has developed quite a 

unique capacity to accept and benefit from a diversity of cultures. Thus, 

the central authorities’, or the state’s, efforts (through promotion of 

modernization and capitalism) to integrate and centralize threaten the 

survival of these characteristics in village life. 

In his main work, Setthakit muban thai nai adit or “The Thai Village 

Economy in the Past”8, Nartsupa points out that: 

 The ideological belief system of villagers buttressed the strong internal 

bonds, self-rule, subsistence economy, and identity of the village 

community. The foundation of villagers’ beliefs was belief in the 

ancestors. They held that after a person died, the spirit remained to 

protect, look after, and help the descendants. These spirits were called 

the house or household spirits. They could be counted back up the 

descent line as far as memory allowed, “lai sap lai son” in many rings 

and layers. In the north they were called ‘phi puya’ (grandfather and 

grandmother spirits), and in the south ‘phi tayai’ (the same meaning). 

Abundant natural resources used to allow self-sufficiency and 

generosity that helped support and sustain each individual community 

and local networks among them. This material wealth was reflected in 

two distinct values and lifestyles within Thai society, namely, Sanook 

(fun or enjoyable), and Boon (making merit or doing good deeds) 

                                                
8

 The English translation of this book in done by Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichit as The Thai Village 
Economy in the Past, Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 1999 
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(Payutto, 2001). Sanook is the feeling of enjoyment and pleasure as an 

effect of social and materialistic satisfaction with other people in one’s 

circle. Boon is an abstract concept of spiritual merit resulting from the 

performance of any good deed. It is this merit that people want to achieve 

and acts as a guiding light of life. This concept provides a spiritual 

framework to ensure the aspect of sanook does not override discreet 

behavior resulting in self-indulgence or moral decadence. Culturally, 

these two concepts are embedded in the festivals and celebrations 

through rituals. For example, in April, the Thai New Year, or Songkran 

Festival, is celebrated with ceremonies in making merit at the temple, and 

paying respect to the elderly. It is an occasion for giving in order to 

obtain boon. Later, the water splashing activities are the fun part. People 

in the old days would be careful to enjoy it within limits. Boon and 

sanook used to be two accompanying factors within any activity of the 

community. 

Nowadays, Thai life and cultural concepts of boon and sanook are 

drifting apart. Capitalism and consumerism have taken place of boon. 

Only the sanook aspect is sought and in a reckless way. Payutto contends 

that “the good old days” of Thai society when “…in the water there are 

fish, and in the fields there is rice”, has lost its vibrancy. To reform Thai 

society, it is important to revive the spiritual dimension of life so that 

people again share the same worldview and wisdom. In the past, for 

example, activities more directly concerned with production involved 

several important elements of co-operation. The most ubiquitous and the 

one least specific to the locality is that of reciprocal labor or ao rang or 

long khag which is more prevalent in certain agricultural tasks such as 

rice harvesting. Community members will gather to work in a host’s field 

without getting paid; only lunch is provided. Then, they take turn in 



 141 

being a host and moving to another field until all the rice in everybody’s 

field is harvested. It reflects the co-operative spirit of the community and 

the enjoyable aspect it brings to otherwise hard toil. 

1.3.1. Community Development: Since the second half of 1980s9, 

Thailand had been on a path of industrialization aimed at becoming a 

Newly Industrialized Country (NIC). The country was in a buoyant mood, 

striving to become the “New Tiger” or the “Fifth Tiger” of Asia.  Cities 

were modernizing rapidly and villages were forced to change. The 

commercial economy was spread widely and wildly across urban and 

rural areas, and various social problems emerged. The costs of economic 

growth were reflected in the disparity in income distribution between 

cities and rural areas. Migrant labor, usually the young labor force, 

migrated from rural areas to big cities causing a big problem in the 

agricultural sector where everyone in the family took part in the field 

work. Increases in cash-crop production and population pressure not only 

put a strain on ecosystems but also on people’s daily life. Farmers were 

heavily in debt and dependent on market demand to sell their crops. 

Farming was not cost-effective because of dependence on modern 

varieties of plants, chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Village life was 

without hope for the younger generation. In the village, one found only 

old people and children, as young adults left to find better jobs in big 

cities. Some people who saw no better future, made their life worse by 

drinking and gambling. These negative impacts of economic 

development have changed the landscape of Thai society greatly, 

especially at village level. That is, from a healthy society that used to 

value compassion, harmony and self-dependence to a decadent one that is 

selfish, self-indulgent and hopelessly passive. This difficult situation in 

                                                
9

 Between the Fifth and Sixth Plans (1982-1991) 
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Thai society caused social thinkers, social activists, academics and NGOs 

to call for a village life reconstruction movement.  

1.3.2. Self-Reliance: As far as development in the context of the village 

community is concerned, social thinkers, activists and academics propose 

that a shift of the development paradigm is needed from “community 

development” to “community empowerment”.  This new paradigm 

suggests that the village community has “potential to grow” and can be 

proactive in the development process.  The village community should 

have an opportunity to learn and to develop itself to be ‘self-reliant’.   

Phongphit (2003) made an analogy of this vision as “…like we put a seed 

into the soil, with good soil, good water, and good energy from the sun, 

this seed can grow into a big tree.  If we grow a mango seed, then the 

seed becomes a mango tree, and a tamarind seed a tamarind tree. It will 

manifest itself, not the thing anybody from nowhere wants it to be”. 

Why is self-reliance so important to village community?  Past 

development and problems occurring during the process of modern 

development and robbing villagers of their self-confidence and dignity 

(seen as moving endlessly in the vicious circle) has made them aware that 

blind dependence on outside help is not the answer for a better life nor 

for sustaining development. So, they have to turn around and learn to 

depend on themselves, or to be exact – to be able to depend on 

themselves, using community capital10 (resources) as the foundation to 

build on. They have to regain this depleting capital and move forward, at 

the same time, thinking, learning, and doing by themselves.   

                                                
10

 Mainly, rural community capital refers to both  the concrete, such as  Environmental or Natural Capital 
and Financial Capital from community saving funds as well as the abstract such as  Intellectual or Cultural 
Capital and Social Capital. 
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1.3.3. Rural community’s capital: namely, natural capital, intellectual 

capital, and social and cultural capital have been deteriorating during the 

past 40 years of development that have depleted them to gain national 

and global wealth and to achieve modernity (Wasi, 1999; Phongphit, 

2003; and Siriphat 2004). Environmental or Natural Capital refers to 

biodiversity and natural resources (plants, herbs, animals, microscopic 

organisms, soil, water, forest and ecological systems, etc).  Intellectual 

capital of the community is the ancestral knowledge and practices 

accumulated through times and transferred and embedded within 

villagers for generations. This type of knowledge is called phoom punya 

tongtin 11 or Local Wisdom (LW). The synergy of kinship, or 

brother/sisterhood that creates a web of relationship and networking 

among people in the community and inter-community, as well as 

traditions and social values, is their social and cultural capital (Phongphit 

2003, Na Thalang, 2001, and Pratchayaprut, 2003). 

 

A prominent Thai political scientist, Saneh Jamrik (1984, cited in 

Hirsch, 1993) was worried about the use of state-led participatory 

development as a tool for imposition of alien structures: “We overlook 

the resources that already exist. What is already there is like a local plant 

whose growth ought to be supported. Instead, what is being done now is 

equivalent to uprooting and discarding this plant and replacing it with 

one unsuited to local conditions. In the end, this plant dies”. In other 

words, local people themselves have to use their full potential in 

development, starting with what is already there. It is ‘their’ development. 

It is absolutely not participation in something sponsored or initiated by 

                                                
11

 ‘phoom punya tongtin’ can be translated roughly as ‘wisdom that belongs to the land or locality ’. See 
more explanation in Chapter 4. 
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outsiders, aimed at encouraging local involvement in achieving 

objectives that are stipulated elsewhere. However, this does not 

necessarily mean refusal of outside assistance or rebellion against 

modernity in order to go back and live in the jungle or in a cave. On the 

contrary, outside input especially information and knowledge, to 

complement what villagers are lacking in the process of learning and 

doing so as not to be out-dated and isolated in a separate world. 

The Thailand Research Fund (TRF) 12  commissioned a three-year-

research program on “Community Economy of the Thai Villages”. The 

research findings revealed that Thailand’s economy consists of two main 

systems, the Community Economy System and the Capital Economy 

System.  This community economic system has existed for hundred of 

years and will continue to do so. The community economy system is 

much larger, and actually the major system.  It is omnipresent in every 

region of the country.  Family and community are production units which 

aim to sustain the family and community and insure their survival.  It 

recommended that future development in Thailand should be realistic and 

in accordance with the expectations of the majority of Thai people. This 

is a path that allows community and community culture to have an active 

and leading role (Tubplian, 2003). 

Praves Wasi, 13  an internationally renowned medical doctor and a 

respected elder and prominent social thinker in Thailand, stresses that 

since the community has been in ‘deficit’ in every aspect of its life, 

efforts must focus on re-building the village community economy and 

culture.  The governing factors should be their geographic location, local 

                                                
12

 Thailand Research Fund is an autonomous organization attached to the Office of the Prime Minister. It 
is a research funding agency in humanity, social science and science and technology research.  
http://www.trf.or.th  
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natural resources and the community and its local networks, including 

local culture.  Local community networks would, then, incorporate 

themselves into a nation.  He calls this development of the “Culture 

Economy” as opposed to the “Capital Economy” which is the main focus 

in the country (and elsewhere throughout the world). 

The ideology and concept of the “culture economy” proposes that the 

community’s economy system should have power to negotiate, have 

stability and be sustainable in parallel with the mainstream ‘capital 

economy’. Within the capital economy, relationships of people are based 

on maximizing products and profits. People in the culture economy are 

bound by their geographic locale, history, traditions and culture.  Kinship, 

consideration, compassion, and inter-reliance are highly valued.   

Production is to suffice the community and the inter-community first, 

then the outside market.  Production is not focused on exportation as it 

now is.  

Democratic logic dictates that genuine development be aimed at the 

largest portion of the population, which is the “village community”. 

Though this movement for village community development has been 

stronger and has spread nationwide in recent years, it is not yet the 

mainstream, nor is there any real understanding of concepts, such as 

community economy, cultural economy or alternative development. 

Many studies have shown success and sustainable outcomes in the 

development of village life. Consequently, within this dissertation, the 

author will explore this perspective on community economy, or cultural 

economy, as a desirable path toward sustainable development for the 

village community and the country as a whole. 

                                                                                                                                            
13

 Dr. Prawase Wasi is a well respected among intelligentsia and government ministers. He is also the 
President of Local Development Foundation and taking part in many other social organizations. 
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The new direction and paradigm of community development, which 

first appeared and was accepted officially as part of the Eighth Plan, 

continues to open the door for various factors to contribute to the synergy 

of today’s development efforts, i.e., the Ninth Plan (2002-2006), the new 

Constitution of 1997, the Self-sufficiency Economy Philosophy. These 

factors provide an incubator for, and expansion of, civil society networks 

and the resurgence of Local Wisdom. Thailand is a Buddhist country 

with more than ninety percent of the population professing Buddhism. 

Buddhism is the grounding principle for most social thinkers, academics 

and NGOs that take the community development/empowerment 

perspective. Even the Philosophy of Self-sufficient Economy is based on 

the Buddhist worldview. This study will explore more deeply these 

concepts and schemes, and their inter-relatedness.  

 

2. Social and Political Factors Supporting Community Development 

2.1. The Ninth Plan 

The globalization process has brought about rapid changes in world 

economic, social and political conditions. The economic crisis which 

occurred in 1997 had major repercussions for Thai people. Consequently, 

the Ninth Plan (2002-2006) took a lesson from the past Plans 

incorporates a strategy to achieve a more balanced development of 

human, social, economic and environmental resources. Essentially, the 

new development paradigm has been shifted to the philosophy of a 

sufficient economy, bestowed by His Majesty the King14. Accordingly, 

the Ninth Plan seeks development based on the adherence to the 

philosophy of a sufficient economy in order to create balanced 

                                                
14

 The original term is “Self-sufficient Economy”. But it is mentioned in the Ninth Plan as indicated above. 
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development and to establish an equitable society, in economic, political, 

and social terms, based on self-reliance. 

For the next two decade the Government has set a new path designed to 

bring about change and nurture commendable values based on Thai 

cultural identity. The Ninth Plan stresses the importance of public 

management reform in order to facilitate the competitiveness of local 

economies within the decentralization of the system (NESDB, 2001). The 

development priority of the Ninth Plan focuses on four areas:  the 

stabilization and rehabilitation of economic and social conditions for a 

more rapid economic recovery, the strengthening of grassroots 

economies, the alleviation of social problems, and poverty eradication. 

The strategy for rural development is to restructure management of 

sustainable rural and urban development. It officially gives emphasis to 

the development of community knowledge, so-called “local wisdom”. 

In the section Restructuring Strategies for Sustainable Urban and Rural 

Development of the Ninth Plan, it is stated that during the last two 

decades, Thailand has experienced a rapid transition from a rural to an 

urban society. However, gaps between urban and rural areas have 

continued to widen, in terms of the distribution of income, economic 

activities, and social services. Urban growth has failed to adequately 

enhance growth and prosperity in rural areas, leading to unbalanced 

development, poor natural resource and environmental conservation, and 

diminished self-reliance. 

This section provides development guidelines that focus on 

empowering grassroots communities in both rural and urban sectors. 

Participation of all development partners is deemed a major key to 

success. The local administrative system will be quickly restructured 

through a process of popular participation, so that grassroots economies 
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will be stronger and more self-reliant. Also development of livable cities 

and communities, consistent with local culture, values, and needs is given 

high priority. It is clearly laid out that … developing local wisdom, which 

has accumulated over time, and identifying appropriate applications of 

this knowledge to connect it with modern production sectors and 

lifestyles. Promote the development of a database for local wisdom, 

drawing on a wide variety of networks. Also promote research and 

development of appropriate technologies that build on local wisdom, 

which can be widely used in communities. The key projects for grassroots 

economic development under the current government are: Three-Year 

Debt Suspension for small farmers, Village Revolving Funds (each 

village is allocated one million baht for development capital), and One 

Tambon, One Product – OTOP15  

 

2.2. The Self-sufficient Economy Philosophy16 

The philosophy a of self-sufficient economy, based on adherence to the 

middle path, is designed to overcome the current economic crisis brought 

about by unexpected changes occurring under rapid globalization on the 

one hand, and to achieve sustainable development on the other. “The 

prudent application of knowledge is the core principle of this 

philosophy”. This is officially addressed by the National Economic and 

Social Development Board (NESDB) within the Ninth Plan.  

During celebrations of the Royal Birthday in December 1997, King 

Bhumibol Adulaydej delivered a Royal speech on the self-sufficient 

                                                
15

 This project aims at encouraging each sub-district or tambon to produce community products as an 
alternative source of income generation. 
16

 The self-sufficient economy philosophy was graciously given by the King in the first year of Thailand’s 
economic crisis. Examples of the New Theory approach show that through thousands of Royal Initiative 
Projects the philosophy has been translated into action. http://www.chaipat.or.th . 
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economy, the principles of which have been followed by various 

agencies17. Actually, the King has advocated the idea of a self-sufficient 

economy since his ascension to the throne over fifty years ago. It was 

prompted by his concern over farmers emphasizing productivity for 

commercial export, rice being grown for sale, and the money earned used 

to buy rice for family consumption. When they had spent all of their 

money they asked for loans. This happened  

repeatedly, until Thai farmers were overwhelmed with debt. Well aware 

of the problem, he initiated the establishment of a rice bank and a cattle 

bank in order to help his people. This was the beginning of the “self-

sufficient economy”. 

Seeking ways to help the people engaging in agriculture, in 1992 His 

Majesty introduced the “New Theory”, to be implemented at one of the 

sites of his Royally-initiated Projects to serve as a model of land and 

water management for farmers. Later on, the King granted additional 

suggestions on the theory to strengthen the ability of farmers who are 

majority of the country’s population, before they move onto production 

for commercial purposes. The core element of the suggestion is to adhere 

to the concept of the New Theory which consists of the three following 

phases. 

Phase 1: To live at a self-sufficient level which allows farmers to 

become self-reliant and maintain their living on a frugal basis. 

Phase 2:  To cooperate as a group in order to handle production, 

marketing, management, and educational welfare, as well as social 

development. 

                                                
17

 Many social activists see that though the perspectives on civil society and self-sufficient economy have 
become a remarkable social movement, especially at the grassroots community level, the government and 
technocrats still continue their former practice on heavily pursuit of foreign currency. They hypocritically 
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Phase 3: To build up connections within various occupational groups, 

and to expand businesses through cooperation, in order to assist farmers 

in the areas of investment, marketing, production, management and 

information skills. 

He further elaborated on the meaning of the word “self-sufficient” by 

saying that it means having enough to live on and to live for. …Formerly, 

Thailand had enough to live on and to live for. Nowadays, we become 

more lax and do not have enough to live on and to live for. We are 

therefore obliged to execute a policy for achieving a self-sufficient 

economy in order for everybody to become self-sufficient. Being self-

sufficient means to have enough to live on and to live for, and to refrain 

from leading a luxurious and extravagant life, just having enough… 

He explained further by comparing his insight of the concept with the 

term “self-sufficient” in English or in the western perspective and in the 

holistic sense within Thai society. Self-sufficient, in English, means that 

whatever we produce, we have enough for our own use. We do not have 

to borrow from other people. We can rely on ourselves, like what people 

say, we can stand on our own legs. But self-sufficient (of the Thai sense) 

carries a broader meaning. It means having enough and being satisfied 

with the situation. If people are satisfied with their needs, they will be 

less greedy. With less greed, they will cause less trouble to other people. 

If any country values this idea – the idea of doing just to have enough 

which means being satisfied at a moderated level, being honest and not 

being greedy, its people will be happy. Being self-sufficient does not 

restrict people from having a lot, or possessing luxurious items, but it 

implies that one must not take advantage of others. Everything must be 

within its limits. Saying what is necessary, acting just as needed, and 

                                                                                                                                            
talk about self-sufficient economy just to get along with the public mood and are pretentious of accepting 
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working adequately.  Therefore, self-sufficiency here means within 

proper bounds and reasons. 

Though the concept of a self-sufficient economy is conceived initially 

for farmers, many people misinterpret it as being limited only to farmers. 

It is applicable to every person in every profession, living in both urban 

and rural areas. For example, if owners of industrial factories and 

companies operating under a self-sufficient economic system wish to 

expand a growing business, they should then proceed gradually. In case 

they need to obtain loans, the amount of money should be reasonable, a 

liability which they can manage without going bankrupt.  

The King granted this advice on a self-sufficient economy in order for 

the people to lead their lives productively, peacefully and happily, with 

dharma as an essential element to help steer their course and hearts. He 

stressed that selfish competition and the habit of taking advantage of 

others when doing business, as happened commonly should be stopped. 

He pointed out that…The meaning of genuine happiness is the happiness 

derived from one’s fair conduct, both of intention and action, and not 

from coincidence or taking advantage of others…. In his Royal speech, 

he stated that… The reason for encouraging people to learn more and 

become stable in their life is for their own lasting happiness from, first, 

leading a sufficient lifestyle, and then from being proud of themselves for 

being able to stand on their own. 

It is important to note that the King’s vision of a self-sufficient 

economy is not an isolationist approach where every member has to grow 

and produce everything for oneself. The recommendations in the second 

and third phases of the New Theory show that he well understands the 

realities of the farmers’ life. His proposal for collective activities is an 

                                                                                                                                            
his Majesty’s advice (Personal communication with Siriphat, 2004). 
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ingenious way to revive and reinforce the strength and spirit of 

cooperation within the community. The NESDB18 has offered a summary 

as follows: “Sufficiency” means moderation and due consideration in all 

modes of conduct, and incorporates the need for sufficient protection 

from internal and external shocks. To achieve this, the prudent 

application of knowledge is essential. In particular, great care is needed 

in the application of theories and technical know-how and in planning 

and implementation. At the same time, it is essential to strengthen the 

moral fiber of the nation so that everyone, particularly public officials, 

academics, business people, and financiers adhere first and foremost to 

the principles of honesty and integrity. A balanced approach combining 

patience, perseverance, diligence, wisdom and prudence is indispensable 

to cope appropriately with critical challenges arising from globalization. 

 

2.3. The New Constitution: The Constitution of the Kingdom B.E. 2540 

(1997) 

A few months after Thailand was hit by an economic crisis in mid 1997, 

the parliament passed the new Constitution aimed at fostering durable, 

democratic political reform. This new Constitution can be considered as 

the first law enacted in Thailand in which the public played a major role 

in its drafting. It is regarded as the most progressive constitution ever 

written in Thailand. It provides more rights to the public, including the 

right to propose legislation, and the right to examine and sanction the 

removal of politicians. Local communities are legally empowered to 

manage their local natural resources under the ongoing decentralization 

of authority to local administrations (Uitragool, 2003). The new 

                                                
18

 National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) Summary of the Ninth National Economic 
and Social Development Plan, http://www.nesdb.go.th/plan/data/SumPlan9Eng/menu.html  Retrieved 
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Constitution has also laid down a strong foundation for the acceleration 

of many reforms in the political and social sectors. It stipulates that 

several independent organizations must be established so that checks and 

balances can be enforced in Thai society. Among many of them are, the 

Election Commission of Thailand, National Human Rights Commission, 

Parliamentary Ombudsmen and National Economic and Social Advisory 

Council.  

This new Constitution is a social turning point for Thailand, as it enters 

the new millennium. The people’s sector, or civil society, is now entitled 

to play a principal role in the national arena. Struggling rural people have 

the opportunity to make their voices heard and can better control their 

own future. Various communities, and civil society itself, have become 

highly motivated to increase their level of participation in both 

democratic and development processes. Strong collaborative groups are 

emerging, and social networks have widened. The Constitution can be 

useful in ensuring transparency and equitable distribution of services to 

the people. It can help provide enabling environments for the 

mobilization of collaborative action towards strengthening the 

community and society as a whole on a sustainable basis. 

For example, the social movement for public health issues to promote a 

preventive health approach, or to promote “good health” rather than 

“good cure” using alternative medicines, envisions inclusion of extensive 

stakeholders at all levels of society. The government sector, medical 

profession, social academics, social activists, NGOs, local healers of folk 

and traditional medicine, and people from all walks of life will participate 

in a Public Health Congress19 every year in Bangkok, with around three 

                                                                                                                                            
August 18,2004 
19

 This effort is promoted and organized by the Thai Health Promotion and its allies. 
http://www.thaihealth.or.th  This fund is set up from the “sin taxes” of tobacco and alcoholic products. It is 
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thousand participants from all over the country. Local forums are also 

being organized nationwide.  Another interesting example is the effort to 

call for people to participate in drafting of the national policy for science 

and technology development. The Ministry of Science and Technology 

has assigned the National Science and Technology Development Agency 

with organizing a Public S&T Congress20once every two years. People 

from government, private and civil society sectors are invited. It aims at 

determining public needs and opinions about the S&T development of 

the country for inclusion in the S&T National Policy which NSTDA 

proposes to the government. 

Decentralization of administrative power to local communities is 

promoted through the legal endorsement of the new constitution. At the 

level of Sub-district Administration Councils, local communities can 

shape development in line with their local characteristics and the 

demands of local people. They have control over revenues collected from 

local community taxes. The new Constitution aims at decreasing central 

government authority and control (from Bangkok) while at the same time 

strengthening local authority in management through increased local 

participation. This perspective of local administration has transformed 

the top-down policy and administration to a more horizontal approach 

that promotes democratic attitudes and practices. Article 78 declares that 

the State must decentralize its authority, article 282 aims at providing 

freedom for local administration, article 283 iterates the rights of local 

administration, article 284 states that local administrations hold the right 

to issue local policy, and article 289 provides that local governments 

                                                                                                                                            
a large fund of the amount around 1,400 million baht per year. There are diverse activities in this regard 
based on the view of health as defined by the World Health Organization that: Health is a state of complete 
physical, mental and society well-being, not merely an absence of diseases and infirmity.      
20

 Public S&T Congress, see  more detail in:  http://www.nstda.or.th/stcongress  
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shall have duties in maintaining local arts, customs, traditions, local 

wisdom and the religious culture of their communities.  

These are favorable factors for the village community to develop and 

grow to its full potential and capacity along a desirable path of 

community economy, or cultural economy, towards a knowledge-based 

society and sustainable development. There are many examples of 

successful communities that have used these favorable factors to confront 

economic crisis and have attained some level of self-sufficiency However, 

there are also problems to overcome. 

Though the new Constitution gives importance to people’s participation 

at all levels, the economic management, political, and bureaucratic 

systems are highly centralized and dominated by the public sector. The 

government sector is viewed as weak, inefficient and unable to fully 

support economic development.  It is even blamed for impeding 

development in the business sector.  Local administrative organizations 

have limited capacities.  Decentralization of power to local community 

organizations and local communities is still at the initial stages and the 

results are still limited. However, the enactment of the new Constitution 

is a very important safeguard for local communities in that their 

differences and diverse local culture are legally protected. There is less 

pressure from the central government to standardize everything for the 

sake of easy administration as occurred in the past development 

trajectory. 
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2.4. Main Advocates of Local Wisdom: NGOs, Local Intellectuals/Local 

Wisdom Teachers, and Monk Developers  

The above articulation show that there are conditions and factors that 

encourage the village community, with its cultural identity which 

encompasses their local traditions, culture and local wisdom, to take part 

in community and national development. Local Wisdom is also viewed in 

more or less the same way as IK which was brought down into six 

stereotypes mentioned in Chapter 4. However, in the contemporary Thai 

context there are a few more distinguished active actors that take crucial 

roles in the resurgence, embodiment and transformation of LW in rural 

community life. Phongphit (2003), President of the Village Community 

Foundation, Thailand explains two important dimensions of Local 

Wisdom as follows. The abstract dimension is the worldview and 

philosophy in living a life from birth to death.  It is in the spiritual 

meaning of everything in daily life. The concrete dimension specifies 

practices, for example, earning a living, agriculture, art, handcrafts, 

music, cooking, etc. 

When taking a closer look, it is important to note that, typically efforts 

to revive LW through state-led projects, are usually drawn on the 

concrete or technical dimension of LW which is the most obvious and 

convenient part to grab. Despite the fact that administrators responsible 

for the projects announce their intention to promote a revival in the 

traditional and cultural revival of LW, they usually think that promoting 

the concrete dimension of LW is enough as it would be automatically 

promote community culture. LW is viewed as a new tool for making 

money to get rich. Culture and products of culture are to attract money 

form domestic and foreigner tourists.  
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Unfortunately, promoting LW in this perspective can have a negative 

impact, repeating the same mistakes made by previous state-led 

development. Because development, though using and promoting LW, is 

done within the capitalist and consumerist perspectives, without “the 

spirit of LW”, it yields the same impact as economic (modern) 

development. It raises concerns among social activists that if LW 

continues to be exploited by this mainstream practice, knowledge of LW 

will be reduced to simply know-how or skills, like weaving baskets, 

weaving textiles and making herbal shampoo, etc. Then, the “wisdom” of 

the abstract dimension is lost21. Losing the spiritual dimension of LW, 

people will be demoralized leading their life driven by capitalism and 

consumerism, falling again into the current of capitalism without 

awareness. This is an alarming truth, since villagers might think that they 

have really come back to their roots. Then, they will deplete their own 

resources repeating the same mistakes previously made along the path of 

modern development. Finally, they will end up in a frantic state, loosing 

their cultural roots for a second time; this time perhaps forever.  

Providentially, there are three distinct active actors worth mentioning 

for their understanding and efforts at promoting LW in an exemplary 

manner. That is to make use of the holistic view of LW for community 

development. These people do not promote LW in a compartmental 

approach as is the mainstream practice.  LW acts as a two-in-one social 

engine to enabling people with knowledge and skill in solving local 

problem as well as to providing guiding principles in the manner in 

which the problems should be solved. In this context, 

                                                
21

 The project “One Tambon (sub-district), One Product – OTOP of the government has been under this 
criticism. 
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 the abstract dimension of LW is even more pronounced than the concrete 

one. As LW is constantly changing to adapt to new situations, it means 

LW is open to new inputs of knowledge and is able to produce new 

adapted knowledge that can help solve pressing problems of the 

community. This is another noteworthy characteristic of the “spirit of 

LW”. 

It is possible to compare the use of LW in this perspective with the use 

of a vehicle to reach a destination. LW is a vehicle that needs a careful 

driver to take it along the road, avoiding hitting things or killing oneself 

(or others) before getting to the destination. A vehicle with no or a bad 

driver makes it impossible or too risky to get to the destination. In this 

perspective, when we want to make use of LW, moral and ethical 

conduct is as important as, if not more than, learning of knowledge in all 

aspects so as to be able to make good use of it in a sustainable way. 

These distinct actors of LW transcend the conventional thinking and 

practices of LW and contribute to its revival in contemporary Thai 

society.  

 

2.4.1. Non-Governmental Organizations – NGOs 

Non-Governmental Organizations, or NGOs, originated in the west in 

the post WW II period with the aim to help those adversely affected by 

the war. They operated mainly in Europe and North America. Later they 

moved to work in developing countries, seeing that the majority of the 

poor are concentrated in these countries (Phongpaichit, 2000). In the 

beginning, they had paternalistic beliefs and wanted to see poor countries 

grow like developed western countries. They believed that unless these 

countries became like the west, the poverty would not be alleviated. 

Their early efforts were not successful. Phongpaichit (2000) continues 
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that, in more recent years, western NGOs have changed their tactics. 

They mostly provide financial support and other logistics to locally 

initiated NGOs which carry out development projects and programs at 

the grassroots level. 

At present time, NGOs22  have become significant players in rural 

community development. A number of well-experienced NGO workers 

who have more world experience and better social understanding are 

working as facilitators in “knowledge-making” and mobilizing civil 

society organizations and rural communities against globalization threats. 

Today’s agenda of resistance is framed by the discourses on human rights, 

environmentalism, empowerment, and economic justice (Uitragool, 

2003). Within the rural context, the relevance of LW to these issues is 

apparent. NGOs are now an influential moral and social force, 

stimulating public awareness and shifting from the role of hostile critics 

to offering policy proposal to the government. 

It is important to note that, in Thailand, the recognition of the critical 

role of NGOs in contemporary development is concurrent with the 

empowerment of civil society, due to changes in opportunities for public 

expression – which are the policies within the Development Plans. Since 

the First Plan in 1961 till the present Ninth Plan (2002-2006), one has 

seen the collapse of the Cold War, the end of military dictatorship, the 

new Constitution of 1997, the development of press  

freedom and the empowerment from NGOs themselves. 

Wongkool (2002) identifies two types of civic movement to rectify 

problems of the poor. One is of “hot” character. That is, a problem that 

                                                
22

 Pongpaichit (2000), a professor in Economics, explains that ‘civil society’ could have a general usage 
and a more specific one within the Thai context. In general usage, civil society refers to social groups 
outside the government. It includes institutions and varying social relationships.  However, in Thailand it 
has also been used to refer to cooperative work between government, people, NGOs and business. 
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requires strong reaction or fighting with the state and a proposal for 

solution is announced to the state. This kind of problem needs  

political and social movement as critical means. There are a great number 

of poor people who are victims of state-led modern development. Mainly, 

the problems of poor people in Thai society are the effect of social 

injustice and state policy that are based in the modern development 

perspective and capitalist system. The problems have accumulated over 

years forcing poor people to take action for their survival.  

The other type of poor people’s movement is called “cool” work. 

People take the self-reliance perspective and being themselves. Basically, 

they do not believe in the leading, promoting or guiding role within 

mainstream development taken by state. They have learned that the 

failure to provide input into such development and obediently accepting 

state policy and projects has impoverished them. Consequently, they go 

back to their roots, using Local Wisdom in the traditional production 

process, adhere to their rural capital and religious worldview, and 

integrate this local dimension with technology, the economic system and 

other changes brought by globalization. In all, they try to shape 

development by their own perspective and action. Their effort is growing 

increasingly stronger with the facilitation of NGOs.  

The state has accepted this trend and even promoted it. In recent years, 

the community and NGOs have worked together to set up a “Community 

Development Master Plan” through civil society participation called 

“community research effort.” It is a version of the community’s 

Economic and Social and Development Plan. It is later put into practice 

with the collaboration of community networks at provincial, regional, 

and national levels. NGOs are a part of the history of the community 

economy in Thai society.  
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The concern for village community development among NGOs, which 

takes different views from those of the state-led perspective, was to 

promote “community culture” or “indigenous knowledge promoters” 

(Prasasvinitchai, 1993). While the direction of rural development under 

the National Development Plans emphasizes economic progress (though 

the social aspect is stipulated), the NGOs discourses are on concepts of 

dignity, self-reliance, decision-making power, bargaining power, etc., in 

the  search for alternative livelihoods.  

In the early 1980s, most development NGOs were involved with 

solving the basic livelihood problems of small farmers. Villagers and 

marginalized farmers were encouraged to organize themselves in to 

activity groups such as cooperatives; of rice banks; fertilizer banks; 

buffalo and cattle banks; saving groups; community revolving funds for 

village stores, for rice mills; local handicraft groups. “The answer is in 

the village” was the major slogan of most NGOs at that time 

(Phongpaichit, 2000). 

Alternative approaches are consequently explored in an attempt to 

maintain or restore community life and self-reliance, which is to go “back 

to the roots” and to follow the path of self-sufficient economy (Phongphit 

1986). In this route, LW is receiving considerable attention as it is the 

intellectual and social asset of the community. NGOs and social thinkers 

see that state-led projects still focus on pouring money into rural 

communities even though this is against social efforts to promote self-

reliance among villagers. 

Of equal importance is the awakening of the villagers themselves to the 

need to go back to the values of community culture. The issues of 

village-state relations have been studied (Vaddhanaphuti, 1993) and it 

was found that the villagers will superficially accept directives from the 
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state or district officers, but not necessarily believe them. For example 

setting up “klum” or groups like the  klum mae baan or the Housewives’ 

group, klum yuwakasetakorn or the Young Farmers’ Group, but the state-

initiated “klum” does not usually work. Sometimes they make fun of the 

word by putting higher tone of pronunciation to turn its meaning to 

“worried”. However, the NGO concept of klum as a power instrument in 

the hands of villagers differs fundamentally from that of state developers’ 

notion of klum as an instrument or channel of administration and 

dissemination of official policy (Hirsch, 1990). 

Hirsch also found that villagers often feel pestered by rural 

development programs, various development tasks, and so on. Many feel 

forced into such activities. Individual programs are punned – for example, 

Phaen din tham – Phaen din thong or Land of Dharma – Land of Gold 

becomes Phaen din tho – Phaen din thae, or Land of desperation, in the 

words of some villagers. The situation of today, though the village 

community has more control over the decisions affecting their 

community development, is not much different in terms of state’s effort 

to target their development activities on the rural community. Currently, 

there are twenty Ministries consisting of two hundred sixty-five 

Departments involved directly and indirectly in community and rural 

development. Oftentimes, their development programs are overlapping or 

redundant, for example one village may have several projects digging 

ponds by different agencies, while another village has none. 

In 1980s, the NGOs movement in Thailand flourished. By the late 

1980s, more than one hundred NGOs were working closely with villagers 

in rural development in a large number of districts (Thai Volunteer 

Service, 1987). In 2000, there were 17,000 NGOs registered as 

foundations and associations in Thailand, although not all are active. 
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Most of the foundations do some charity works. The number of active 

NGOs may be around 140 (Phongpaichit, 2000). 

Prasartset (1993, cited in Phongpaichit, 2000) classified the activities of 

NGOs in Thailand since 1981 into four major areas: a) the search for 

alternative livelihood; b) networking of NGOs and people’s organizations; 

c) policy advocacy for people’s plan, community rights to manage local 

resources and for sound environment and d) strategic alliance building 

with other social forces. 

NGO workers generally come from educated, middle-class 

backgrounds. Most NGOs rely on funding from abroad, and the 

sponsoring organizations are themselves often keen to see alternative 

approaches to what are generally perceived of as unsuccessful 

bureaucratic methods. While official participatory development is 

criticized as a new state technique, or instrument for getting villagers to 

accept the activities already thought out by those officials, the NGOs 

have an alternative strategy. NGOs nowadays seek to start from the 

villagers’ community capital. The term “engagement” is preferred. The 

goal involves altering the power balance within the system in order to 

increase control over production. Because of the limited power of the 

individual rural producer, this usually involves co-operative efforts. In 

his studies Hirsch witnessed an NGO worker saying to villagers that 

“Working on your own you’re like single fingers on a hand, work as a 

group and you are like a fist” (Hirsch, 1993). 

 

NGO activity varies not only according to limitations set by the state; 

but also bby range and diversity of their development philosophy. It is 

interesting to find that NGOs and social thinkers working in the 

community economy or cultural community perspective mostly hold 
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Buddhist principles to guide their thoughts and activity. The foremost 

one is the Four Noble Truths which stipulate that one has to find solution 

to a problem right at the heart of the problem by understanding its 

mechanism, seeking the proper way to deal with the problem, and taking 

action.  

Any activity in the Buddhist way also places importance on “starting at 

oneself”, to do one’s best, “Oneself is the resource that one can depend 

on”. Also, it is the Buddhist concept of Yonisomanasikarn, which stresses 

the importance of using one’s intelligence and wisdom to solve problems. 

When help is needed, then one should seek a good friend for consultation 

and assistance. This is based on Buddhist concept of Kalayanamitara that 

gives importance to having true friends to rely on as resources of 

knowledge and wisdom. One may also be a good resource of knowledge 

and wisdom for others, too. Both of these inter-related concepts imply 

self-dependability and inter-dependability. It is sinful to be passive to 

hardships in life. Happiness is in uplifting oneself from suffering and 

finding equilibrium in oneself, among others and with natural forces. 

That is why self-reliance and the self-sufficient economy can be 

compatibly promoted through Buddhist perspectives and practices.  

Decha Siriphat, Director of Khaow Kwan Foundation (Sacred Rice for 

Guardian Angel Foundation) who has been working with rice farmers for 

over twenty years say that it is important for the NGO workers to not 

only using Buddhist principles to guide the activities in a non-aggressive 

way but also to apply them inwardly themselves, to practice dharma and 

mindfulness to overcome frustration caused by daily working stress. It is 

quite stressful to deal with the many constraints in working with the 

government and villagers. Each main region now has a Working Group 

responsible for co-ordination between NGOs and state developers. Many 
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NGOs also realize that village communities have strayed far from their 

cultural roots; and have been subverted by capitalism. So, the villagers 

are not innocent.  They are ready to exploit each other. It is imperative 

for NGO workers to focus first on shifting the villagers’ paradigm of 

thinking from capitalism and consumerism to the traditional values that 

put the spiritual dimension over the economic one.  

In conclusion, after the economic crisis, the role of NGOs in 

community development is more evident and welcome. Together with 

social analysts, NGOs proposed that government spending should 

concentrate on the poor and farmers. NGO workers in the cultural 

community development perspective try to instill social cohesion among 

villagers in a proactive way – not as passive recipients but as formulators, 

planners, doers and beneficiaries of various programs. The shift is from 

the how of participation in a mechanical sense to the why. The latter 

notion implies the ability of villagers to think for themselves and manage 

their own lives based on their own decisions. Social thinkers, activists, 

development practitioners and NGOs in this perspective act as facilitators 

rather than an authority with command over villagers.  

 

2.4.2. Monk Developers 

In village life, a temple23 may be the structure most closely defining 

village membership: a congregation is defined as “khon tham boon wad 

ruam kan: or, those making merit at the same temple. Most villagers 

attend religious ceremonies and make merit mainly at the temple of their 

community. Usually, Thai people believe that those who make merit 

                                                
23

 A wat or temple was a centre for life in the traditional village community. The Buddhist monks not only 
played the leading part as spiritual leaders, but also a teacher, a doctor, a mediator for disputes, and an 
advisor for the villagers’ daily life. This was the conclusion of observation Akira Nozaki (2003) made in 
his article “Buddhist Way of Rural Development in Thailand.”  
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together will meet again in the next life, an indication of a desire to 

belong together. The commercial economy and urban consumption-

oriented ideas have spread widely across rural areas and consequently 

various social problems have emerged since the Fourth Plan (1977-1981) 

as elaborated on earlier. In spite of the difficulties, a village 

reconstruction movement initiated by monks, a new type of development 

movement involving village heads, community leaders and NGOs, has 

become increasingly prominent. This is an alternative approach of 

development to the dominant western-type economic model. 

Usually, when NGOs opt for an alternative development model by 

paying attention to the history and culture of the villages, learning from 

the elders, it is the village monks who seem to know most about Local 

Wisdom. Phongphit (1988) in his book, “Religion in a Changing Society: 

Buddhism Reform and the Role of Monks in Community Development in 

Thailand”, talked about eight monks who had participated in community 

development. These monks shared the same opinion that Dhamma or 

Buddha’s teaching, taught them to be kind and have love for neighbors in 

pain. “Once I became aware of Dhamma, I noticed and understood the 

problems and pain of other people”, is a famous line from Buddhadas 

Bhikku, a Buddhist monk and social thinker who was a leading monk of 

great influence on other development monks. One of his most important 

teachings he gave was, “…to work is, in itself, to practice Dhamma”. 

And development monks believe that “…As with Buddhism, 

development is not just a theory. As long as you study Buddhism through 

texts, you will not understand”. These monks see that “…The first job 

monks do is to bring Buddhism back into ordinary field of activity”. 

Dhamma is life and Dhamma is society. Buddhism isolated from the 

villagers’ life or real society is not a living Buddhism. Only when they 



 167 

work can they practice living Buddhism and relieve people of their pain. 

This is the basic principle governing their behavior. 

Modern development had a great impact on villagers in that it left them 

in needy circumstances, both economically and spiritually. As the market 

economy and consumerism swept the village, people suffered from 

poverty; people became selfish, indulging in alcoholic drinks, and 

addicted on drugs and gambling, etc. Under such circumstances, monks, 

through various remedies and development efforts, tried to help them 

relieve their hardship. Development monks, in fact, are following the 

way of a Boddhisattva in Mahayana Buddhism. They practice metta 

(benevolence) in Buddhism teaching. 

Nozaki (b. 2003) found that particular ways of development are 

different from monk to monk but the point in common is that 

development has to be done “in totality”, that is material development 

should be accompanied by spiritual development and it has to be humane. 

They believe the principles of development based on Buddhism are 

diligence, independence (self-reliance), self-respect, non-desire, 

contentment, participation, solidarity, and cooperative action. He made a 

remark that the Buddhist model of development forthinkers such as Sulak 

Sivaraka and Dr. Prawase Wasi is also based on these development 

principles. An endogenous, new rural development movement, which is 

led by natural leaders of villages and communities, including NGOs as 

well as development monks, seems to be converging on this Buddhist 

model. The major development activities in which the monks have been 

involved include: water buffalo banks (or water buffalo unions), rice 

banks (or cooperative associations), savings or credit unions, cooperative 

stores, children’s centers, health centers, vocational training centers, 

traditional medical treatment and medical herb projects. Schemes differ 
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from village to village, but efforts are based on the Buddhist teaching that 

all people, young and old, men and women, have the possibility of 

reaching enlightenment or getting out of suffering. 

Luang Por Nan of Surin province was among the pioneer monk 

developers in 1980s. Having seen the villagers contributing housing and 

food to monks in spite of their own needy life, he thought that he had to 

pay off his debt and let them be released from poverty. Seeing that they 

had no rice to eat even though they grew rice, he decided that his monks 

should grow rice of their own, with the help of his Buddhist acolytes and 

give any surplus to the villagers. He combined the unique activities of 

sahabaan khao or rice banks and Dhamma to remove financial 

difficulties from the villagers. Later there were many activities such as 

cooperative stores and the savings union to enable villagers to have more 

bargaining power with merchants and could wait to sell their rice when 

prices went up. 

  

Luang Por Nan and other monks of Tasawand Village, Surin have 

developed the villages by reviving traditional community culture through 

an innovative interpretation of Dhamma. He repeatedly emphasized that 

material development should always be balanced with spiritual 

development. Reviving traditional community culture does not mean 

going back to the old community standard but rather forming a new 

community which is able to adapt itself to modern society. In 1991, 

Luang Por Nan’s development work expanded further into rice export. 

Thirty villages in three districts of Surin province were involved. The rice 

was collected through cooperative stores in villages where organic 

farming is practiced. An NGO and farm support group in Surin exported 

the rice to Western countries through OA3, an NGO in Switzerland. 
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Nozaki paid many visits to Luang Por Nan and was impressed by his 

work. He expressed concern over the future of his achievements and the 

villagers. Luang Por Nan already had a plan in his mind. He revealed that 

the Dhamma Association for Development would carry on the work. He 

was about to select twenty monks from many villages and train them to 

become leaders of development. By exchanging the experience and 

wisdom with villagers, he was trying to form an organization for 

development. The Pipitprachanat Foundation was established in March 

1992 to facilitate the functions of the Dhamma Association and to 

support the monks involved in the work of development and education. 

In 1977, Somboon (cited in Nozaki 1993) did a survey on monks who 

could be considered to be in the category of “development monks”. He 

estimated that in Thailand there were more than 100 in the mid-1980s 

and more than 200 in early 1990s. These development monks have 

endeavored to promote material development based on spiritual 

development by cultivating the local people’s participation, their 

cooperation, solidarity, and self-reliance. The Buddhist way of 

development24 followed by them is subject to the “middle way” and 

clearly different from capitalist development. It moved away from the 

pursuit of one’s unlimited desires, towards liberation from attachment to 

the narrow-minded oneself (lesser self). 

Village monks are generally knowledgeable in popular or Local 

Wisdom. Hence, they can use Local Wisdom in a holistic way to promote 

“total” development, both spiritually and economically. Another 

remarkable example of development monk is Phra Kru Pitak Nantakhun 

                                                
24

 See similar concept in Payutto 1992 and Schumacher, 1997 in Budhist Economics, also Sarvodaya 
Shramadana, the rural and social development movement in Sri Lanka based on Buddhist principle. 
Savordaya means awakening of all the people and Shramadana means sharing of the energy (labor, 
knowledge, etc. of people)  http://www.sarvodaya.org  Retrieved 2 February 2004. 
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of Nan Province. He was born in remote village surrounded by dense 

forest. Early in 1975, Nan suffered from deforestation by outsiders. The 

monk empathized the suffering of the community. He has applied local 

verse “…to have water, you have to conserve the forest, to have fish you 

have to conserve the river”, to his talent as story-teller. The monk travels 

about telling local people in many villages about deforestation threats. In 

this way, even illiterates understand the threats and participate through 

their own initiatives in protecting their community forest as well as the 

rivers and tributaries.  

He works with local NGO using experience of another monk in another 

province on the river conservation project to apply in Nan. The visit to 

Phra Krue Manas Nateephithak in Payao Province (also in the North) 

gave him an insight to reinterpret and apply Buddhism principles and 

belief in tam boon or making merit in various activities such as 

ordination (entering the monkhood), and doing good deeds. He was the 

first person who has led karn baud paa or ordination of the forest to 

rescue and restore the forest for the community to use in a sustainable 

way. Karn seub chata mae mae nam or the ritual of prolonging the life of 

the river has been performed since 1990 through his efforts which call for 

all stakeholders in the community to participate (Jareonsiri, 2004). 

From a modest start, more and more people are participating in the 

movement to conserve the rivers and forests. In 1993, thousands of 

people participated in the Nan River Preservation event. As is very 

common, people donated sums of money and shared “ownership” in their 

beloved river. The money collected was later used in founding the “Hug 

Muang Nan Foundation” or Love the City of Nan Foundation, registered 

in 1997. 
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Another impressive example is the development work of Phra Krue Sri 

Wachirakarn of Nakorn Panom Province who revived local weaving and 

indigo dyeing in the Nawa district community. People in Nawa were poor. 

He realized that Nawa had been a source of expertise in the making of 

indigo textiles. But that production of it had stopped a long time ago. He 

wanted to help and thought that their traditional knowledge of the method 

of weaving and dyeing indigo cloth could be a source of income. He 

talked about this task. “At first I had to get people using the indigo cloth 

again. I insisted that people who visited the wat (temple) and the girls, 

who studied at the school there, had to wear indigo-color clothing. I was 

taken to task for it, too. People asked why a monk should go around 

telling people what they should wear”. He continued …then, “I started 

growing indigo plants on the temple grounds. I set up 20 of the vats used 

for indigo dyeing, too. And I invited some old women who were experts 

in the technique to come and demonstrate it. I set up weaving looms 

inside the wat. Sometimes the dye took, sometimes it didn’t. The 

villagers have an expression they used when the dye doesn’t take. They 

say that “the dyeing vat got away” meaning the dye got away. But after 

working hard at it and trying many times, the results were satisfactory 

enough”.25 (Bangkok Post, 2001) 

 

 

 

                                                
25 His work on reviving the traditional handicraft of indigo textiles to help the poor community of Thai   
yo minority group, raised the interest among academics and handicraft promoters to make an effort to study 
the process of indigo dyeing in a systematic manner. The National Science and Technology Development 
Agency (NSTDA) commissioned scientific research to codify the process in order to collect, conserve, and 
disseminate the knowledge of indigo dye.  Finally, they formed the “Thai-yo local wisdom conservation 
group” and started to produce the indigo dyed cloth. A “learning package” was created to share the 
knowledge with interested persons. 

 



 172 

2.4.3. Local Philosophers/Thai Local Wisdom Teachers 

As modernization and globalization sweep through every corner of the 

village community of Thailand, many economic and social problems are 

increasing. Some people, awakening to the stark truth of their 

deteriorating life and community, have never given in. They dared to be 

different, to get out of mainstream development, or go “against the 

current”, returning to their roots. They wanted to find their own 

alternatives. They had their own learning process in finding solutions to 

their problems. These people used the trial-and-error approach to tackle 

problems until they found practical solutions. In the beginning these 

people were criticized by their fellow villagers as “strange” or even out 

of their mind. In the end, they proved that their solutions to the problems 

of work and life based on of self- reliance could work well.  

In general, people attaining this state are in their sixties and up. They 

have witnessed a more abundant life in their villages, with more harmony 

in the community. The dire state of the problems they faced in 

contemporary society caused them to look back at what they once had. 

They are profoundly aware of what has gone wrong in their lives and 

believe in finding solutions for survival. They have to take the initiative 

for change, and remarkably, what they say or do is a reflection of a 

stronger religious worldview than Thai people in society at large. For 

example, an old local intellectual in Surin who began the practice of 

organic agriculture while the majority of farmers still using chemicals, 

says that organic agriculture is not at all about the techniques of using 

worms or natural products to grow vegetable products, or chemical free 

rice, but most the principle lies in respect for the lives of others. His 

concept basically rests on a religious principle. In a similar vein, the 

purpose of a community savings or credit union is not only for the sake 
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of saving money, but rather to provide community welfare for villagers 

as an economic and healthcare social safety net. 

Why do villagers with no university study hold such an honor? Who 

appoints them? The term “local intellectual”26 or local philosopher is 

from the Thai word praad chaobaan, or literally, village philosopher.  

This word has emerged in the work of NGOs in community development 

in the mid 1980s (Nakabutra, 1999). Essentially, local intellectuals 

emerge because of social conditions. No one appoints them, nor is 

election required, nor are criteria set up to seek one out. It is through 

social interaction that allows the mutual checks and balances on how 

knowledgeable and virtuous a person should be to be honored with the 

term. It is a form of natural leadership with their wisdom and pragmatic 

work as proof of their right to such a title. They are usually called por, or 

father, preceding their name, for example, Por Chiang Thaidee of Surin 

province.  

Nithi Eaowsriwong (2003), a renowned Thai social scientist, observes 

that ‘Local Intellectuals’ or village philosophers in the communities are a 

recent, emerging phenomenon. In the past, traditional knowledge was 

communally created, then, this process was disrupted by modern 

development. It is interesting that even though it is a new phenomenon, 

the purpose of their knowledge pursuit and action is similar to that of the 

traditional society, which is to solve problems of daily life.  It focuses on 

finding practical solutions through practical experimentation of trial-and-

error. So, certain village philosophers play a major role in promoting 

                                                
26 In this study, the term “local intellectual” will be used in conjunction with the knowledge system of 
Local Wisdom and to avoid the connotation of the word “philosopher” that implies profound thinking 
rather than taking action based on knowledge.  
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knowledge creation through the creative dialogue between LW and 

Modern Science. 

Presently, practical knowledge in the community is more difficult to 

generate via communal activities, because community no longer works 

together in the production process. Each person in the community has 

become an individual and more individualistic in competition in earning 

a living. Some LW is itself disappearing because traditional rituals and 

ceremonies in which LW is embedded are no longer practiced. In other 

words, LW is generally communicated via social and cultural practices.  

Eaowsriwong (2003) also points out that instead of a direct acceptance 

and recognition from the community in which they live, local 

intellectuals are first recognized from outside. Social acceptance is an 

important condition for a local intellectual. Acceptance or recognition 

occurs when one is invited as a resource person outside of the village, 

through the visits from other villages, educational institutes, public and 

private agencies to on-site activities in their farmland, and as a result of 

local as well as national media coverage. Additionally, there is also 

official recognitions through awards and honors from various public and 

private organizations for the efforts to promote community participation 

in rural development and the resurgence of LW within Thai society. For 

example, awards from the Provincial Cultural Council, Provincial 

Agricultural Office, and foundations. Among them, the most recent and 

noticeable is the “Thai Local Wisdom Teacher Award”27 from the Office 

of the National Education Coucil, Ministry of Education.  

Eaowsriwong (2003) found that ‘learning communities’ have increased 

in number. Yet, the orientation of learning still holds a practical aspect.  

This practical-oriented learning is usually initiated by local intellectuals 
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themselves. It is important that this age old knowledge be able to interact 

with knowledge from outside, whether from other villages or from 

modern entities such as development agencies.  In order to enrich LW 

knowledge in both systems must be transformed into new, sensible forms 

suitable for contemporary uses.  

The working principles of local intellectuals, whether at individual or 

community level, focus on self-realization from the very beginning in 

order to know oneself in relation to the problem. The problem is to be 

solved in a non-aggressive way based on consciousness and wisdom that 

are applied to the learning process. The Self-sufficiency philosophy 

granted by His Majesty the King is the perspective to be followed. Self-

dependence and inter-dependence are promoted to encourage the 

community to take the initiative of action. Action must accompany 

thinking in order to provide an example for others. The lifestyle of local 

intellectuals must be modest, simple, sincere, and adhere to Buddhist 

principles28. Importantly, they have to provide economic security for their 

own families first as a proof that the practical knowledge of their way of 

living is a success. 

  

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
27

 See more detail of Thai Local Wisdom Teacher Award in Part Four and and  http://www.onec.go.th  
28

 Core Buddhist principles that local intellectuals use to guide their action are openly uttered among their 
working networks (Thamrongwarngkool & Thamrongvarangkool, 2002). They are: The Four Noble Truths 
and The Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path. Hence, it encourages democratic ideas and institutions. Self-
realization and Self-awakening to Truth/ Self-reliance/Utilization of one’s knowledge and wisdom to solve 
problems. And at the same time finding true friends to enrich oneself as well as lending oneself as a true 
friend for others (yonisomanasikarn and Kalayanamitara)/Doing work with passion and compassion by 
taking action in accordance with The Four Idhibahts. And Aprarihaniyadham: to hold regular meeting 
among people who have to work together and to begin and end the meeting in unison as well as to take 
action on the thing that has to be done in unison . 
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3. Communication of Local Wisdom in Contemporary Thai Society   

3.1. By Local Intellectuals 

Mostly, the communication and dissemination of knowledge created by 

local intellectuals happens in group activities which could be outside 

their communities of origins. Since ‘Learning communities’ and 

Learning Networks have been created regardless of locality. It can be 

said that creating new learning communities as learning networks is 

successful and a landmark of local intellectuals’ work within the past 

twenty to thirty years.  Traveling in search of knowledge and to share 

knowledge is fundamental to the nature of their activity. For example, the 

Esan (Northeast) Regional Network of Local Intellectuals and Multi-

lateral Allies apply all these working principles mentioned above to guide 

their action and activities. The success of twelve local intellectuals of 

northeast in different locations proves that self-reliance and inter-reliance 

(or dependability) is the answer to their problems. Apart from working 

closely in their local network, they hold a meeting of villagers who are 

interested to participate every month taking turn in organizing it at each 

local intellectual’s working site as a learning station. Their shared 

ambition is to promote the learning to be self-dependence and inter-

dependence to reach one million families in the northeast within five 

years. They also expand and link their regional network to other regional 

ones creating a national network. Moreover, with the availability of ICT 

and support from NGOs, they are able to link with international network. 

 

3.2. By Educational Institute Channels 

The new Constitution and the Educational Reform Act open a new 

opportunity for LW to be integrated in local school curriculum formal, 
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non-formal, and informal systems. The Office of National Education 

Commission, Ministry of Education provides not only an opportunity for 

local education institutes to design their own curriculum that reflects 

local identity and benefit from their own intellectual resource, but also a 

living tool for them through the program of Thai Local Wisdom Teachers 

Awards in every region in nine categories29. Each year there would be 

about forty awards given. The project of Thai Local Wisdom Teacher 

Award has been initiated since 2001. This way, Thai Local Wisdom 

teachers will be officially encouraged to take part in local education 

activity of all forms so that the public and young generation could 

continue the practices with understanding and pride in their local heritage. 

It is interesting to find that in many places where local networks (within 

the province or among neighboring provinces) are strong, local 

intellectuals will form a learning platform as a civil society schooling, 

which not necessarily means physical entity. It  is initiated out of local 

people’s need to collaborate in arranging learning opportunity and 

process for villagers to understand globalization and outside forces that 

could have impacts on chao baan or villagers. In Northeast, the Institute 

of Local Community Development, an NGO, facilitates the collaboration 

of villagers’ networks from Buri Rum and Nakorn Rachasima provinces 

to establish Rong Rien Chumchon Isan or Northeastearn Community 

School as a symbolic to mark the effort of local problem solving by local 

power through meetings and mutual learning with no limitation of space, 

time and thinking.  

                                                
29

 Nine Categories of Thai Local Wisdom Teacher Awards are: 1. Agriculture, 2. Community Industry and 
Handicrafts, 3. Thai Traditional Medicine, 4. Natural Resource and Environmental Management, 5. Saving 
Funds for Community Business and Welfare Administration, 6. Fine Arts, 7. Language and Literature, 8. 
Philosophy, Religion and Tradition, and 9. Food and Nutrition (ONEC, 2004). 
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The subject for learning is out of communities’ problems. It engages 

wide range of academics in relevant fields of the problems from 

everywhere, and local intellectuals in the region and everywhere. The 

learning process is highly synergized and dynamic. In some places Maha 

wichalai or Maha cheevalai Chaobaan is established mocking the official 

higher education institute – the university or Maha wittayalai. Actually, 

the pun has a good meaning as – “the great place to learn about life.” As 

most of the local intellectuals use religious principle of non-violence, the 

establishment of such community learning place is not perceived as a 

threat to the local or central authority (or they may not look at this as a 

serious effort). 

 

3.3. By Mass Media 

Mass media play important role in disseminating LW to wider public. 

As promoting LW is national policy and the present government 

(Thaksin) places strong effort in community development and the use of 

LW through many projects such as “One Tambon, One Product” or 

OTOP, tourism, and alternative medicine, the media have followed the 

stories and activities even from remote communities into public eyes. 

Also work done in the efforts of bettering or enriching LW by public and 

private organizations are publicized through mass media. This has made 

LW more recognized and known. The work of mass media sometimes 

acts as mediator that allows development agents and LW practitioners to 

know about the need for technical assistance and the technical assistance 

available.  
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4. Integrating Modern Science and Technology with Local Wisdom: A 

New Challenge for Public Communication of Science and 

Technology- An Obstacle or an Opportunity? 

We will use Local Wisdom as the foundation to grow, 

We will use the advice of knowledgeable seniors to complement our thoughts, 

We will use technical knowledge and technologies from the academics as part of our    

learning, 

 

We will use new consciousness and good intention to reinforce our action, 

We will use sleep with good dream as an indicator (of the quality of life). 

Trees must re-live in our farmlands, 

Fish and crabs must return to our swamps, 

Justice must be given back to the people, 

The Poor People Assembly30…will come back to their hometown, 

 

Learning in classroom, we get knowledge, 

Learning outside, we get truth, 

Combining knowledge and truth, we attain enlightenment. 

 

Sutthinan Pratchayaprut, Local Intellectual of Burirum Province,  

and Thai Local Wisdom Teacher, 2003 

 

                                                
30

 Poor People Assembly has been established out of poor people’s need for the government to pay 
attention to solving their problems arose from impact of modern development since 1995. It comprises poor 
people networking movements such as Network for Dams Problem, Network for Land Problem, Network 
for Government Projects Problem and Network for Slum Community Problem, etc, including NGOs from 
ten Asia-Pacific countries (Wongkool, 2002). 
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As elaborated in the last part of Chapter Two on the strategic, social 

and cultural issues in Public Communication of Science and Technology 

for Thailand, that it is in this context of village community development 

for the majority of Thai population that PCST needs to adapt its strategy 

and be more sensitive to unique social and cultural context. The role of 

PCST will be even more important in the process of democratization and 

the production of new useful knowledge required by rural community. 

Here, it is interesting that modern science and technology is welcome to 

collaborate with the existing traditional knowledge of LW in a dialogue 

process. No one is on the upper hand.  

In response to the collaboration of modern science and technology and 

LW to co-create new, useful knowledge, PCST may find itself a new 

challenge. The fact that LW values harmony, respects nature, is dynamic 

and has been used for hundred, or thousand of years by large number of 

population could open a new perspective for PCST to broaden its scope, 

renew its methods in order to enrich other knowledge systems and itself, 

and reach more people. PCST is familiar with the modern context in 

which mass and high technology media play important roles in the 

communication process. Conventional popularization of science and 

technology is rather content-oriented with a global perspective to reach a 

large number of audiences quickly and simultaneously. Even evaluation 

tends to be quantitative. These habitual traits of PCST prove to be less 

than efficient in the new context within Thai society. 

If PCST aims to broaden its global goals in a humanistic and 

democratic manner, including environmental concern for sustainable 

development and enabling a knowledge-based society to become a reality, 

a more community-oriented approach may be learned from the work of 

LW. Though the availability of Information and Communication 
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Technologies (ICT) is spreading throughout the world, effective 

communication begins with people’s need and involvement. Efficiency is 

measured on a qualitative basis. It may be easier to evaluate since 

knowledge will be integrated in actual action to solve problems of the 

community. Specificity and diversity of this new target audience, taking 

into account the cultural and social values of the local communities, will 

transform the way content is presented. Knowledge is not the aim, but 

integration or enrichment to create a “better” knowledge. In controversial 

issues within LW itself (such as validity and safety of herbal medicine) or 

from science and technology (such as biotechnology, and GMOs), PCST 

can help facilitate understanding, dialogue and democratic decision 

making.  

 

While LW benefits from modern science and technology in using 

scientific methods for codification, verification, modification and 

dissemination in a contemporary context, science and technology can 

have a closer approach to this wisdom and be more holistic by learning 

from LW. The global goal of PCST can be achieved, if science and 

society are getting closer. If specialized knowledge of science and 

technology, as well as Local Wisdom, is brought out into the public 

sphere and mutually shared, then both the scientific community and the 

village community can benefit from mutual learning by applying 

knowledge of each other to their activities. Both would learn to look at 

each other through different lens. Modern science and technology and 

Local Wisdom may transform themselves within the collaboration 

process – a unique platform could be available and a favorable condition 

is created. PCST finds itself in a new challenge. Within this open and 

new perspective, PCST may be able to expand and to strive for its global 
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goals, especially in empowering rural communities. At the same time, 

modern society and the rural one could be interwoven within the 

knowledge society and sustainable development could be achieved. 

The next chapter will explore how this dialectic, collaborative process 

relates to the issues of the Knowledge-Based Society/Knowledge Society 

and Sustainable Development within a dynamic current of modernization 

and globalization.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Making Inclusive Use of Knowledge  

Towards  

A Knowledge Society/Knowledge-Based 

Society and Sustainable Development 

 

The previous chapters have shown that, in Thai society, there are at least 

two main knowledge systems at work. The dominant one is that of modern 

science and technology on the top layer and in the urban development 

context, and the other, of emerging importance, is Local Wisdom, which is 

the deeply rooted within culture and history of the village community. For 

a democratic and healthy society, it is as crucial to make inclusive use of 

existing and available knowledge in development efforts, as it is logical to 

do so. However, it is complicated and the path is far from smooth. The 

spirit of LW, in searching for the best community improvement 

perspective and adapting to changes brought on by globalization, may help 

enable the process of knowledge integration. Currently, as reflected in the 

Ninth Plan and the new Constitution, together with the Self-sufficient 

Economy Philosophy, the Government and the public sector who are 

dealing with local community development have recognized the 
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importance of the village community as the core and foundation of Thai 

society.   

Consequently, the focal point to start the integration is based on the 

following assumptions: 

• The community can legitimately choose the development path that 

suits its economic, social and cultural conditions. 

• Development may starts from what the community has, namely, 

community capital, with Local Wisdom acting as a social engine to 

move the community forward on the path of the self-sufficient 

economy toward sustainable development. 

• The enrichment between knowledge systems must be based on 

mutual respect and mutual learning basis. 

• The motivation and action to improve the community originates 

from within, or bottom-up, not top-down development as used in 

the past. 

It is imperative and strategic to understand the discourses of the 

mainstream and that of alternative development in order to know what 

necessitates changes, why changes are called for and how to make the 

transition to a more desired path. Phongphit (2003, 2004) contends that 

past development has forced (or drawn in) the villagers to tat teen hai kao 

kub kerb, a Northeastern saying,  meaning to cut one’s feet to fit the given 

shoes (instead of finding the right size of shoes that fit them). Then, the 

questions of why we have to take such shoes despite the fact that it means 

we have to cut the feet to fit them as well as how to find the right kind and 

right size of shoes that fit well are of main concern. In this framework 

“knowledge and wisdom” are the innermost source of power. 
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The previous chapters have touched on the reason for changes and the 

desirable objectives achievable through integrating LW and modern 

science and technology. This chapter will offer understanding on how the 

exigency of this collaboration can be made relevant to the contemporary 

discourse on development. 

 

1. Knowledge for Sustainable Development: the Global Perspective 

1.2. Sustainable Development: 

It seems that most development discourse nowadays advocates or 

specifies as an ultimate goal moving toward sustainable development. This 

may imply that the current or conventional one has failed to be sustainable 

so that this “sustainable perspective” is emerging as an antidote.  The 

Brundtland report for the 1987 World Commission on Environment and 

Development (WCED) refers to sustainable development as 

a…development that meets the needs of the present without comprising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs. The World Wildlife 

Fund (WWF, 1985) asserts that sustainable development is … management 

of human use of biosphere, taking into account ecological relationships as 

well as social and economic factors, the capabilities of the living and non-

living resource base and long-term advantages and disadvantages of 

alternative actions, while maintaining the potentials of a given ecosystem 

to meet the wants and needs of future generations for food, shelter and 

other aspects of human civilization. 

In fact, there are various definitions and meaning for sustainable 

development. Another aspect focuses on the lasting improvement in the 

quality of life and not just short-term improvements that disappear rapidly 

at the end of the development project cycle. It could also mean the 
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continuity of the development activities even though after the programs 

have ended. In many rural development projects, people have rejected 

abandoned or undermined programs which they regarded as being imposed 

on them. Therefore, development professionals are increasingly taking into 

account local people’s socioeconomic, cultural, ecological and political 

background in order to ensure that their efforts will effectively enable local 

people to take charge of their own lives in the long run.  

Within its report on “Sustainable Development: Critical Issues”, OECD31 

expresses concern about economic, environment and social trends. It 

estimates that World GDP32 is projected to expand by seventy-five percent 

during the years 1995-2020. This expansion will bring increased pressures 

on environmental and social resources. It tries to establish a common 

framework among member countries and to promote legitimacy for 

sustainable development all over the world, including non-member 

countries. 

The clear message from the above shows that sustainable development is 

a necessity and accepted in the international agenda. It may also reflect its 

origin arising from the failure of the conventional development trajectory 

due to various factors. Among them are, profit-oriented exploitation of 

natural resources, overuse and depletion of fossil energies, the attitude 

toward nature and environment (Master of nature versus Mother Nature), 

and concerns about alternative approaches for development regarding 

democratization and public choices (from the top-down to the bottom-up 

approach to development), etc. 

                                                
31

 OECD – Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development is an international organization 
that helps governments of the 30 member market democracies to tackle the economic, social, and 
governance challenges of a globalized economy. 
http://www.oecd.org/oecd/pages/document Retrieved 26/05/2003 
32

 GDP – Gross Domestic Product refers to the total value of all goods and services produced by a country 
in one year. 
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Regarding IK in its ecological-oriented aspect – known as Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge or TEK33, local people have a wide knowledge of 

the ecosystem in which they live and ways to ensure that natural resources 

are used in a sustained way, reflecting their TEK. A stark contrast emerges 

when comparing Descartes’ orientations and interpretation of mankind as 

master and owner of nature reflected in the worldview of modern science 

and technology and LW that holds a holistic value of nature and 

sustainable development.  In LW, or in this case TEK, mankind is not 

(does not consider itself as) separated from nature.  Then, the attitude in 

TEK cannot be short term or simply profit-oriented. The rhythms and the 

“scales of times” are different than in ultra-capitalistic view and logic.  

Suwanwela (2003) states that in society, there has been growth of reason 

and scientific consciousness with clearer distinctions between fact and 

value, as well as between evidence-based decision-making and idealistic 

rationality. The accumulated scientific knowledge and the derived 

technologies served the society so well that the latter became  

narrow-minded and with short focus. The constantly improving ways of 

exploiting natural resources obscured the threat posed to the broader 

ecosystem that creates the resources, and to the possible harm. For instance, 

the overuse of fossil fuels created the Greenhouse Effects, and the 

effectiveness of newer pesticides led to better crop yield. They were used 

without concern for their effects on other plants, animals, groundwater 

supplies and farmers’ health. There was little appreciation of the 

connectedness and unity in nature.   

                                                
33

 TEK/IK/LW are the terms used interchangeably. In the Thai context, Local Wisdom is the only term to 
cover the entire range of local knowledge specific to the land and its relationship with nature and people, 
for example, LW in handicrafts, LW in traditional medicine and LW in natural resource management. The 
dimension of nature and environment is already a value embedded in any area of knowledge. There is no 
need to separate or classify it as is done in the western system. It is the same in how the Canadian North – 
native peoples often refer to their knowledge of the land rather than ecological knowledge. Land, however, 
is more than the physical landscape; it includes the living environment (Berkes, 1993). 
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It is recognized that indigenous knowledge which has been accumulated 

over centuries has potential value for sustainable development. In 

December 1989, the United Nations General Assembly called for a global 

meeting that would devise strategies to halt and reverse the effects of 

environmental degradation. Then, in response to this urgency, the United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), 

commonly known as the Earth Summit, was held in June 1992 in Rio de 

Janeiro. The Earth Summit produced agreements on basic principles for 

sustainability and established specific requirements for assuring a more 

secure and sustainable future. The principles are enshrined in the Rio 

Declaration and the requirements in Agenda 21 which is a comprehensive 

program of action for assuring sustainability. Critical to the successful 

implementation of Agenda 21 is the recognition of the contribution of 

indigenous people and their knowledge to the quest for a sustainable future 

(Inglis, 1993)  

However, modernization and conventional development has transformed 

the living landscapes and conditions so that TEK can not effectively 

perform to its full capacity. It would be constructive to consider modern 

knowledge of science and technology cooperating with TEK in action for 

sustainable development. As a matter of fact, sustainable development is 

not opposed to science and technology. On the contrary, the new 

socioeconomic and environmental conditions require a better and deeper 

understanding of nature and of technologies which can contribute to and 

achieve the goal of sustainable development in this contemporary context. 

Sustainable development is even more critical for poor people. It is 

evident that poorer people around the world tend to suffer 

disproportionately from the effects of environmental problems. More 

affluent people can afford protection, while the poor tend to lose out, as 
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illustrated by the effects of climate change which is already creating social 

injustices in both developing and developed nations. The poorest and most 

vulnerable populations are nearly always the most severely affected by 

weather related hazards such as flooding and droughts.  

Therefore, supporting and legitimizing sustainable development means 

putting justice at the heart of development. This presents a progressive and 

challenging development agenda (Foley, 2005). Foley also highlights that 

in developing countries, environmental issues are so bound up with issues 

of poverty and distributive justice that they are almost indistinguishable.34 

For example, irresponsible factories may pollute the air and rivers, while 

they gain economic profits, and poor communities35 helplessly take the 

pollution. It is important to be aware of the power issue in the knowledge 

system of the poor from Foley’s statement. Even though we recognize the 

value and validity of the LW that rural people use to manage their 

environment, it may not be enough to demonstrate that they are 

knowledgeable and can be counted on as active stakeholders so as to have 

a say in development activities that affect their life.  

Accordingly, a condition that allows dialogue and cooperation should be 

created first. Hess (1996) points that IK theory is indebted to Freire’s 

pedagogy of liberation. It stresses that the recognition and acceptance of 

people’s views is a precondition for true dialogue and cooperation. Actors 

and stakeholders in this innovative development perspective have to be 

sensitive and open-minded to this challenge in order to foster sustainable 

development, not only for the sake of the community, but also for the 

                                                
34

 The Brundtland report states that “poverty itself pollutes the environment” and that those who are poor 
and hungry will often destroy their immediate environment to survive (WCED, 1987). Evidence has shown 
that it is not probably a true and fair argument to generalize on this issue.  
35

 Basically, there are two types of ‘poor communities’. One is a poor community in urban area, and the 
other is a poor community in rural areas. This study focuses on poor rural communities whose members 
live closer to nature, while the other live out of the natural environment and framework. 
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nation and the world. …the challenge to humanity is to adopt new ways of 

thinking, new way of acting, new way of organizing itself in society, in 

short, new ways of living (Cuellar, 1995)”36. 

For this reason, it is recommended that anyone involved in development 

activity facilitate the diversity of knowledge at work (both traditional 

knowledge of LW and modern science and technology) in this alternative 

development. Evers and Gerke (2003) indicate that capacity to benefit 

from knowledge is governed by two basic elements: the ability to acquire 

and to apply knowledge that already exists; and the ability to produce new 

knowledge. 

When it is agreed that both LW and modern science and technology are 

crucial for sustainable development, then, we should find the proper 

mechanism for gathering these kinds of knowledge to let them work 

together in order to create new adapted knowledge resulting from a 

creative dialogue between traditional knowledge and that from modern 

sciences and technologies. This new adapted knowledge should be more 

pertinent to the socioeconomics of the village communities. However, 

Evers and Gerke observe that most knowledge about the developing world 

and the transition societies (for instance, from Newly Industrialized to 

Industrialized or to a Knowledge Society) is still produce outside the 

region 37 . This observation shows that little has been done in the 

collaboration of local with global knowledge. It is not enough to transfer 

knowledge from one country to another. Instead, in order to achieve 

sustained development, it is necessary for the knowledge importing society 

                                                
36

 Perez de Cuellar, former Secretary-General to the United Nations, in the report of the World 

Commission on Culture and Development 1995. 

 
37

 Evers and Gerke (2003) focus their study on Local and Global Knowledge: Social Science Research on 
Southeast Asia 
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to be able to acquire and absorb the knowledge, to understand, to interpret 

and to adapt it to local needs and subsequently to produce knowledge 

endogenously along the same line (Cohen and Levinthal 1990, cited in 

Evers and Gerke 2003).  

In view of those remarks, in the Thai context of grassroots development, 

the synergy of linking various knowledge systems with development action 

is a requirement. Communication across various knowledge systems – LW 

and modern science and technology is central in the process of new 

knowledge production. In effect, its success would empower local 

communities to balance economic necessity, local traditions and cultural 

continuity with outside forces; and sustainable development could be 

achieved. 
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2.Data – Information – Knowledge, and Globalization 

Data: 1. [U, pl.] facts or information, especially when examined and 

used to         find out things or to make decisions… 

          2. [U] information that is stored by a computer…  

(Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 2000, Oxford University Press, Oxford.) 

 

By now, Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have 

developed to a point never reached before in connectivity among people. 

Information and knowledge are to be managed for optimization-based 

business organizations. People may be confused by information and 

knowledge that are available, accessible and able to be developed through 

ICT. Firms and enterprises talk about their data-bases and technical 

computer-based Knowledge Management systems that their organizations 

arrange to enable workers to use and share information and knowledge no 

matter when or where. 

 

“To conceive of knowledge as a collection of information seems to rob 

the concept of all of its life…Knowledge resides in the user and not in the 

collection. It is how the user reacts to a collection of information that 

matters.” 

(Churchman, 1971, cited in Malhotra, 2000.) 

 

In other words, knowledge is information in action within the context and 

the experience of the user. Knowledge can be also defined as capacity-to-

act. It is dynamic, personal and qualitatively different from data and 
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information. Knowledge is a synonym for individual competences 

(Chetasuntikhun, 2003). 

Previously, many nations believed that the change from a developing 

country to a developed one had to follow the transformation stages of the 

Three Wave Theory 38  e.g. transformation from Agrarian Society to 

Industrial Society and to Information/Knowledge Society. Currently, 

however, among higher developing countries, the transition from a newly 

industrializing to a fully industrialized country has become less attractive. 

The move is toward a knowledge-based society and a knowledge economy 

as the primary target no matter the base of their current societies.  

Foremost importance is placed on “Knowledge”. The crucial role of 

knowledge is transformed and progressively becoming more important 

through time as stipulated in their Wave Theory by Alvin and Heidi 

Toffler. 

The Wave theory proposes that …human history, while complex and 

contradictory, can be seen to fit patterns. The pattern he has been seeing in 

his career takes the shape of three great advances or waves. The first wave 

of transformation began when some prescient person about 10,000 years 

ago, probably a woman, planted a seed and nurtured its growth. The age 

of agriculture began, and its significance was that people moved away 

from nomadic wandering hunting and began to cluster into villages and 

develop culture. 

The second wave was an expression of machine muscle, the Industrial 

Revolution that began in the eighteenth century and gathered steam after 

America’s Civil War. People began to leave the peasant culture of farming 

to come to work in city factories. It culminated in the Second World War, a 

                                                
38

 See more details of The Wave Theory of Alvin & Heidi Toffler and its implications at : 
http://www.skypoint.com/members/mfinley/toffler.htm  
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clash of smokestack juggernauts, and the explosion of the atomic bombs 

over Japan. 

Just as the machine seemed at its most invincible, however, we began to 

receive intimations of a gathering third wave, based not on muscle but on 

mind. IT is what we variously call the information or the knowledge age, 

and while it is powerfully driven by information technology, it has co-

drivers as well, among them social demands worldwide for greater 

freedom and individuation. 

By now, people are talking about an Information Age and Knowledge 

Age 39  , where networking, access and simultaneity are the moving 

keywords. Though, the differences between information and knowledge 

are recognized, they are relative. Information helps people to create 

knowledge. Then new knowledge, when made explicit will become 

information for others. During the agrarian and industrial age40, using a 

product or a service meant to use it up through consumption. On the 

contrary, processing, sharing or giving information of knowledge can 

further enrich the user. According to Manuel Castells’ Information Age 

(2000) concept, wealth and efficiency are coming from the process of 

information transformed by information in order to produce information. 

Information appears as the “raw product” (input), the transformer (engine), 

and the result (output) within continuous processes in which networking 

plays a major role. 

                                                                                                                                            
 
39

The  Information Age and Information Society is focused on ‘information’ within  the broader context of 
society, not knowledge; on the other hand, the ‘Knowledge Age’ and ‘Knowledge Society’ is more 
concerned with ‘knowledge’ applied by people within a society. 
40

 An Agrarian society is a society which produces food, stores it, and acquires other forms of storable 
wealth. The emergence of agrarian societies is based on one discovery, namely, the possibility of food 
production. Innovation does occur, but not as part of some constant, cumulative and exponential process. 
 
An Industrial society is a society in which the production of food becomes a minority occupation, and 
where production is generally based on a powerful and above all continuously growing technology (Gellner, 
1988) 
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Space does no longer appear as a brake for activities because of the use 

of virtual dimensions that allow one to connect and to do things; 

actors…working together worldwide quite simultaneously. The capacity of 

physical transportation has reached previously unknown levels and 

strategic issues rely more on the mastering of information that manages 

goods, products, services and people and so on. The Internet’s virtual 

infrastructure has taken the lead for worldwide logistic networks with the 

availability and capacity of ICT. 

The physical flow of products and services does not appear as the main 

source of wealth. Information and knowledge are not limited in flow and 

accessible worldwide. The question of access is not so big a problem 

because of the availability allowed by the World Wide Web, and so it is for 

knowledge too. Flow takes precedence over stocks; the right information at 

the right moment for the right use is more important than having stored 

stocks. The ability to produce relevant information is more important than 

the availability of massive amount of information. The flexibility of an 

organization in identifying, combining and adding value to information in 

order to increase knowledge is more important than memorizing it within 

human brains or even within huge data-bases. 

The knowledge era has not caused the previous conditions of societies to 

disappear. We still eat agricultural products, use cars and other consumer 

goods. But the knowledge era changes the way resources are exploited in 

agriculture, industry, and business in a quest for precision and optimization. 

Knowledge is becoming the central feature of all activities, though its use 

has always been a critical ingredient of economic success41. The rapid 

globalization of economic activity is driven by the incredible increases in 

                                                
41

 Adapted from “About Knowledge Economy: Frequently asked questions”. For more information about 
Knowledge Economy, the concept and the practice, see: 
http://www.developmentgateway.org/knowledge, Retrieved, 7/08/2003. 
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the output of science and technology, and massive growth in the 

importance of networks and connectivity.  In fact, in this emerging 

economy, knowledge has become the key driver of competitiveness and 

success. It has added massive value to economic production through 

increases in productivity, and application of new technologies and new 

ideas.  

Inventions and new applications of existing knowledge are bringing 

revolutionary change to virtually all markets and sectors. The Knowledge 

Economy creates, disseminates and uses knowledge to enhance its growth 

and competitiveness. Application of ICT to subsistence farming can 

increase yields significantly. The use of information and logistical services 

allow traditional craft sectors to serve much wide markets than before. 

Environmental technologies (such as cleaner technologies for reducing 

energy consumption, waste in production processes and technology for de-

carbonization of fossil fuels emission) and practices enabling a kind of 

“Green Revolution” which is taking place in developing countries in order 

to increase outcomes.  

OECD 42  recognizes the interdependence between developed and 

developing nations in many facets: global peace, global environment and 

global economy, and urges non-member countries to seize the 

opportunities brought by this phenomenon. It presumes that globalization 

will bring increased trade and investment linkages, more efficient resource 

use, and the transfer of capital, and technology, etc.  

Nevertheless, globalization brings important issues. Lawson43 considers it 

as a homogenizing process that promotes sameness and similarity and is 

                                                
42

 http://www.oecd.org/oecd/pages/document Retrieved 26/5/2003 
43

 Lawson is a professor at the Kent School of Social Work, University of Louisville, U.S.A. In this same 
article he also provides other related concepts of ‘hybridization’, and ‘regionalization’. He points out one of 
the most interesting and challenging questions for the study of social welfare institutions in the future that 
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usually defined in terms of capitalism and open markets. It changes 

relationships involving space, time and place. Ritzer44(2003) argues in his 

“The Globalization of Nothing” that products, places, and services that are 

locally constructed, locally controlled and full of distinct and special 

qualities are vanishing. What proliferating and ever-increasing are products, 

places, and services that are centrally constructed, centrally controlled, and 

lacking distinct or special qualities.    

Friedman (2005)45, from his excerpt of The Lexus and the Olive Tree, 

observes that globalization has its own dominant culture, largely though 

not entirely, the spread of Americanization, which is why it tends to be 

homogenizing. It also has its own defining technologies: computerization, 

miniaturization, digitization, satellite communications, fiber optics, and the 

internet. He mentions Schumpeter’s (1942) classic work on, Capitalism, 

Socialism and Democracy and points to the essence of capitalism: the 

process of creative destruction.  It means the perpetual cycle of destroying 

the old and less efficient product or service and replacing it with new, more 

efficient ones. The essence of globalization economics is the notion that 

innovation replaces tradition, or perhaps the future replaces the past. He 

paraphrases German political theorist Carl Schmitt who considered the 

Cold War era as a world of “friends” and “enemies” and by contrast 

globalization tends to turn all friends and enemies into “competitors.”  

The phenomenon of globalization also has its own demographic pattern: 

a rapid acceleration of the movement of people from rural areas and 

agricultural lifestyles to urban areas and urban lifestyles more intimately 

                                                                                                                                            
is, “What will be the effect of globalization, localization, and glocalization?’ This very question is also 
relevant to the context of every development activity. 
44

 Author of the famous “McDonalization of Society”. 
45

Thomas L. Friedman is the Foreign Affairs columnist of the New York Times, and  the winner of the 
2002 Pulitzer Prize for Commentary. http://www.thomaslfriedman.com/lexusolivetreel.htm  Retrieved 
28/2/2005 
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linked with global fashion, food, markets, and entertainment trends. 

Friedman asserts the last and most important point: an own defining 

structure of power which is more complex than in the past. The 

globalization system is built around three balances, which overlap and 

affect one another, namely: the Superpower, the Supermarkets and the 

Super Empowered Individuals.  

Instead of the traditional balance between nation-states, the Superpower 

is the structure in which the United States now takes the dominant role. 

The balance of power between the United States and the other nation-states 

still matters for the stability of this system. For the Supermarkets, 

Friedman means key global financial centers that are made up of millions 

of investors moving money around the world with the click of a mouse. 

The third balance, the newest of all – is connecting individuals and nation-

states world-wide and simultaneously into networks. This gives more 

power for individuals to influence both markets and nations than at any 

other time in history. All of the Super Empowered Individuals are now able 

to act directly on the world stage without traditional mediation of 

governments, corporations or any other public or private institutions. 

 

Friedman’s reflections on geopolitics, including the benefits and the 

drawbacks of globalization have helped to lighten complexities of the 

concept. He offers two views of the global economy – the Lexus, a luxury 

car that implies the modern fast moving world; and specific national 

aspirations and cultural identity – the Olive Tree. It is an inexorably the 

unseen force for world integration on a scale never before experienced. It 

may not be obvious to us; we definitely feel is impact at every level of 

society. A country cannot move purposefully in this inter-connected world 

without recognizing the complexities of globalization, whether on a 
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competitive or a down-to-earth grassroots development course. The 

dilemma for developing nations is whether to jump on the band wagon 

running at full speed and trying to catch up, or to take more cautious 

actions. Either way, it is unavoidable not to be affected by it force.  

Global knowledge, therefore, finds itself everywhere, since the world has 

become a global village. Development professionals become conscious 

that imported knowledge must be adapted to local requirements or in other 

words one must “localize” global knowledge. Localization reflects the 

ongoing social constitution and construction of reality in local settings. It 

focuses on local traditions, indigenous practices and ways of life in 

contrast to globalization. However, a hybrid reaction considering both 

global knowledge and local influences (existing knowledge and traditions, 

etc.), thus, emerges:  glocalization. It refers to the interactions between 

local influences and actors and global forces. It places emphasis on human 

agency and local resistance, but at the same time emphasizes continuous 

accommodation on both levels. When global forces and local forces 

interact, local traditions cannot withstand the pressure to conform and 

change, but at the same time local influences will remain (Lawson, 2004). 

Strategically, most ASEAN leaders and governments conceive visions 

for a knowledge-based economy as a way to achieve parity with Western 

nations. These visions are invariably directed at using global knowledge to 

achieve economic progress, so that local knowledge systems tend to be 

disregarded. If mutually learning and sharing is the earnest concern in the 

development process, the actors should encourage a voluntary integration 

of global and local knowledge.  

Tomforde, (2002, cited in Evers and Gerke, 2003) has critically observed 

that only a fraction of indigenous, or local knowledge can be globalized, 

and only a minor part of global knowledge can be integrated into the local 
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milieu. Any knowledge production or use is local at the outset before it is 

globalized. IK or LW is shared by a community or is locally available and 

shared. IK or LW is bound by language, tradition and values to a particular 

community. It is in the form of local know-how and cultural practices that 

communities use to manage their natural resources. This includes genetic 

resources, the building blocks of biodiversity and agriculture. Regarding 

this role, an increasing number of global institutions are now concerned 

with defending, promoting and using IK more widely.  

Eyzaguirre (2001) raises the issue of whether this is the globalization of 

IK. He sees that the global recognition or “globalization” of IK is creating 

a greater demand to access and use the knowledge as widely as possible. 

As IK is embedded in local cultures, cosmologies, and local ways of doing, 

in particular managing the environment to secure one’s livelihood, taking 

“validated” nuggets of IK out of their cultural context may satisfy an 

outside researcher’s need. It might even solve a technical problem in 

development but it may undermine the knowledge system itself. The tacit 

element of IK would be lost. To counter this trend and the possible erosion 

of IK/LW along with the cultures and environments that produce it, 

Eyzaguirre recommend focusing global attention on efforts to empower 

local communities to manage and document their own IK/LW. 

 

3. Co-intelligence 

Up to this point, the argument for sustainable development is not raised 

on the questions of if or why people should try to strive for it, but rather on 

how they can do it through the use of existing and available knowledge, to 

be precise, through modern science and technology and Indigenous 

Knowledge/Local Wisdom. We have argued the significance of knowledge 

within this Information/Knowledge era, and have emphasized many times 
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that modern science and technology and IK/LW should not assert 

supremacy over one another. The knowledge from the two different 

systems can complement each other through creative dialogue. This 

concept works in the guise co-intelligence46. This refers to a shared, 

integrated form of intelligence which pools personal intelligences to 

produce results that are more insightful and powerful than the sum of 

individual perspectives. It is about creating shared lives together – and 

doing it well by grounding it within dynamic diversity and dialogue. It is a 

capacity, not a method, and importantly it is a systemic phenomenon. Key 

elements of co-intelligence can be summed up into two parts: the collective 

intelligence and the collaborative intelligence. 

 

The Collective Intelligence is not achieved by simply gathering all those 

individual parts together. It is a system made up of many individuals in 

whom the intelligence resides. Adding to it, the system has patterns of its 

structures, its relationships and operational habits, its culture, its field of 

energy and aliveness, its flow and reservoirs of information, etc. This 

collective intelligence specifies a wholeness which can add synergy, 

patterns of relationship and interactivity.  

The Collaborative Intelligence refers to the ability to work with the 

people and life all around us and to bind them together. Collaborative 

intelligence can be observed through the phenomena of “flow” which is 

exemplified by good teamwork and jazz improvisation. Collaborative 

intelligence is the ability to produce synergy in one’s environment or in 

one’s relationship with the environment. Dialogue, for example, requires 

the exercise of collaborative intelligence by people working together 

towards greater shared understanding.  

                                                
46

 The Co-Intelligence Institute: http://www.co-intelligence.org  Retrieved 1/10/2002 
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This idyllic thought seems far-reached for contemporary society but it 

has been shown in many instances, not least in the Case Studies in Chapter 

8-11, that the human species is able to reach this stage of holistic 

intelligence called co-intelligence. The main thesis of this study has 

addressed this concept in explaining and reaching recommendations for 

knowledge creation to benefit Thai village communities and the whole 

nation.  

Conclusively, the world development trend is moving strongly toward the 

same initial objective of development, e.g. economic growth. Capitalism is 

everywhere as globalization boosts consumerism in people. Knowledge 

has become the core element of development and globalization is 

inexorably reducing identity and diversity. This is not necessarily totally 

good or totally bad. Co-intelligence of all knowledge systems synergizes 

valuable capacity that should be promoted in all development actions. All 

these investigated concepts of knowledge, its dynamism, and the inevitable 

process of globalization, have provided a good understanding and a 

backdrop to enlighten us on how the Thai village community should, or 

could, take the path for development as it becomes integrated into the 

outside world. 

 

4. Agrarian Thai Society Is Opting for Knowledge Society Within the 

Current of Globalization? 

Panich (2004) affirms that Thailand needs both sectors of development, 

the Competitive Development and Grassroots Development, and both must 

aim at achieving sustainable development. It is necessary to balance the 

actions, taking into account the Thai roots as the foundation for any 

development perspective. Competitive development uses science and 

technology as a driving force. It is focused on business-oriented knowledge 
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while Grassroots development finds Local Wisdom as its social engine to 

foster healthy development in the village communities where wisdom of 

human-nature co-existence plays a major role. 

Most recent efforts to study this integration and collaboration in Thailand 

have been done in Knowledge Management field.  Professor Medical 

Doctor Vicharn Panich, Director of the Knowledge Management Institute, 

in his public speech on Knowledge Management in Thai Society and Local 

Wisdom (Thailand International Conference on Knowledge Management 

2004: KM for Innovation and Change, 25 November 2004) points out that 

“…the integration of both kinds of knowledge is crucial in creating 

synergy within the community so it can move forward in a sustainable way 

with dignity and confidence.” 

In the Ninth Economic and Social Development Plan (2002-2006), 

Section “Science and Technology Strengthening Strategy”, it addresses the 

major development trend, through out the world, in shifting towards a 

more knowledge-based economy. This trend has dramatically intensified 

global competition. Thailand, meanwhile, quoting NESDB’s,…has seen its 

competitiveness continuously eroded, particularly in the production sector 

as a result of an inability to effectively use technologies in production 

restructuring and enhancing productivity. The production sectors have 

been forced to rely on foreign technologies due to a lack of research vision 

and S&T human resources. Moreover, Thailand’s key production factors, 

namely labor and natural resources, are losing their comparative 

advantage. Soil and water inputs are used inefficiently. Agricultural 

productivity increases have been cost ineffective due to dependency on 

imported chemicals and technologies.  
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During the Ninth Plan period, the science and technology development 

guidelines for Thailand emphasize the tackling of the above problematic 

situations. The focuses are on: 

• development and applications of existing technologies, local 

wisdom, and innovations, consistent with production sectors needs 

and market demands to enhance the economic productivity and 

competitiveness of the country. 

• establishing a basis for scientific thinking in Thai society. 

• science and technological human resource development and  

• the development and application of ICT in support of a learning 

society. 

Under the Ninth Plan, it is envisioned that rural areas will remain the key 

agricultural production base of the country, while urban ones will serve as 

marketing, consumption and employment centers. The urban areas are 

supposed to act as agents of modernization through enhanced urban-rural 

linkages. It also states that the poor should be encouraged to establish 

strong community organizations and networks, in support of joint learning, 

problem analysis, decision making, and problem alleviation. In this stance, 

the government considers that local people should be encouraged to set up 

occupational groups, based on local knowledge and appropriate 

technologies, in order to develop unique, quality products salable both at 

home and abroad. 

Phongphit (2003) conveys villager’s words reflecting the concern of 

falling within the current of globalization and mainstream development 

that “… We are finding ourselves like a small dog on the busy traffic 

express way – don’t know when to move nor where to go. The only way to 

survive is to get out of that express way – back to our path where we know 
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how to take care of our lives.” What Phongphit advocates is an 

empowerment perspective that village communities recognize their own 

problems and the necessity to shift from the current development paradigm 

to a community-based one of self-reliance, and inter-reliance. His 

advocacy is shared by many NGOs, social scientists and social thinkers as 

mentioned in Chapter 5. 

 Sutthinun Prachayaprut (2004), Local Intellectual of Burirum and Thai 

Local Wisdom Teacher talks about how rural people should take their fate 

in their own hands:  “…and we should not wait for the government or 

people from outside to come and help. When problems are confronting us, 

we should begin from ourselves.  We should try to be quality citizens using 

our capital, using our knowledge combined with academic knowledge, 

including knowledge from anywhere in the world, adapted to suit our 

situation. It is self-reliance and inter-reliance that will enable us to survive 

and live well.” Without a doubt, key actors in community development or 

empowerment, especially in the “cool”, or non-aggressive mode, are 

moving in the same direction. As the arguments have reached this position, 

it is appropriate to identify the process in which different knowledge 

systems can work together in a co-intelligent way to optimally benefit 

communities and society at large.   

In the next chapter – the SECI Model of Knowledge Creation and the 

concept of Ba by Ikujiro Nonaka, and  Noburo Konno interpreted by Pierre 

Fayard through the enunciation of the Strategic Knowledge Community 

(SKC), will be explored. This model and these concepts are utilized to 

better understand the process and structure of an alternative strategy that 

generates the enrichment and transformation of two different knowledge 

systems in order to give birth to a new, relevant and adapted one. 

------------------------------------------------------------ 
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CHAPTER 7 
 
 
 

Knowledge Creation  
For the Community Development Context 

 
 

In this chapter we reach the exit en route to the ultimate goal of diverse 

types of knowledge working together – that is to create a new and adapted 

knowledge which originates from, and is responsive to, local situations, 

requirements and needs. This indicates the interrelationship and 

interdependency of actors involved from both the village communities and 

the outsiders regarding the dialectic collaboration of local knowledge and 

the know-how of modern science and technology. These two knowledge 

systems are different in their epistemological origins and intrinsic nature 

(see Chapter 4). 

It is logical to contemplate the success of Japan, an Asian neighbor. 

Japan has succeeded well in matching its traditional culture and values 

with modernity. That Japan and Thailand share the same main influence of 

Buddhism within their respective society has been a motivation for this 

study to look to the Asian model. Hence, this study will consider applying 

the Japanese framework of Knowledge Creation and the concept of Ba47 to 

the Thai context.  

                                                
47

 Four main documents are used to bring in  principal concepts of knowledge creation and “ba”: 
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Despite the fact that the SECI Model of Knowledge Creation and the 

concept of Ba were originally conceived for industrial firms, business 

workplaces and more formal organizations, amazingly, their principles can 

be applied across any assembly in which knowledge is central to its life 

and success. Additionally, Nonaka’s research efforts are now being 

extended to the application of regional development. When knowledge is 

carefully considered in both its dimensions: the tacit dimension and the 

explicit one, the relevance of these model and concepts appear application 

to the development of the Thai grassroots community. 

It is relatively clear that one of the key characters of Local Wisdom is its 

tacit disposition, and that of modern science and technology is the explicit 

nature of knowledge. However, even within a single knowledge system, 

one finds both tacit and explicit elements. As Ikujiro Nonaka, the world 

famous originator of the SECI Model of Knowledge Creation has 

expressed his view that tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge are not 

totally separate but are mutually complementary entities (Sharmer, 2000). 

He continues that without experience, we cannot truly understand unless 

we try to convert tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge, we can reflect 

upon and share it organizationally.  

In addition, the further conception about the paradox and dialectical 

thinking of knowledge in the process of knowledge creation (Nonanka and 

Takeuchi 1995) that leads to developing of new knowledge also offers 

                                                                                                                                            
(1) Nonaka, I. & Konno, N. The Concept of “Ba”: Building a Foundation for Knowledge Creation, 

California Management Review, Vol. 40, No. 3, Spring 1988. 
(2) Takeuchi, H. & Nonaka, I.  2004 Knowledge Creation and Dialectics in  Hitosubashi on 

Knowledge Management, John Wiley & Sons Ltd., Canada 
(3) Nonaka, I., Konno, N. & Toyama, R. 2001 Emergence of “Ba”: a conceptual framework for the 

continuous and self-transcending process of knowledge creation, in “Knowledge emergence: 
Social, Technical and evolutionary dimensions of knowledge creation” Oxford University Press. 

(4) Nonaka et al.(2001) SECI, Ba and Leadership: Unified Model of Dynamic Knowledge Creation in  
Managing Industrial Knowledge: Creation, Transfer and Utilization. 2001 edited by Nonaka, I. & 
Teece, D. Sage Publications, London 
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unorthodox insightful understanding of knowledge attribute. This 

perspective to the facets of knowledge even illuminates the shared Asian 

worldviews cultural aspects which are different from those of the West. 

 
1. Why Knowledge Creation, not Knowledge Management? 
 

The growing recognition of knowledge as the critical input can be seen in 

the adoption by business firms and organizations worldwide, especially 

ones in the West, of the strategy of “Knowledge Management”. While 

Western managers have jumped on the “knowledge management” 

bandwagon, Japanese companies hold a different view, reflecting Ikujiro 

Nonaka’ influence. The differenced can be attributed to different cultural 

worldviews of “knowledge” held by the two camps. 

Takeuchi (1998) argues that the differences in the philosophical 

traditions of the West and Japan shed light on why Western managers tend 

to emphasize the importance of explicit knowledge whereas Japan mangers 

put more emphasis on tacit knowledge. He states that Western philosophy 

has a tradition of separating “the subject who knows” from the “object that 

is known”, epitomized in the work of the French rationalist Rene Descartes, 

who enunciated a concept called after him, the Cartesian Split. This 

concept refers to the separation between the knower and the known, mind 

and body, subject and object. 

Descartes argued that the ultimate truth can be deduced only from the 

real existence of a “thinking self” which was made famous, “I think, 

therefore I am”. He assumed that the “thinking self” is independent of 

body or matter, because while a body or matter does have an extension we 

can see and touch but doesn’t think. Thus, according to Cartesian dualism, 

true knowledge can be obtained only by the mind as a result of thinking 

and reasoning, not the body. 
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In contrast, the Japanese intellectuals traditional placed a strong emphasis 

on the importance of the “whole personality, which provided a basis for 

valuing personal and physical experiences over indirect, intellectual 

abstraction. 

Takeuchi (1998) pointed out that the notion of knowledge management in 

the West is not about knowledge per se. Europe appears to have an edge on 

measuring knowledge and the United States on managing it. Knowledge 

management in this sense is about capturing knowledge gained by 

individuals and spreading it to others in the organization. Knowledge 

management is more oriented to the use of Information and 

Communication Technologies (ICT). Moreover, the focus in the West has 

been on explicit knowledge, measuring and managing existing knowledge, 

and the selected few “elite” or key players in staff positions in the 

organization who carry out knowledge management initiatives. This bias 

reinforces the view of the organization simply as a machine for 

information processing. 

He contrasted the above concept with the Japanese perspective of 

“Knowledge Creation”. In Japan, knowledge is not viewed simply as data 

or information that can be stored in the computer; it also involves emotion, 

values and hunches. Companies do not merely “manage” knowledge, but 

“create” it as well; and importantly, everyone in the organization is 

involved in the creation of knowledge. 

Therefore, after considering the Japanese perspective and combining it 

with what Fayard (2003) stresses, knowledge management is only a basis 

for knowledge creation which has the strategic dimension within a 

democratic Knowledge-Based Society, it is rationale to subscribe to 

Nonaka’s SECI Model (see later within this chapter) of Knowledge 
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Creation and the concept of Ba as best suiting the needs of and being more 

compatible to the Thai context.  

The SECI Model of Knowledge Creation, the concept of “Ba” introduced 

by Ikujiro Nonaka and Noburo Konno, as interpreted by Pierre Fayard 

through the enunciation of Strategic Knowledge Community (SKC), have 

been selected as the framework within which to gain a better understanding 

of the process and structure of the alternative strategy of grassroots 

community development in Thailand due to the importance of the tacit 

dimension and also the democratic way shown through the exercising of 

this model and these concepts.  

Through this process of Knowledge Creation, the enrichment and 

transformation of two different knowledge systems gives birth to a newly 

adapted one. With reference to the triple global goals of PCST (Fayard, 

1988) understanding the process of knowledge creation between Local 

Wisdom and modern science and technology may provide a new 

perspective for Public Communication of Science and Technology. It may 

enable PCST to make a wider and stronger impact on the majority of Thai 

lives in a win-win situation, helping Thailand to enter into a “Knowledge 

Society” and to reach “Sustainable Development”. Thus, within this view 

to knowledge creation, the reflections on knowledge attributes in the 

Japanese perspective, the SECI Model, Ba, and SKC will be explored. 

 
2. Knowledge Attribution and Characteristics: Explicit and Tacit 

Knowledge  
 

Based on a traditional definition of knowledge as ‘justified true belief’, 

Nonaka et al. (2001) view knowledge in a somewhat different notion to the 

Western epistemology. They observe that traditional Western perspective 

to knowledge stresses on the essential attribute of “truthfulness.” This 
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Western mode gives an absolute, static and non-human view of knowledge. 

This view “…fails to address the dynamic, humanistic and relative 

dimension of knowledge.” 

Then, they state an alternative definition which views knowledge as 

dynamic as it is created in social interactions among individuals and 

organizations. They strongly contend that knowledge is context-specific. 

Without a context, it is just information, not knowledge. They conclude 

that “knowledge is a dynamic human process of justifying personal belief 

towards the truth” (Nonaka et al., 2001). 

They specify two types of knowledge: explicit knowledge and tacit 

knowledge. Explicit knowledge can be expressed in formal and systematic 

language and shared in the forms of data, scientific formulas, 

specifications, manuals, etc. It can be processed, transmitted and stored 

relatively easily. In contrast, tacit knowledge is highly personal and hard to 

formalize. Among some of its features are subjective insights, intuitions 

and hunches. It is deeply rooted in action, procedures, routines, 

commitment, ideals, values and emotions (Cohen and Bacdayan, 1994, 

Schon, 1983, and Winter, 1987, cited in Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). It is 

difficult to communicate tacit knowledge to others. 

They indicate that, in the West, in general, explicit knowledge is more 

emphasized. On the other hand, in the Japanese society, people view 

knowledge as being primarily tacit, something not easily visible and 

expressible. Tacit knowledge is perceived as having two dimensions. The 

first is the technical dimension, which encompasses the kind of informal 

personal skills or crafts often referred to as “know-how.” The second is the 

cognitive dimension. It consists of beliefs, ideals, values, schemata, and 

mental models which are deeply ingrained in us and which we often take 

for granted. This cognitive dimension of tacit knowledge takes an 
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important role in shaping the way we perceive the world (Nonaka and 

Konno, 1998). 

 
 

3. Dialectical Thinking 
 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) explain that “dialectics” is a form of 

thought from ancient Greek culture which can be useful in today’s modern 

and complex time. It emphasizes two distinct characteristics: change and 

opposites. It starts from becoming conscious that because of conflict or 

dissatisfaction, change is needed. Prior to any departure from our present 

position we must first realize its inherent contradictions and their likely 

consequences. They call this ‘thesis’ (A). In the next stage, this ‘thesis’ 

shows itself to be inadequate or inconsistent. Hence, a condition that is the 

opposite of the first stage emerges called ‘antithesis (B). This results in the 

third stage in which the previous thesis and antithesis are reconciled and 

transcended, known as ‘synthesis (C)’. 

They point out that dialectical thinking, which transcends and synthesize 

opposites, is the key leading knowledge-creating process. In this 

perception, tacit and explicit knowledge are complementary. Both types of 

knowledge are essential to knowledge creation. They observe that since 

knowledge is made up of what appears to be two opposites, it is inherently 

paradoxical. Opposites are actually not really opposites. For example, it 

wouldn’t make sense to talk about darkness if there were no such thing as 

light. There is some light in darkness. They presented this dichotomous or 

paradoxical embodiment in order to introduce the concept of “dialectical” 

thinking which appreciates paradox.  

As with dialectical thinking, knowledge creation accepts what appear to 

be opposites, tacit knowledge (A) and explicit knowledge (B) are 
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synthesized, transformed and united to transcend the existing reality into a 

new reality or new knowledge (C). An organization creates and utilizes 

knowledge by converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge, and 

vice versa, as well as other opposites. The newly created reality is separate 

and independent of the opposites. It is not something “in between” or “in 

the middle of” the dichotomy. 

Subsequently, everything is on a continuum of polar ends such as tacit 

and explicit, chaos and order, body and mind, creativity and control, etc. 

The key leading to the knowledge-creating process is dialectical thinking, 

which transcends and synthesizes such opposites. A new perspective for 

corporate or organizational success is looking positively at the cultivation 

of contradictions, to use paradoxes as an invitation to find a better way. 

It seems that within the Industrial Society, paradox was something to be 

eliminated by using “scientific” methods and procedures to organize and 

operate work. But the shift to the Knowledge Society has raised paradox 

from something to be eliminated and avoided to something to be embraced 

and cultivated. They point out that contradictions, inconsistencies, dualities, 

dichotomies and opposites are not alien to knowledge, since knowledge 

itself is made up of two opposite components – namely, explicit 

knowledge and tacit knowledge. 

Within the perspective of dialectical thinking, explicit knowledge and 

tacit knowledge are not only complementary, but are also interdependent. 

We really start to understand tacit knowledge the moment we permit 

ourselves to understand our explicit knowledge. The exercise of one form 

of knowledge requires the presence and utilization of the other form. 

Secondly, opposites are interpenetrating. This means opposites can be 

found in each other as mentioned earlier in the example of light and 

darkness. Then, it comes to the inspiring notion that there is the unity of 
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opposites. That is, opposites can turn into the same thing. They use 

analogy of light and darkness that if we make darkness absolute, we are 

blind – we cannot see anything. And if we make light absolute, we are 

equally blind and unable to see.  

Within this notion, dialectics accepts what appear to be at opposite ends. 

They exemplify that “…male and female, life and death, good and bad, 

young and old are accepted to be “…interdependent, interpenetrating and 

unified.” 

In their explanation of the ‘Synthesis of Body/Mind’ in dialectical 

perspective, ‘both – and’ is accepted to be ‘both body and mind’. In this 

respect, dialectical thinking goes against the tradition in Western 

philosophy of Descartes that place main emphasis on the mind, not the 

body.  

In contrast, knowledge creation places a strong emphasis on the 

importance of physical experience, through trial and error, learning by 

doing or acquiring knowledge from pure or direct experience, one gains 

subjective insights, intuitions, and hunches from bodily experience. 

Learning by doing is equivalent to internalization which is the conversion 

of explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge.  

In this reflection of dialectical thinking and knowledge creation, 

Takeuchi and Nonaka also talk about how the Japanese intellectual 

tradition holds that personal and physical experience as equally valuable as 

indirect and intellectual abstraction. As an example, medieval samurai 

education taught that being “a man of action” contributed more to one’s 

character than mastering philosophy and literature. More closely to the 

Thai culture stemming from the same Buddhist root, is their mention of the 

synthesis of the two opposing sides of the dualism, dubbed “the oneness of 

body and mind” according to Zen Buddhism in medieval Japan. “A higher 
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level of knowledge is created through the dynamic, continuous, and 

simultaneous interaction – or synthesis (C) – of body (A) and mind (B)” 

(Takeuchi and Nonaka, 2004). 

 
 
 
4. The SECI Model of Knowledge Creation 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nonaka describes Knowledge Creation as a spiraling process occurring 

through continuous and dynamic interactions between tacit and explicit 

knowledge. It can occur at various levels, e.g. individual, groups, 

organizational and inter-organizational. Knowledge creation undergoes a 

social process of conversion by passing through the four phases of SECI 

Model, i.e. Socialization, Externalization, Combination and Internalization. 
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According to this SECI Model, an organization or an entity creates 

knowledge by means of the interactions between explicit knowledge and 

tacit knowledge. This interaction is called “knowledge conversion”. In the 

conversion process, tacit and explicit knowledge expand in both quality 

and quantity forming a “knowledge spiral.” 

 
The four modes of knowledge conversion are: 

 
1. Socialization from tacit knowledge to tacit knowledge. It is a process 

of creating common tacit knowledge through shared experiences, such 
as spending time together or living in the same environment. 

2. Externalization from tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge. It is a 
process of articulating tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge. This 
mode is triggered by a dialogue intended to create concepts from tacit 
knowledge. 

3. Combination from explicit knowledge to explicit knowledge. It is the 
process of converting explicit knowledge into more complicated and 
systematic sets of explicit knowledge. Often, a newly created concept 
should be combined with existing knowledge to make it materialize 
into something tangible.  

4. Internalization from explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge. It is the 
process of embodying explicit knowledge into tacit, operational 
knowledge such as know-how. “Learning by doing or using” triggers 
this mode. Explicit knowledge documented into text, sound, or a 
video format facilitates the internalization process. Manuals are 
widely used for internalization. 

 
 
 

5. Ba and Strategic Knowledge Community – SKC:  
 

Knowledge creation processes take place in a shared context in motion 

called “Ba” This is a Japanese word roughly means “place” which favors 

the interaction between actors who share common aims. Ba provides a 

platform for emerging relationships and advancing individual and/or 

collective knowledge. Nonaka indicates that care, love, confidence and 
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responsibility are required. This space48 can be physical, virtual, mental, or 

any combination of them. Nonaka and Konno consider ba to be a shared 

space that serves as a foundation for knowledge creation. Ba is the key 

platform of knowledge creation in that it is the “phenomenal” place. If 

knowledge is separated from ba, it turns into information.  

Fayard (2004) interprets ba, through his work, Strategic Knowledge 

Communities (SKC), as a positive and voluntary field of constraints. It is 

favorable to constructive human interactions between selves and between 

them and their useful environment. Ba does not come to reality by decrees. 

It is not produced by the command and control model of traditional 

pyramid management. He sees that ba is fundamentally subjective and 

relational and one involves in because it is ruled by common interests and 

because there is no conflict within the human relationships. Ba is the space 

where interactions combine tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge within 

the knowledge spiral. This transformations cycle is endless. 

To participate in a ba means to get involved and transcend one’s own 

limited perspective or boundary. Relationships within a ba do not exist a 

priori, they are not pre-determined or a result of outside forces. The inner 

coherence of ba reveals itself through organic interactions based on vision 

and community knowledge efforts. Ba opens dynamic process that 

surpasses individual limits and it comes to reality through a platform where 

common language is used to achieve community aims and goals. Ba is 

focused on the knowledge front.  

Fayard agrees that the human energy it uses can be extended and 

optimized with Information and Communication Technologies or ICT. ICT 

cannot be the first step of knowledge management. Flowing without 

                                                
48

 Physical space such as office, dispersed business space. 
   Virtual space such as e-mail, teleconference. 
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frontiers, ba modifies itself depending on those who participate. Ultimately, 

a strategic knowledge community is not exclusively restricted to the history 

and the spatial limits of an organization but is led by projects. 

 

 

 

 

There are four types49 of ba that correspond to the four stages of the 

SECI Model. These ba offer platforms for specific steps in the knowledge 

spiral process. Each ba supports a particular conversion process.  

Originating ba: It is the primary ba from which the knowledge-creation 

process begins and represents the socialization phase. It is where 

individuals meet on a face-to-face basis, share feelings, emotions, 

experiences, and mental models. Here, an individual sympathizes or further 

empathizes with others, removing the barrier between self and the others. 

                                                                                                                                            
   Mental space such as shared experiences, ideas, ideals.  
49

 Nonaka (1998) The Four Characteristics of Ba in “The Concept of “Ba”: Building a Foundation for 
Knowledge Creation” 
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Interacting ba: Within this ba, interaction is more consciously 

constructed, as compared to originating ba. It is critical to have the right 

mix of people who have specific knowledge and capabilities. Through 

dialogue, individual’s mental models and skills are converted into common 

terms and concepts. It is the place where tacit knowledge is made explicit. 

Thus, it represents the externalization process. 

Cyber ba: is the place of interaction in a virtual world instead of real 

space and time, and it represents the combination phase. Here, the 

combining of new explicit knowledge with existing information and 

knowledge generates and systematizes explicit knowledge throughout the 

organization. Nonaka points that at this stage, Cartesian logic dominates. 

The combination of explicit knowledge is most efficiently supported in 

collaborative environments utilizing information technology. 

Exercising ba: It supports the internalization phase. This kind of ba 

facilitates the conversion of explicit knowledge to tacit knowledge. The 

internalization of knowledge is continuously enhanced by the use of formal 

knowledge (in real life). Learning by continuous self-refinement through 

on-the-job-training or peripheral and active participation is stressed. 

Importance is given to learning by the use of formal knowledge. 

Awareness of the different characteristics of ba can facilitate successful 

support of knowledge creation. Each organization of the ba possesses the 

dynamism to continually create new knowledge through a cycle of 

converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge and then reconverting 

it into tacit knowledge. 

 

6. Justification for the Application of the SECI Model and The 
Above, Related, Concepts  
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There are many features from the SECI Model of Knowledge Creation, 

Dialectical Thinking, and the Concepts of Ba that can be related to the Thai 

community development context: 

 
1. The Japanese perspective to work on knowledge creation in 

dialectical environment is similar to the community development 
perspective of Thai society. That is to work the opposites – for 
example, to work tacit knowledge of Local Wisdom with explicit 
knowledge of modern science and technology, chaobaan or 
villagers with the higher educated or the specialists (scientists and 
development professionals), and tradition and modernity. 

 
2. Human nature is highlighted in the interaction process. Emotion, 

attitude and cultures are recognized as an important part of the 
process of knowledge-creating for problem solving. 

 
3. This Japanese perspective values physical experience as a central 

part of acquiring knowledge. Local Wisdom also acquires 
knowledge through action and adaptation to change with 
consideration to human feelings and thinking processes. Problem 
solving and managing conflicts for Local Wisdom are based on 
Buddhist principles that encourage individuals to make use of the 
power of human wisdom through analysis and reflection to get to 
the root causes of problems50, to consider alternate courses of 
action (change) by using as many types of available information as 
possible, and then to choose the most suitable.  

 
Finally, the departure to the application of these concepts, the SECI 

Model, Ba, and SKC, to the context of Thai grassroots community 

development has arrived. The next Part Four will present case studies from 

the Thai context of community development. They range from 

development in which the initiators are villagers with minimum formal 

education to those with initiators that come from a “higher” social status. 

The diversity of the topics of development, the initiators, the geography 

                                                
50

 Based on the concept of ‘mindfulness’ or ‘consciousness’ and the Four Noble Truths.  
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and local culture poses great challenges in using these concepts in 

analyzing them so as to obtain a better understanding of the process of 

knowledge creation and to gain insights into how to improve and enhance 

efficiency in community development, as people matter. 

 
 

.................................................... 
 




