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Abstract: Heritage is socially and culturally constructed and used to serve different 

purposes. Heritage is therefore a representation of values from different perspectives 

ranging from the universal to the individual. In the context of Southeast Asia, heritage 

is politically utilized to help build-up the nation. By doing so, heritage becomes official 

and authorised which excludes the non-mainstream heritage from the public 

understanding. The example from Thailand is presented to disclose the heritage making 

process and its roles as a business of majority. 
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______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction : 
 
In an attempt to define the term “heritage”, many scholars have deconstructed the 
heritage making process in order to critically understand  a rationale behind why one 
thing becomes heritage and why something does not (Brett, 1996; Smith, 2004; and 
Harrison, 2013). Interestingly, it reveals how heritage is variously valued and used by 
different agents from the state to individuals. The state constructs and uses heritage as 
a national symbol representing the nation as a whole, whilst the community may 
perceive it as a threat to their existence or an impediment to their identities. Moreover, 
heritage can become a tool for the state and society to repress minority groups, a top-
down heritage or authorized heritage (Smith, 2006) or official heritage (Harrison, 2013). 
In contrast, minority groups can use heritage to make claims about their existence and 
their identities, a bottom-up heritage or unauthorized heritage or unofficial heritage. 
This article aims at indicating that the construction of heritage is a business of majority 
and for a nation-building purpose. Moreover this article suggests, in accordance with 
the main purposes of heritage making, that minority heritage value which is not 
supporting the national values will not be officially regarded by considering a case of 
Thailand. 
 
Thai National Heritage Usages: Nation-Building 
 
In Thailand, heritage is used politically, socially and economically. World Heritage sites 
in Thailand are also domestically regarded as a nation’s asset prior to ‘becoming a true 
global public good’ (Anheier & Isar, 2011: 3). By having a World Heritage emblem, the 
state can use it as part of a nation-building process (Harrison, 2013: 95-96) and as a 
means of politically asserting the nation state on the international stage as well as an 
attempt to minimize conflicts among groups of people within the borders of the state 
(Smith, 2004: 4).  
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Southeast Asia in the mid to late nineteenth century was in the era of colonisation. 
Hence, all states, except Siam (the former name of Thailand), experienced turbulence 
and warfare (SarDesai, 1993)1. Siam, at that time was beleaguered by French-Indochina 
to the east and British-Burma and Malay Peninsula to the west and south, respectively, 
The reactions and policies of Siamese leaders in the intense political circumstances 
showed that they followed not only the collecting habits of Western colonisers but also 
used these to build its own coherence as a modern state (Byrne, 2014: 59). To affirm 
that Siam was different from its neighbours and was transforming to a modern nation 
state in relation to the West’s perception, Siam’s leaders had abandoned many so-
called ‘uncivilised’ practices. Furthermore, in order to create an image of civilisation 
(Jackson 2004), King Rama V was the first leader in Thai history to travel abroad as far 
as Europe after his first and second coronations. Siamese leaders conducted political 
negotiations and strategies which helped prevent Siam from being colonised. 
 
Thailand had a different approach to what was later called “heritage”, to its neighbours. 
Its surrounding nations had shared a history of vulnerable experiences under western 
regimes before their liberation, whilst Siam encountered the powerful colonisers by 
employing different methods to maintain its supreme sovereignty over the territory. In 
the mid-twentieth century, when independence was granted to the colonised states in 
Southeast Asia, each nation struggled to create political and economic systems to build 
a stable society. One of the tools to make the state modern was through the use of 
heritage. The legacy of the colonial era and the role of the state protecting 
independence could be used as indications of collective values to form heritage. These 
two, I posit, would make heritage a business of consensus in Southeast Asia, 
particularly Thailand. 
 
The lackadaisical attitudes about the origins of Siamese people turned out to be of 
major concern among Siamese leaders, as a result of the pressure from the Western 
powers. Prince Damrong2 played a role in exploring the roots of Siam by examining and 
proposing that the ancestors of the current Thai-Tai had migrated further south from 
South China and established a kingdom named Nanchao and later Sukhothai (Saraya, 
2002: 6). These groups filled Siam with physical evidence which asserted that there 
were groups of people living in the area.  A project to map and record historical 
monuments throughout the kingdom was initiated (with the help of the Siam Society) 
in 1904, and the Society for Archaeological Investigation was founded in 1907. Later, 
the Archaeological Service was created in 1924 (Byrne, 2014: 59-60). In tandem, the 
same tactics were used by the colonisers to re-affirm the supreme legitimacy for 
controlling Thailand’s neighbours. This shows that while Siam was actively protecting 
its independence, the surrounding states were oppressed and were fighting for their 
independence (SaDesai, 1997).  
  
For Thailand, independence is considered as a collective core value of the nation, which 
has been transplanted into citizens’ minds through various educational programs and 
state campaigns. Chutintaranond (2014) has scrutinised Thai nationalism, present in 
school textbooks, and found that the major theme which all students in Thailand have 
long been taught is the pride of being independent. The history of Thailand is included 
in school textbooks and features the national history in a linear pattern from the first 
Thai kingdom: Sukhothai, the second: Ayutthaya and the third: Rattakosin.  In each 
period, kings were portrayed as national heroes protecting and maintaining 

                                                
1
 For more details regarding the colonial interlude please see SarDesai, 1993: 87-133. 

2 Prince Damrong is a younger brother of King Rama V and regarded as a Father of Thai history 
and archaeology. His significant role was as a Minister of the Interior. 
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independence. The stories of their dedication to the nation have been repeated outside 
the educational sphere from time to time through different channels including films, 
comic books and television programs. 
  

Byrne noted that there were several restoration projects in Thailand during the 1960s, 
Sukhothai’s restoration was the largest of these projects (Byrne, 2014: 61). It is clear 
that, in accordance with Thai school textbooks, Sukhothai is publicly and generally 
believed to be the first kingdom of the nation; therefore, it is not surprising why the 
restoration project of Sukhothai was the largest. Moreover, the Sukhothai kingdom was 
very significant as a symbol of freedom from the Khmer Empire and the time when the 
Thai alphabet was invented.  
 

Religion is also a core value of Thai society and as such, archaeological excavations of 
the main religious sites were carried out and regarded as a nation building process.  
Byrne has noticed that the main-stream religious sites were emphasised and the state 
ignored “popular religion”- related sites as they demonstrated a belief in supernatural 
power (Byrne, 2014: 60). I further propose that the state leaders intentionally did this 
because “popular religion” would have been considered uncivilised by the West. 
 

Interestingly, what the state created was clearly an indication of national history and 
value. These projects are regarded as an attempt to transform value to fabric or 
materiality, in other words, from intangible to tangible. This is also a subtle method of 
conveying the notion of values constructed by the state for the populous. Monumental 
sites, such as Sukhothai Historical Park, Ayutthaya Historical Park and the Khmer Ruins 
become official national heritage which was deemed to help harmonise and create 
unity within the national space. The listing of Ban Chiang Archaeological Site, Sukhothai 
and associated historic towns, and the historic city of Ayutthaya as World Heritage sites 
in 1992, represent a movement from a national to a global recognition of ‘Outstanding 
Universal Value’. It also enhances the public pride in national heritage since it shows 
the independence, power and prosperity of the Buddhist state. This helps to foster 
collective values among Thai people. 
 

Thai National Heritage Usages: Political Unrest: 
  
Considering Thailand’s political history, particularly in the 1930’s, the Thai political 
system was transformed from absolute monarchy to democracy by the ‘people’s 
revolution’. Consequently, the revolution brought in another dimension of social values 
to Thai society. However, the new value of being democratic could not replace the 
existing value of monarchy. Instead, these two systems of values have been blended 
and have created a new set of meanings to the new political system as a constitutional 
democracy. These incongruous values of monarchy and democracy have been 
instrumental in polarising those who supported ‘red’ and ‘yellow’ during the early 
2000’s. 
 

It can be said that since 2005, Thailand has been embroiled in political chaos and 
instability. Shown in both domestic and international media, Thailand was and is still 
divided into two major parts, represented by those who wear red and yellow shirts. 
Each colour has a profound meaning in relation to the national values. However, this 
does not relate to the cause of fragmentation, instead it highlights the use of national 
values in each group. 
 

The red faction exploited the value of nation as a core means to gather followers by 
claiming they have been protecting democracy for all Thai people, whilst the yellows 
have used the monarch to attract the attention of followers. From their different 
perspectives of being Thai and protecting national values, followers of each faction 
have gathered regardless of socio-economic or educational backgrounds.  From my 
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personal observation, this reflects the hidden meaning of the nation which is linked to 
democracy 3 . However, if democracy refers to the 1932 revolution, it is a very 
appropriate strategy of the red leaders to marry three terms including independence, 
‘people’s revolution’ and democracy, which have been re-attached to the nation. In 
this case, the distinctive feature of heritage is clearly observed: it is socially 
constructed. 
 

Since the recent coup d’etat in May 2014, in order to re-establish the country’s stability, 
national heritage is used again by political leaders. The National Council for Peace and 
Order (NCOP) re-constructed the recognition of national heritage values through many 
campaigns and activities. This has included, encouraging citizens to watch the film “King 
Naresuan”, who liberated the Ayutthaya Kingdom from Burmese occupation in the 
sixteenth century, also by exempting all Thai people from fees when visiting historical 
sites or national museums.  This shows that national heritage values have never faded 
from Thai society. Its significance has been emphasised differently depending on the 
circumstance and purpose.  
 

Thai National Heritage Usages: Overshadowing Minority Heritage Values: 
 

Hypothetically, a focus on minority heritage will not diminish the meaning of 
‘mainstream heritage values’. The power of the bureaucratic authority which 
designates sites of national importance leaves limited space for minority heritage to be 
publicised. Despite being buried deep in specific communities, minority heritage can 
potentially be officially recognised by the state once it meets a certain criteria. Recent 
studies have affirmed that this process of status shift possibly occurs as a result of the 
political function assumed by the state (Smith, 2004, Harrison, 2013). In contrast, some 
minority values, as analysed by Byrne (2014), could not become formally accepted 
either by the state or by the majority (society) because it does not fit some of the 
standards set by the state. This is the case of “popular religion” in Asia.  
 

Nation-building in all forms has always been the state’s major concern because it 
demonstrates the ability and capacity of the state to lead the nation along a proper 
path as well as to protect what the ‘majority’ treasures and values.  
 
Examples researched by Denes (2012a and 2012b) are useful in discussing the different 
valuations in contemporary Thailand. Denes (2012a) in her provocative article on the 
Phanomrung Santuary, expresses the believe that: 
 

The reinvention and upgrading of ritual practices from relatively 
simple rites and offering to a sumptuous affair featuring highly 
structured Brahmanic rites attended by government officials and 
politicians and geared towards domestic tourists also reflected the 
changed symbolic status of the site, from a sacred landscape for 
local populations to a heritage site of national significance that 
symbolically and temporally referenced the ancient Khmer empire 
(Denes 2012: 199) 
 

Denes in another article (2012b) comments about heritage revitalization 
characteristics.  

…heritage revitalization in Asia largely privileges cultural heritage 
that is monumental, of ‘universal’ aesthetic value, exotic and 

                                                
3 See more details of the five declarations of the red (Thai version) at 

http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1386668191, accessed on 10 October 
2014. 

http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1386668191
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vibrant, seemingly immutable and focused on the (national) past … 
Heritage revitalization can contribute to new “tyrannies of 
identity” by defining rigid boundaries of group identity which 
reinforce a ‘self’ vs. ‘other’ mentality. (Denes 2012b: 169). 
 

In the case of the Phnomrung Santuary, two major interests are expressed: one from 
the local community and the other from the state. Since both parties have different 
purposes of utilising the Phnomrung Santuary, conflicts can occur and these could lead 
to confrontation. However, there is a clear distinction between the local values 
assigned to the site and the expert assigned values. For example the Fine Arts 
Department (FAD) is concerned with protecting the aesthetic and scientific importance 
of the site rather than acknowledging the existing local relationship with the place. 
Authorised heritage discourse can therefore potentially overwhelm local cultural 
significance and value.  
 
Conclusions: 
This paper outlines that heritage is socially and culturally constructed. The value of 
heritage reflects what contemporary society pays attention to and what meanings they 
attach to the material culture.  I also surmise that what we are protecting at heritage 
sites is not material or fabric, but values sanctioned by society in the form of physicality.  
However, under the national scheme of heritage values lie various differences in 
relation to race, beliefs, practices and perceptions. The state-protected heritage is 
utilised to build national values whilst trespassing on minority heritage values. This 
leads to conflicts in terms of the usages of the sites, regarding minority beliefs and 
tradition. This is exemplified in the case of Phanomrung Sanctuary, Thailand where the 
top-down heritage making process is of authorised majority. 
 
Since heritage is an action, the heritage making process at a national level, including its 
use to serve national purposes, is presented in relation to Thailand. Different 
backgrounds and experiences play major parts for the state in constituting collective 
values and adherence to issues in the past in relation to current contexts.  Social value, 
overall, is what the state wishfully expects would unite their population. However, 
under the national scheme of heritage values lie various differences in relation to race, 
beliefs, practices and perceptions. The state-protected heritage could trespass on 
minority heritage value and lead to conflicts in terms of the usages of the sites 
regarding minority beliefs and traditions as shown in the case of Phanomrung 
Sanctuary of Thailand. 
 
If ‘authorised heritage discourse’ (Smith 2004) or ‘official heritage’ (Harrison 2013), is 
a representation of a majority value, it becomes meaningful to explore what we 
understand to be ‘minority heritage’.   
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