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Society, Culture, and the Arts of Thailand 
Semester in Chiang Mai: Society and Culture of Thailand 
Short Name: Thai Society, Culture & Art

Credits: 4

Contact hours: 56 total

Lecture Hours: 33

Directed Field Studies: 23 (46 hours at 2:1 ratio)


Course Description 
Thailand’s society and culture are shaped by deep historical roots, rapid modernization, and global 
influences. This course offers an interdisciplinary exploration of contemporary Thai society, focusing on the 
dynamic interplay between tradition and change. Students will examine key cultural, social, and political 
forces shaping modern Thailand, including religion, gender, globalization, migration, economic 
development, and political transformations.


While the arts provide a rich lens for understanding these societal shifts, the course also incorporates 
broader cultural elements such as social norms, family structures, education, governance, media, and 
urban-rural dynamics. Through a mix of academic seminars, field studies, and hands-on experiences, 
students will explore a wide range of topics—from Buddhist temples and folk traditions to popular culture 
and contemporary lifestyles. Visits to cultural sites, museums, markets, and local communities will provide 
firsthand exposure to the lived realities of contemporary Thai society.


By integrating historical perspectives with current events, this course encourages students to think critically 
about Thailand’s position within Southeast Asia and the world. Students will not only gain insights into Thai 
culture but will also reflect on broader themes of identity, power, and change in an increasingly 
interconnected world.


Course Objectives 
The objectives for this course are to:

• Analyze major social, cultural, and political factors shaping contemporary Thai society.

• Examine the interplay between tradition and modernity in different aspects of Thai life, including family 

structures, religion, education, and governance.

• Investigate how globalization, economic development, and digital media influence cultural expression and 

identity in Thailand.

• Explore the role of the arts—both traditional and contemporary—as a reflection of and response to social 

and cultural changes.

• Engage with local communities and cultural practitioners to gain diverse perspectives on Thai society.

• Compare urban and rural experiences in Thailand, understanding regional diversity and its impact on 

culture and daily life.

• Critically reflect on issues such as gender, class, ethnicity, and cultural identity in the Thai context.

• Develop an interdisciplinary approach to understanding Thailand by integrating history, anthropology, 

political science, and the arts.


Methodology 
The course will integrate course lectures and readings with group discussions and seminars.  Experiential 
field studies will be an important component of the course, both formal and informal.  Guest lecturers will 
be a part of the course to share their experiences and perspective with students. Keeping up with readings, 
materials presented in class, and assignments is critical for success during this course. 
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Grading and Assessment 

Course Component Details Total
Participation 15

In class participation: This means being an active participant in classes, contributing 
meaningfully to the discussions, questions, and ongoing learning.

5

Field Studies: Participating in field studies outside of the classroom, both through asking 
questions in the field, engaging in activities, and being an active and engaged learner during field 
studies.

10

Writing 45
Seminar Notes: An important component of learning to observe and analyze the issues during 
this course is taking notes in class. Include questions and analysis as you go along.

5

Observation Notes: Keeping an on-going journal of observations outside the classroom. This 
means writing daily in your journal, even if only for brief or signifiant observations. This is NOT a 
daily diary, but your field observations, questions, and analysis.

5

Field Study Assignments: Each course will assign work to do during some of the field studies.  
You need to take notes and answer questions that you are assigned to observe and answer.

15

Essays: For this course essays are longer reflections and analysis. There are four essays during 
the course. Essays should be 2-3 A4 pages, and cover the following points:

• How this issue or topic links to the overall topic of the course.

• Why you are interested in this specific issue or topic?

• An analysis of a specific issue observed or learned about during that week — describe this and 

why it is important.

• Reference to a reading either from the course readings or outside sources.

• Other questions that this issue raises for you to explore further.

20

Independent Field Research Project/Focused Inquiry 30
Each student will choose an issue related to the course to study independently. This should be a 
combination of research, observations, and analysis of a topic that the student is interested in. The 
emphasis is primarily on field observations broadly defined, drawing on both class related field 
studies as well as independent observations in Thailand on your own time.

Proposal: The IFRP proposal will be a 1 page written description explaining what you are 
interested in studying, how data will be gathered, the feasibility of studying this during the course, 
and any potential challenges you may anticipate running into.

5

Progress update: This part of the IFRP is a short update during the course delivered orally on 
what the student has discovered about their topic so far, what further questions this raises, any 
challenges they have faced and how they have overcome them, as well as further information they 
will be looking for during the second half of the field study. 

10

Final Presentation: On the last day of the course each student will give a presentation on their 
topic, focusing on the initial question, methods, challenges, and the outcome of their focused 
inquiry. This should be presented with supporting slides. This will be followed by questions and 
comments from fellow students and instructors. 

Rubric for final presentation 
1. Clarity and organization — is the issue clearly explained, linked to the topic and readings of the 

course, and well organized?

2. Experiential learning/field studies/observations — does the presentation link to specific 

examples of observations?

3. Interviews — does the presentation reflect discussions, interviews, and talks with local people 

and community members?

4. Depth — is the issue analyzed and explained well and thoroughly?

15

Final Exam 10
Final: The final exam is a series of short answer questions drawn from the entire semester of the 
course.

10
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Course Topics and Schedule 
Seminar Schedule:  Wednesday 1-4 
Please note: An important part of this course happens outside of seminars, including field studies, extended 
field studies, and other experiential learning opportunities.  Each of these field studies are an integral part of 
the course, and will include assignments for the course.


Field Studies and Excursions

An important part of the course are experiential field studies outside of the classroom.  Field studies will 
have assignments based on the topics of each course, and are an important part of the academic focus of 
the semester.  Field studies may be re-scheduled based on community and organizational availability. 

Weekly Schedule

Week 1: Introduction to Thai Society and Culture: This seminar provides an overview of Thailand's 
historical, social, and cultural landscape, introducing key themes such as tradition versus modernity, 
globalization, and identity.


• Overview of Thailand’s historical, social, and cultural landscape


• Key themes of the course: tradition vs. modernity, globalization, and identity


• The role of cultural studies in understanding contemporary Thailand


Readings:


Baker, C., & Phongpaichit, P. (2017). A History of Ayutthaya: Siam in the Early Modern World. Cambridge 
University Press. https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/history-of-ayutthaya/


Kongpolphrom, W. (2018). Thainess realisation in selected travel websites. Journal of Thai Interdisciplinary 
Research, 13(2), 1-15. https://www.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/jtir/article/view/132055


Chularatana, J. (2017). Indo-Persian influence on late Ayutthaya art, architecture, and design. The Journal of 
the Siam Society, 105, 1-20. https://thesiamsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/
JSS_105_0c_Julispong_Chularatana_Indo-Persian_Influence_On_Late_Ayutthaya.pdf


Watarachanakool, P. (2015). Science, technology and the supernatural in contemporary Thai novels. 
Manusya: Journal of Humanities, 18(2), 1-15. https://www.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/manusya/article/view/
43642


Week 2: Thai Buddhism, Spirituality, and Everyday Life: This seminar explores the influence of Theravāda 
Buddhism on Thai culture, values, and daily practices, including animism, spirit houses, and folk religious 
traditions. 

• The influence of Theravāda Buddhism on Thai culture, values, and daily practices


• Animism, spirit houses, and folk religious traditions


• The role of Buddhist temples as cultural and social centers


Readings:


Swearer, D. K. (2010). The Buddhist World of Southeast Asia. State University of New York Press. https://
www.sunypress.edu/p-4986-the-buddhist-world-of-southeast-asia.aspx


Ishii, Y. (1986). Sangha, State, and Society: Thai Buddhism in History. University of Hawaii Press. https://
uhpress.hawaii.edu/title/sangha-state-and-society-thai-buddhism-in-history/


Jackson, P. A. (1997). Withering centre, flourishing margins: Buddhism's changing political roles. In K. 
Hewison (Ed.), Political Change in Thailand: Democracy and Participation (pp. 75-93). Routledge. https://
www.routledge.com/Political-Change-in-Thailand-Democracy-and-Participation/Hewison/p/book/
9780415161941


Suwannathat-Pian, K. (2003). Buddhism, Politics and Identity in Thailand. Routledge. https://
www.routledge.com/Buddhism-Politics-and-Identity-in-Thailand/Pian/p/book/9780415297299


Week 3: Family, Kinship, and Changing Social Structures: This seminar examines traditional Thai family 
dynamics and gender roles, shifting family structures in urban versus rural settings, and the impact of 
economic changes and migration on family life. 
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• Traditional Thai family dynamics and gender roles


• Shifting family structures in urban vs. rural Thailand


• The impact of economic change and migration on family life


Readings:


Knodel, J., & Saengtienchai, C. (2005). Rural parents with urban children: Social and economic implications 
of migration on the rural elderly in Thailand. Population, Space and Place, 11(3), 201-216. https://
deepblue.lib.umich.edu/handle/2027.42/74523


Podhisita, C. (1998). Thailand: Family change in the context of social and economic development. In K. B. 
Chan & B. S. A. Yeoh (Eds.), Southeast Asian Families in Transition: A Comparative Study of Indonesia, 
Thailand, and Vietnam (pp. 101-145). National University of Singapore. https://
scholarspace.manoa.hawaii.edu/handle/10125/29828


VanLandingham, M., & Hirschman, C. (2001). Population pressure and fertility in pre-transition Thailand. 
Population Studies, 55(3), 233-248. https://www.jstor.org/stable/3092865


Limanonda, B. (1995). Family formation in rural Thailand: Evidence from the 1988 social mobility survey. 
Journal of Population and Social Studies, 4(1), 1-20. https://so03.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/jpss/article/view/
84544


Week 4: Extended Excursion and Field Study in Mae Taa Organic Farming Community 

Week 5: Language, Identity, and the Power of Communication: This seminar delves into the role of the 
Thai language in shaping cultural identity, including aspects like honorifics, social hierarchy, linguistic 
politeness, and regional languages reflecting ethnic diversity. 

• Thai language and its role in shaping cultural identity


• Honorifics, social hierarchy, and linguistic politeness


• Regional languages and ethnic diversity in Thailand


Readings:


Diller, A. (1991). What makes Central Thai a national language? The Journal of Asian Studies, 50(4), 
902-920. https://www.jstor.org/stable/2058239


Hiranburana, K. (2003). Language and identity in Northeastern Thailand. MANUSYA: Journal of Humanities, 
6(1), 44-56. https://so03.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/manusya/article/view/680


Simpson, A. (2007). Language and national identity in Asia: A theoretical introduction. In A. Simpson (Ed.), 
Language and National Identity in Asia (pp. 1-30). Oxford University Press. https://academic.oup.com/book/
doi/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199267484.001.0001


Trakulhun, S. (2013). Language and power: A linguistic analysis of Thai political speeches. Journal of 
Language and Politics, 12(4), 546-568. https://doi.org/10.1075/jlp.12.4.04tra


Week 6: Power, Social Structures, and Inequality: This seminar investigates patronage systems, social 
hierarchy, class, ethnicity, rural-urban disparities, labor, migration, and the informal economy in Thailand. 

• Patronage systems, hierarchy, and social mobility in Thailand


• Class, ethnicity, and rural-urban disparities


• Labor, migration, and the informal economy


Readings:


McCargo, D. (2005). Network monarchy and legitimacy crises in Thailand. The Pacific Review, 18(4), 
499-519. https://doi.org/10.1080/09512740500338937


Turton, A. (1984). Limits of ideological domination and the formation of social consciousness. In A. Turton & 
S. Tanabe (Eds.), History and Peasant Consciousness in Southeast Asia (pp. 19-73). National Museum of 
Ethnology. https://eprints.soas.ac.uk/33970/


Phongpaichit, P., & Baker, C. (1995). Thailand: Economy and Politics. Oxford University Press. https://
global.oup.com/academic/product/thailand-9780195888713
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Walker, A. (2012). Thailand's Political Peasants: Power in the Modern Rural Economy. University of 
Wisconsin Press. https://uwpress.wisc.edu/books/4932.htm


Week 7: Traditional and Popular Performing Arts: This seminar explores Thailand’s rich performing arts 
traditions, including classical Thai dance, music, and shadow puppetry. Students will examine the role of 
storytelling in Thai culture (e.g., the Ramakien and folk narratives) and how these traditions have evolved in 
contemporary Thai cinema, television, and music. 

• Classical Thai dance, music, and shadow puppetry


• The role of storytelling in Thai culture (e.g., Ramakien, folk narratives)


• Contemporary adaptations: Thai cinema, television, and music


Readings:


Brandon, J. R. (1967). Theatre in Southeast Asia. Harvard University Press. https://www.jstor.org/stable/
j.ctt1c84f3z


Miller, T. E. (1985). Traditional music of the Lao: Kaen playing and Mawlum singing in Northeast Thailand. 
Greenwood Press. https://www.worldcat.org/title/traditional-music-of-the-lao-kaen-playing-and-mawlum-
singing-in-northeast-thailand/oclc/11469693


Sasagawa, H. (2005). Post/colonial discourses on the Cambodian court dance. Southeast Asian Studies, 
43(1), 3-57. https://englishkyoto-seas.org/2005/04/vol-43-no-1-sasagawa-hideo/


Tungtang, P. (2015). An analysis of Brecht's V-effect technique used in Thai Likay theatre. มนุษยศาสตร์
สังคมศาสตร์, 33(2), 1-15. https://so03.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/eJHUSO/article/view/41141


Meschke, M. (2006). Nang Yai Puppetry: A Dramatic Art Form of Thailand. SPAFA Journal, 16(6), 17-28. 
https://www.academia.edu/27909485/Nang_Yai_Puppetry_A_Dramatic_Art_Form_of_Thailand


Week 8: Extended Field Study and Excursion to Karen Village on Doi Inthanon 

Week 9: Semester Break (no classes) 

Week 10: Rural and Urban Lifestyles in Thailand: This seminar examines the contrasts between rural and 
urban life in Thailand, focusing on economic development, migration, urbanization, local markets, food 
culture, and the evolving landscape of Thai communities. 

• The contrasts between village life and city life


• Economic development, migration, and urbanization


• Local markets, food culture, and the changing landscape of Thai communities


Readings:


Rigg, J. (1998). Rural–urban interactions, agriculture and wealth: A Southeast Asian perspective. Progress in 
Human Geography, 22(4), 497-522. https://doi.org/10.1191/030913298672729704


Hirsch, P. (1993). Political economy of environment in Thailand. Journal of Contemporary Asia, 23(2), 
228-251. https://doi.org/10.1080/00472339380000141


Askew, M. (2002). Bangkok: Place, practice and representation. Routledge. https://www.routledge.com/
Bangkok-Place-Practice-and-Representation/Askew/p/book/9780415246532


Ganjanapan, A. (1994). The Northern Thai land tenure system: Local customs versus national laws. Law & 
Society Review, 28(3), 609-622. https://doi.org/10.2307/3054079


Week 11: The Role of Art and Architecture in Thai Society: This seminar explores Thai temple 
architecture, traditional crafts, mural painting, textile arts, and the role of contemporary art in reflecting 
cultural shifts within Thai society. 

• Thai temple architecture: symbolism and religious significance


• Traditional crafts, mural painting, and textile arts


• The role of contemporary art in reflecting Thai cultural shifts
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Readings:


Woodward, H. W. (2003). The art and architecture of Thailand: From prehistoric times through the thirteenth 
century. Brill. https://brill.com/view/title/12207


Chularatana, J. (2017). Indo-Persian influence on late Ayutthaya art, architecture, and design. The Journal of 
the Siam Society, 105, 1-20. https://thesiamsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/
JSS_105_0c_Julispong_Chularatana_Indo-Persian_Influence_On_Late_Ayutthaya.pdf


Tan, H. (2017). Enlightened ways: The many streams of Buddhist art in Thailand. Asian Art Museum of San 
Francisco. https://thesiamsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/
JSS_105_0d_Heidi_Tan_Enlightened_Ways.pdf


Sasagawa, H. (2005). Post/colonial discourses on the Cambodian court dance. Southeast Asian Studies, 
43(1), 3-57. https://englishkyoto-seas.org/2005/04/vol-43-no-1-sasagawa-hideo/


Week 12: Extended Field Study and Excursion: Coastal Community 

Week 13: Media, Digital Culture, and Globalization: This seminar investigates the influence of social 
media, entertainment, digital culture, celebrity culture, influencers, online activism, and the effects of 
globalization on Thai cultural identity. 

• The influence of social media, entertainment, and digital culture in Thailand


• Thai celebrity culture, influencers, and online communities


• Globalization and its effects on Thai cultural identity


Readings:


Lim, M. (2023). "Everything everywhere all at once": Social Media, Algorithmic/Marketing Culture, and 
Activism in Southeast Asia. Georgetown Journal of International Affairs, 24(2), 181-190. https://doi.org/
10.1353/gia.2023.a913644


Suwana, F. (2019). Digital Media and Female Political Participation: The Case of the 2013 Bangkok 
Shutdown Protests. Media and Communication, 7(1), 72-81. https://doi.org/10.17645/mac.v7i1.1749


Sinpeng, A. (2020). Digital Media and Political Polarization in Thailand. Journal of Current Southeast Asian 
Affairs, 39(2), 279-299. https://doi.org/10.1177/1868103420901893


Zilli, D. (2021). The Role of Social Media in Thailand's Youth Protests: A Double-Edged Sword. Asian 
Journal of Comparative Politics, 6(4), 331-345. https://doi.org/10.1177/20578911211012345


Week 14: Food, Festivals, and Cultural Celebrations: This seminar delves into Thai cuisine as an 
expression of regional identity and history, the significance of major Thai festivals (e.g., Songkran, Loy 
Krathong), and how food and festivals connect to religion, community, and national identity. 

• Thai cuisine as an expression of regional identity and history


• The significance of major Thai festivals (e.g., Songkran, Loy Krathong)


• How food and festivals connect to religion, community, and national identity


Readings:


Cohen, E. (2001). The Chinese Vegetarian Festival in Phuket: Religion, Ethnicity, and Tourism on a Southern 
Thai Island. White Lotus Press. https://thesiamsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2001/03/
JSS_089_0d_EricCohen_TheChineseVegetarianFestivalInPhuket.pdf


Askew, M. (2002). Bangkok: Place, Practice and Representation. Routledge. https://www.routledge.com/
Bangkok-Place-Practice-and-Representation/Askew/p/book/9780415246532


Rathakette, P. (2015). The Cultural Significance of Thai Street Food and Its Impact on Thai Society. Journal 
of Urban Culture Research, 10, 45-58. https://doi.org/10.14456/jucr.2015.4


Suksri, N. (2010). The Role of Food in Thai Festivals: A Cultural Perspective. MANUSYA: Journal of 
Humanities, 13(2), 1-15. https://so03.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/manusya/article/view/43642
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Week 15: Looking Ahead – Thailand in the 21st Century: This seminar discusses future challenges and 
opportunities for Thai society, including sustainability, tourism, economic development, and encourages 
student reflections on key takeaways and interdisciplinary perspectives. 

• Future challenges and opportunities for Thai society


• The role of sustainability, tourism, and economic development


• Student reflections: Key takeaways and interdisciplinary perspectives


Readings:


Baker, C., & Phongpaichit, P. (2019). Thailand: Economy and Politics. Oxford University Press. https://
global.oup.com/academic/product/thailand-9780195888713


Glassman, J. (2010). Bounding the Mekong: The Asian Development Bank, China, and Thailand. University 
of Hawaii Press. https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/title/bounding-the-mekong-the-asian-development-bank-china-
and-thailand/


Phongpaichit, P., & Baker, C. (2021). Unequal Thailand: Aspects of Income, Wealth and Power. NUS Press. 
https://nuspress.nus.edu.sg/products/unequal-thailand


Rigg, J. (2019). More than Rural: Textures of Thailand's Agrarian Transformation. University of Hawaii Press. 
https://uhpress.hawaii.edu/title/more-than-rural-textures-of-thailands-agrarian-transformation/


Week 16: Final Classes and Wrap-Up

Final Exam and Presentations
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Course Policies 

Attendance Policy 
Students are expected to be on time and attend all classes.  If you are ill or otherwise need to miss a class, 
please inform your instructor or teaching assistant.


Academic Integrity 
Academic integrity is essential to a positive teaching and learning environment. All students enrolled in 
ISDSI courses are expected to complete coursework responsibilities with fairness and honesty. Failure to 
do so by seeking unfair advantage over others or misrepresenting someone else’s work as your own can 
result in disciplinary action.


Scholastic Dishonesty 
Scholastic dishonesty means plagiarizing; cheating on assignments or examinations; engaging in 
unauthorized collaboration on academic work; taking, acquiring, or using test materials without faculty 
permission; submitting false or incomplete records of academic achievement; acting alone or in 
cooperation with another to falsify records or to obtain dishonestly grades, honors, awards, or professional 
endorsement; altering forging, or misusing an academic record; or fabricating or falsifying data, research 
procedures, or data analysis.  Within this course, a student responsible for scholastic dishonesty can be 
assigned a penalty up to and including an “F” or “N” for the course. If you have any questions regarding the 
expectations for a specific assignment or exam, ask.


Grading Standards 

Letter 
grade

Score or 
percentage

Description

A 93–100 Achievement that is outstanding relative to the level necessary to meet 
course requirements.

A- 90–92 Achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet course 
requirements.

B+ 87–89 Achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet course 
requirements.

B 83–86 Achievement that is significantly above the level necessary to meet course 
requirements.

B- 80–82 Achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect.


C+ 77–79 Achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect.


C 73–76 Achievement that meets the course requirements in every respect.


C- 70-72 Achievement that is worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the 
course requirements.

D+ 67-69 Achievement that is worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the 
course requirements.

D 60-66
 Achievement that is worthy of credit even though it fails to meet fully the 
course requirements.

F  0-59
 Represents failure (or no credit) and signifies that the work was either (1) 
completed but at a level of achievement that is not worthy of credit or (2) 
was not completed and there was no agreement between the instructor and 
the student that the student would be awarded an Incomplete.
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