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The Ethnic-Chinese Problem in Thailand
Eiji Murashima

In this article I have examined the making of the ethnic-Chinese’s identity as full members of a
Thai nation in modern Thailand. By the middle of the twentieth century significant numbers of the
ethnic-Chinese started to take leadership not just among the influential political circle, but also in the
Theravada Buddhist Sangha, which stands for the most remarkable Thai cultural symbol. The nine
examples that I examined in this article suggested that in order for the ethnic-Chinese to be identified
as Thai their blood or ethnic origin was little concerned, as far as they share the same language,
culture and political interests with the local Thais.

For the social and historical conditions of Thai identity as such, I indicated five points. First, in
the process of modern Thai nation building there were, in what we call Thailand today, a various
numbers of ethnic groups, including Chinese, even though the Siamese had been the majority. In
other words, from the beginning the ethnic-Chinese has already been a legitimate member of the Thai
nation. Second, the Siamese was unable to insist their dominance in the Thai nation, because in
mainland Southeast Asia there were considerably large ethnic groups. Third, traditionally the Thai
royalty was proud of the ethnic mixture of their blood, especially in which the Chinese one was a
significant part, and rather looked down on the locals. Ethnic hybridity of the ruling elite in turn
prevented a discourse of “pure Thainess” to arise. Fourth, the wealthy ethnic-Chinese was already
consisted of a privileged class. In the traditional hierarchical society they were aristocratic bureau-
crats or wealthy commoners, and in the period of unequal treaty they were the protectorate of the
Western great powers. Fifth, the Chinese migrants were in fact rather welcomed by the locals
because of their diligence and efficient labour.

Contrary to these non-discriminative social conditions, modern Thai nation considered the
ethnic-Chinese as a problem, especially in the early twentieth century when a huge numbers of
Chinese migrants flooded in Thailand. One reason of the ethnic-Chinese problem was the fact that the
unlocalised oversea Chinese made profit in Thailand and took the wealth of Thailand back home in
China. The other reason was the political movements among ethnic Chinese communities. Since
some politically radical ethnic-Chinese groups supported either republican or socialist revolution in
China, some committed to an anti-British movement or a boycott of Japanese commodities, and the
other supported warfare in China against Japan. The Thais started to view them as a troublemaker
for the internal Thai politics and the Thai diplomatic relationship with great powers.

It was especially King Rama VI (r. 1910~1925) and the People’s Party that regarded the local
Chinese as trouble makers. The Phibun government, which long lasted from late 1938 up until
September 1957 (excluding the period of nearly four years from August 1944), was notorious for its
policy excluding the Chinese. However, Phibun, whose family origin also involved Chinese lineage,
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did not intend to expel the ethnic-Chinese from Thailand, but rather forced the ethnic-Chinese to be
assimilated into the local Thais. He offered the first-generation Chinese people an opportunity to
obtain Thai nationality, and through this way he intended to incorporate the ethnic-ethnic Chinese
into the Thai community.

By the end of the 1960s the local ethnic-Chinese was no longer a problem for the Thai nation.
They obtained a Thai identity in the situations when they faced with the enforcement of the
assimilation policy, the difficulties to sustain Chinese identity under the anti-communist policy
during the Cold War period, the ban of communication with the communist China, and the sharp
decline of the new Chinese migrants into Thailand. In the end of 1960s and the 1970s almost all those
who led nationalist movements against the dominance of foreign capitals had in fact an ethnic-
Chinese origin.
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