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ABSTRACT

The aim of this thesis is to study the perception and attitude of the ruling
authorities in Bangkok towards Isan between the time of the rebellion of Chao
Anuwong in 1826 until the change in the political system in 1932. It was during
this period that the Bangkok ruling elite placed an ever-increasing importance
upon the northeastern region of Isan. What they learnt and perceived about Isan
played a part in the formation of government policies and the changes there
throughout successive periods. This has resulted in a “picture of Isan’, an overall
impression and awareness that has become an image synonymous with Isan, one
that has since been the basis of how Isan is perceived by the general public until
today.

The study finds that the rebellion of Chao Anuwong in 1826 caused the
ruling authorities in Bangkok to realise the necessity of controlling an Isan region
that was increasingly extending into Laos. Direct efforts were made to investigate
the available natural resources as well as manpower, a shift from the original
principal interest in resources. Increasing efforts were made to send government
officials to the region, albeit in an accommodating manner as the region already
had its own ruling authorities. Bangkok thus governed the Isan towns through this
layer of administrators, with the condition that there be exchanges and sharing for
mutual benefits. That is to say, Bangkok wanted the loyalty, the manpower
commitments in both times of peace and war, and also economic benefits in the
form of tributes and access to sources of products. As for the various towns of
Isan, the rulers needed the approval of legitimacy to rule over their territories and
required different degrees of protection, depending on their varying interests and
needs. In these early years, Bangkok held the view towards Isan and its people as
being under their authority and of lower status.



Later, during King Rama 1V’s reign, the government realised the danger of
western imperialism of both England and France. This led to a change in the
policy towards the outer provinces and tributary states. In Isan, the expansion of
French influence from east of the Mekong River, first seizing Vietnam and further
spreading its power to Cambodia and Laos, forced the rulers in Bangkok from the
reign of King Rama IV onwards to change their views and policies. Attempts were
made to create a sense of unity and marked which areas belonged to the state of
Siam. The former political powers of the various regions were drawn to the
centre, including administration and finance. A bureaucratic system was set up in
order to effectively carry out central policies and create a sense of belonging to the
Kingdom of Siam, even though Bangkok still felt being “the other” from the Isan
people. The problems from outside and the resistance of the Isan people led the
Bangkok government from the reign of King Rama V onwards to learn more and
revaluate Isan. It led to the explorations of various areas especially the strategic
points and centres of natural resources, as well as the sensibilities towards ethnic
groups, ethnicity and the ties between the people living on both sides of the
Mekong River after the clear boundary division was created with the French.

In the social and cultural aspects, since king Rama IV’s reign relations
between Isan and the centre were established through Buddhism, the Thammayut
sect and education. At the same time, changes in the economy towards global
capitalism created a potential for Isan in terms of its natural resources and
workforce as it became a centre for the export of labour , agricultural products and
cattle to the external markets. These factors created a greater awareness of the
Isan region and created more interactions. Meanwhile, in Isan, with the many
ethnic groups living together including the indigenous people, the Chinese and the
Vietnamese, there were also changes in the economic system and the ways they
saw themselves, which have become more complex as they tried to reconcile what
they perceived as reality about themselves with the image created by Bangkok.

The power of the perception and attitude of the ruling authorities of
Bangkok towards Isan that functioned through the administrative system and the
media created an image of a land in need of development and help from Bangkok,
although there were also efforts to emphasize the values of local Isan tradition.
Subsequent governmental policies towards Isan were influenced by this perception
and accepted by the Isan people generally as the image of the Isan region.



