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This work examines ideas and ideologies that have influenced
the development of Thailand’s welfare system. It examines ideas
involve in the three main aspects of Thai welfare system: the
roles of the state, the values of the community and the family, and
the importance of inequality reduction. The paper also highlights
the need for evolving these ideas to better support the advancement
of Thailand’s welfare system.

Exploring ideas and ideologies related to the roles of the state
in Thai culture, the paper underscores the paramount importance
of the concept of “benevolent ruler”. Having a benevolent ruler,
who demonstrates morality and kindness to his subject, is key to

the legitimacy of state power. This benevolent ruler is situated at
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the top of a hierarchical (Soong-Tum) and paternalistic (Oup-pa-thum)
relationship with the people. In this paternalistic relationship, whoever
has the state power also needs to act like a father who take care
of his children, while governing them to act morally. These ideas
related to the role of the state have influenced the key characteristic
of Thai welfare system, which is “paternalistic welfare”. In this system,
leaders with state power assist the poor and disadvantages as
a means to demonstrate their high morality, which the people who
receive assistance are powerless, and obliged to follow the moral
values dictated by the leaders.

The ideas and ideologies related to the community and
the family are closely intertwined with the paternalistic approach
of Thai welfare. The concept of a “Thai community” is idealized as
the epitome of rural life, emphasizing the revival of Thai community’s
culture in the past, traditional wisdom, and the value of self-reliance.
The Thai concept of family emphasizes values of gratitude (Kwam-
Katanyu) and the duty (Nha-ti) of each family members. Both
the ideal of Thai community, and the values associated with Thai
family, are often invoked by the Thai state in shaping welfare
policies. The ideal of Thai community have had a strong influence
on the direction of welfare policies supporting the rural poor, while
values related to Thai families have influenced policies concerning
Thailand’s elderly and children. It is worth noting that these ideals
persist despite the evolving realities of Thai rural communities and
families.

The ideas and ideologies related to inequality in the Thai

context have contributed to the state’s reluctance to tackle

Ideas and Ideologies in the Development of Thailand’s Welfare System |

1



12

the problem. Integral in the state’s perspective on inequality is
the belief that Thai society is inherently hierarchical, leading to
the normalization of inequality as a “natural” condition. Therefore,
the emphasis is placed on ensuring that everyone fulfills their duties,
with the notion that those born into poverty should accept their lower
status without contesting those in higher positions. Additionally, there
exists a widespread perspective that the rural poor are trapped
in a cycle of inadequate education and improper culture, while
the wealthy are praised for their personal virtues, such as diligence
and honesty. These perspectives fail to acknowledge the structural
roots of inequality that underpin individual success or failure.
Consequently, Thai welfare policies aimed at addressing inequality
tend to focus primarily on the poor, offering assistance while also
seeking to enhance their education and morality.

In conclusion, this examination of ideas and ideologies that
have shaped Thailand’s welfare system reveals that mainstream ideas
in Thai society have not always been conducive to its development.
Thus, itis imperative to raise awareness within Thai society regarding
the limitations imposed by these ideas and ideologies. Moreover,
there is a pressing need for Thai society to embrace the adaptation of
these concepts, allowing for the integration of newer, more supportive

ideas that can advance Thailand’s welfare system.
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