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Discourse of Than Samaj among Northern Thai Factory Women:
An Ethnographic Approach to ‘Modernity’
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Although modernity has been the issue of long debate in the social
sciences, many ethnographers have argued about ‘modernity’ without
defining its meaning, which they seemed to assume was already known or
unambiguous. This paper presents a theoretical model to explain
‘modernity’ as a local social reality. The central way in which factory
women talk about the past, the present and the future on the shopfloor
where I conducted fieldwork in Northern Thailand is the discourse and
practice of than samaj, which literally means ‘abreast of the times’. In
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what kinds of setting does the discourse of than samaj function? What
are the concepts or practices that are linked to the discourse of than
samaj? What are the power relations supporting that discourse on the
shopfloor? While trying to answer these questions, I would like to show
in this paper that a useful approach to understanding people’s ex-
periences in contemporary society is to examine the process by which a
discourse linked to ‘modernity’ is created in the local setting.
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