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Poverty As Viewed by the People Who Used to Be Poor:

A Learning Community Approach to Poverty Eradication in Thai Society

Opart Panya

Summary

Poverty alleviation has been one of the world’s most urgent problems for over half
a century. The evidence seems to show that the more attempts which are made to
eradicate the problem, the worse it becomes. An observation can be made that poverty
has always been dealt with by development experts and practitioners, most of whom are
middle-class and well-to-do people.

This paper draws on the experiences of people in a number of rural communities
scattered in four regions of Thailand. Due to the rapid pace of change, over which the
local people had little or no control, most of them have faced with some measure of
community crisis: mounting debt, landlessness, powerlessness, cultural decay and local
resource degradation — a succession of steps on the pathway towards poverty.

Despite the hardships and several failed attempts at redressing the situation, these
people have demonstrated that they were in fact capable of solving the poverty problem.
The main thrust of their success focused on their ability to independently generate new
knowledge, a process referred to as ‘community learning’ or ‘action learning’. This
process involves a change in their way of thinking and a commitment towards taking
collective action.

These experiences suggest that to some extent, poverty can be dealt with in the
mind, by changing the way local people see themselves, their relationships with other
peoples, and the world in which they live. Furthermore, there is scope for outside experts
and practitioners to change the way they think and “know™ about poverty and the people
suffering it. They should be well aware that, although with good intention, their
misconceived notions of poverty have an effect on local people: it can create a distorted
worldview, which, in the long run, could undermine the beliefs, values and wisdom they
hold of themselves, their fellow villagers and the local environments.

The new role is to support community processes in generating shared ideology,
knowledge and imagination, and use this to build strong, peaceful and sustainable
communities.
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