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ABSTRACT

The cultural diversity is a phenomenon reflecting the national and ethnical identities, ways
of living in a certain area. It is also a heritage and pride of the nation and locality. Eating culture,
architectural styles and dialects are evident examples of cultural information. However, cultural
studies and cultural research still have small degree of spatial accuracy and precision in terms of
how to precisely locate the area of studies and how to effectively organize and present the maps. Up
to now, the locations of studied areas and borders have always been drawn on a paper map while the
plotting of the data collection area is roughly marked by visual estimation. The cursory presentation
of the result leads the fact that the location of areas and borders are every now and then inaccurate
and unreliable. It is also difficult to overlay many map layers for further geographical studies such
as map overlaying with a route for cultural tourism or the overlaying with administrative boundary
maps which helps identify the influence of regional culture on the areas with governance problems.

This article aims to present different ways by which GIS is applicable to cultural studies.
The first data set of the present study included lexical items obtained from the Word Geography of
Thailand, a joint project between Office of the National Cultural Commission in the Ministry of
Culture and the Language Variation Research Centre in the Department of Linguistics, the Faculty
of Arts, Chulalongkorn University. The data consisted of 170 semantic units collected from

different regions at district level (so-called “Tambon” in Thai) all over the country in the period of
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2002 - 2003. (Linguist usually uses the term “semantic unit” instead of the term “concept” or the
unit of meaning). GIS was employed at two levels. First, GIS contributed to the establishment of
word geography databases. The result presentation in the form of word distribution maps showed
the variation of words at different localities around Thailand. (The preliminary result has already
been presented prior to this article.) The second level of GIS application was its use in analyzing
the borderline between the Central and Non-central Thai dialect. The resultant boundary map
revealed the spatial overlay of many semantic units created from, for instance, parts of human body
terms. The outcomes reflected the potential of using GIS in examining and analyzing cultural data,
as well as accomplishment in integrating different fields of knowledge, for example, geography and
linguistics. Part of the results also promoted the development of the linguistic study of dialectology
in the Thai cultural context, and could be extended to other types of cultural studies.

Keywords: Geographic Information System, Cultural data, lexical item, semantic unit, borderline
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