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Contemporary Thailand: An Introduction

Pranee Liamputtong

1 Thailand at a Glimpse

Thailand, a constitutional monarchy, is located in Southeast Asia and has been
known as the “Land of Smiles.” Thailand was historically recognized under the
name Siam (Wongtes 2000). The term Thailand was formally created in the early
nineteenth century. Its capital city, Bangkok, was established in 1782, 15 years
after Ayutthaya, an ancient city, was destroyed (Baker and Phongpaichit 2005).
There have been many speculations about the origin of Thai territory and ethnicity.
The Thais may have originated in some parts of China and the Malay Peninsula.
There is also evidence to suggest that they may have come from the area that is now
southern China (Phillips 2007). Today, there are still many Thai people living in
southern China (Terwiel 1989; Baker and Phongpaichit 2005). In the late nine-
teenth century, Thailand expanded its borders to cover a large part of Southeast
Asia. Additionally, Thailand has always been an independent country because it
has never been colonized by any other nations (Einspruch 2007; Phillips 2007;
Suwankhong 2011).

Thai culture, politics, and social systems have been influenced by many neigh-
boring countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos, and Burma (Terwiel
1989). The Burmese used to live in the central and northern parts of Thailand. As a
result, their religion, Theravada Buddhism, was adopted by the Thais. Between the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, Cambodia spread its civilization through Southeast
Asia, and this also has powerfully influenced the construction of Thai hierarchical
society (Naemiratch 2004). As we have witnessed nowadays, Thailand has adapted
the culture and religion of its neighboring countries to create a unique Thai culture
(Phillips 2007).

P. Liamputtong (><))
School of Public Health, La Trobe University, Bundoora, VIC, Australia
e-mail: pranee @latrobe.edu.au
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Buddhism is the national religion of Thailand, with about 95 % of the Thais
being Buddhists (Phillips 2007). However, people are free to follow any religion
and practice. In some communities, it is possible to find Buddhist temples, shaman-
ist and Chinese shrines, Muslim mosques, and Christian churches in close proxim-
ity (Wongtes 2000; Suwankhong 2011). As the majority of Thai people declare
themselves to be Buddhist, Mulder (1985: 153) contends that Buddhism “is a way
of life, an identity, and the key to primordial Thainess.” Buddhism has had a deep
influence on the Thai’s modes of thinking and behavior. Buddhism, according to
Mulder (1985: 132), is “the most visible and ubiquitous of Thai institutions.” Several
chapters in this volume will attest to this influence.

The social transition of Thailand has been marked by economic growth, popula-
tion restructuring, social and cultural development, political tensions, and reforms in
its national health-care system (Suwankhong 2011). This is clearly evident in many
chapters in the volume. As a society, Thailand has been undergoing progressive
development since the introduction of the National Economic Development Plan in
1961 (Naemiratch 2004). The First to the Third plans (1961-1976) were mainly
centered on economic developments. The Fourth to the recent Tenth plans focused
primarily on social and cultural development, population restructuring (1977-2011),
and the improvement of health-care system (Bureau of Policy and Strategy 2007).

During the Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s, the Thai economy was badly
affected. Thailand sought help from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) to help
its economy recover. Thailand’s economic woes returned between 2005 and 2007
(Wibolpolprasert 2007). It was at this crisis time that the “sufficiency economy”
philosophy was created to give new direction for the country’s development
(Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 2009; Suwankhong 2011). This philoso-
phy has been promoted as a guideline to deal with economic crisis and social
change. The economic crisis sounded the alarm to all relevant sectors of Thailand.
In fact, Thailand attempted to reform its developing country paradigm, focusing on
this direction since the Eighth National Economic and Social Development Plan
(1997-2001). Participation of all sectors of society, especially at the grassroots
level, is given priority because these sectors could create a balance between eco-
nomic, social, and environmental development (Wibolpolprasert 2007). The suffi-
ciency economy philosophy was also incorporated in the Ninth National Economic
and Social Development Plan (2002—-2006). Although Thailand is now applying the
Tenth National Economic and Social Development Plan (2007-2011), it strongly
combines those concepts to prevent negative effects from an imbalanced globaliza-
tion development in the Thai economy and society. It is likely that this philosophy
will be included in the next National Economic and Social Development Plan
(2012-2016) because it could maintain the balance of economic, social, and envi-
ronmental development (National Economic and Social Development Board 2008).
This philosophy is discussed in several chapters of this volume.

When mentioning Thailand, most people will imagine the land as portrayed in
the King and I movie, a country with beautiful temples, and for many people, clubs,
bars, Thai women, gay men, and transsexual individuals. However, contemporary
Thailand has changed dramatically from what is known to many people. Although
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we may still witness many traditional ways of life, contemporary Thailand is about
changes and the immense impact of these changes on Thai people. Political situa-
tions such as coups and the recent Yellow and Red Shirts movements have been
devastating. This internal political crisis has impacted tremendously on the life of
Thai people and international relations between Thailand and other nations. Marked
social and cultural changes have also occurred in Thailand. With this, we see new
social movements and identities such as the rise of a new middle class and “lower”
class groups and ethnic, gender, and gay movements. Social and health inequalities
among Thai people continue to persist. These are captured in most chapters in this
volume. Perhaps people still smile but there is much tension beneath the smiles of
Thai people. I left Thailand about 30 years ago and I have also been going back
home every year. Whenever I go back to Thailand, I could see the changes of Thai
society, and more importantly, I could feel the tensions among Thai people, even
among members of my own family who are also caught in the changing world of
Thailand. These contemporary issues have not been captured in great depth in exist-
ing literature concerning Thailand. This book will fill this gap.

2 The Focus of the Book

This book has its focus on contemporary Thailand. The volume captures many con-
temporaneous aspects in Thai society. These are from social, cultural, and economic
changes to the current political situations in Thailand. Chapters cover historical
contexts to emerging issues in Thai society as well as range from social and public
health concerns. The volume also includes issues concerning Thai people in general
to those impacting on ethnicity, gender, social class, and sexuality. The volume
offers comprehensive discussions regarding Thailand, its people, culture, and soci-
ety from multiple angles as seen through multiple lenses. Due to a range of diverse
issue covered in the volume, it is difficult to situate all chapters within a common
conceptual framework. Thus, there is no appropriate common theory that pulls the
chapters together in this book. I rely heavily on the contemporary perspective as a
common theme of this volume. It must be noted that each chapter contains its own
theoretical framework to which readers could refer.

There are too many books on Thailand and Thai people to list here. However,
most of these existing books focus on a particular aspect of Thai society, for example,
a political, social, cultural, historical, religious, gender, and transsexual perspective.
For instance, Michael Connors’ most recent book entitled Contemporary Thailand:
Politics, Culture, Rights (2009) only focuses on the political aspects in contemporary
Thailand. In his book, Connors explores the struggle for political order by examining
four significant sites of contestation: monarchy, culture, rights, and the place of the
Muslim South in the Thai nation. Apart from Connors’ book, there has not been any
recent book on Thailand that captures a full range of issues concerning contemporary
Thailand as proposed in this volume. A search through Google as well as a library
search does not provide any title that can compete with this volume.
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This book was conceived when I attended and presented my work at the 11th
International Conference on Thai Studies, in Bangkok in July 2011. There, I met
many people who have their interests in Thai society and presented their work,
which I found very fascinating. I made attempts to connect to many of them and
those who were interested in presenting their work have now become contributors
to this book. I am very grateful to all contributors who helped to make this book
possible. Originally, there were more authors who had agreed to take part in the
book, but for many personal reasons and work commitments, some were not able to
deliver their work when the absolute deadline arrived. However, I believe that the
contents of volume are still comprehensive and cover many fascinating contempo-
rary materials in Thai society.

This book comprises five parts and contains 32 chapters. Part I includes chapters
that portray contemporary sociocultural issues in Thailand. The first chapter in this
part is about redefining “Thainess” and is written by Suwilai Premsrirat. In this
chapter, Suwilai suggests that the notion of “Thainess” needs to be broadened to
offer ethnolinguistic groups their own space within Thai political society on an
equal basis so that they may be empowered to live a dignified life with security,
justice, and opportunity. Willard Van De Bogart writes Chap. 2 on the Giant Swing
and its significance to the religious culture of Thailand. In this chapter, Willard
argues that the Giant Swing is one of Thailand’s most well-known landmarks. What
is less known about this historic landmark is its symbolic significance. Sophana
Srichampa presents Thai amulets as a symbol of the practice of multiple faiths and
cultures in Chap. 3. She points out that Buddhism is the religion of the majority of
Thai people. But in Thai life, people’s beliefs reflect multiple faiths and cultures.
The value of amulets is an example of the influence of different faiths in Thailand.
In Chap. 4, Saowapa Pornsiripongse, Kwanchit Sasiwongsaroj, and Pacharin
Ketjamnong write about Buddhist temples from the perspective of a religious capital
approach for preparing Thailand for an aging society. Thailand is experiencing a
rapid increase in older population. The phenomenon has attracted the attention of
various sectors in order to develop suitable guidelines to accommodate this situation.
Mayumi Okabe, in Chap. 5, presents issues regarding community development and
network construction among the Buddhist monks in northern Thailand. Mayumi
examines how Theravada Buddhist monks have survived in the rapid social changes,
which are the result of modernization in contemporary Thailand from an anthropo-
logical perspective.

Chapter 6, written by Adcharawan Buripakdi, presents an interesting contempo-
rary issue in Thai society on hegemonic English, standard Thai, and narratives of
the subaltern. This chapter addresses the status of English and Thai language related
to the notion of Other — marginalized voices — in Thailand. The next chapter (Chap. 7)
is about digital revolution and its discontents. It is about Thai “underground metal”
scene and their love-hate relationships with new technologies and is written by
Athip Jittarerk. Athip presents a case from a sector that also received enormous
impact from this revolution, namely, “Thai underground metal scene,” using the
materials from his ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Bangkok from 2007 to
2011. Chapter 8 presents a fascinating work of Morakot Jewachinda Meyer on
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reimagining nationalism and nostalgia of the past in the contemporary Thai novel
and its stage and screen adaptations. In this chapter, Morakot provides her analysis
of the novel “Thawiphop” (Parallel Worlds) and discusses how it has been received
in Thai society. Ratana Tosakul, in Chap. 9, presents issues relating to capitalism
and the sufficiency economy in rural northeastern Thailand. She contends that since
the 1980s, the notion of village sufficiency economy has been developed and
endorsed by major institutions in Thai society. There is a hope that the adoption of
this economic ideology and practice might eventually result in a sustainable village
economic development.

Chapters in Part II discuss political situations in contemporary Thailand. It
begins with an interesting chapter by Aim Sinpeng who writes about the party-
social movement coalition in Thailand’s political conflict, between 2005 and 2011.
In this chapter, Aim seeks to address a gap between the literature about social move-
ments and party politics by establishing a more systematic crossover understanding
of the two fields. Following on from Aim’s chapter on political party movements,
Allan Lee presents his writing on “For king and country?: Thailand’s political con-
flicts as dynamics of social closure” in Chap. 11. Allan argues that political conflicts
in Thai society ought to be reexamined with an appreciation of the dynamics of
social closure. The Yellow Shirts movement that emerged in the late 2000s is best
understood as an attempt by various groups located in the middle stratum of Thai
society to counter and contest their gradual economic, political, and social exclu-
sion by the Thai state and elites. Chapter 12 is written by Pei-Hsiu Chen who dis-
cusses the vulnerability of Thai democracy with the main focus on coups d’etat and
political changes in modern Thailand. In this chapter, Pei-Hsiu deals with Thai
politics by delineating its type of regime, political culture, and elite politics. The
coup d’etat in 19 September 2006 and the collapse of Thaksin regime are carefully
examined in accordance with the analysis of political vulnerability in modern
democratization of Thailand.

In Chap. 13, Serhat Unaldi writes about politics and the city, paying particular
attention to the protest, memory, and contested space in Bangkok. Serhat argues that
the past years have seen a significant shift in the configuration of political space in
Thailand, metaphorically and literally. He suggests that the rudimentary but pro-
gressive development of politics along programmatic and ideological fault lines
between political and social groups has led to bitter contestations both within the
political structure and in physical space. Moving away from political conflicts
between parties in Thailand, Diane Archer, in Chap. 14, presents the politics of
change in Thai cities focusing on the urban poor as development catalysts. She
points out that low-income communities are playing an increasingly important role
in city development, with consequences for civic participation and democratization
of Thai grassroots.

Part IIT presents chapters that focus on ethnic issues in Thailand today. In Chap. 15,
Sumitra Suraratdecha writes about language and cultural rights in the ethnic revival
movement of the Black Tai in Khaoyoi, Petchaburi. The chapter addresses the
notions of ethnocultural identity, language rights, stigma, prejudice, and discrimina-
tion in an educational sphere. Chapter 16, written by Matthew R. Juelsgaard, is
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about Lahu students in Thai schools, focusing on two Lahu sisters: Som and Noi.
Teaching in an elementary school, Matthew observed that Lahu students encoun-
tered challenges different from those of their Thai peers. For both sisters, overcom-
ing linguistic borders as well as socioeconomic constraints were significant aspects
of their schooling experiences. The stories of these two Lahu women echo many of
my personal experiences as a child growing up in a poor family in the south of
Thailand. Chapter 17, written by Alexander Trupp, discusses rural-urban migration
and ethnic minority enterprise, paying attention to Akha migrants. Over the last
years, an increasing number of Thailand’s ethnic highland minorities have moved to
urban and tourist areas to enter self-employment. In this chapter, Alexander illus-
trates the evolvement of urban Akha souvenir businesses over time and space and
explores the embeddedness of female Akha entrepreneurs in social networks and in
the wider economic and political-institutional structures as well as the resulting
chances and challenges. He also explores the strategies Akha migrants employ to
become successful entrepreneurs by showing how they transform cultural and social
resources into economic capital.

Part IV is concerned with gender and queer perspectives in contemporary
Thailand. It commences with a very interesting piece of Kosum Omphornuwat who
writes about learning to look good. It is about Thai women office workers and
everyday consumption practices at work in Chap. 18. By arguing that consumption
practices involve learning, in this chapter, Kosum explores how, through their
engagement in the consumption of clothes and makeup, Thai women office workers
learn to look good at work. Chapter 19 presents the work of Chantanee Charoensri
who examines Thai daughters, English wives from the perspectives of a critical
ethnography of transnational lives. Her chapter tells their story and reveals how the
life trajectories of Thai women, as wives of Englishmen, have been deeply struc-
tured by a number of interconnecting forces beyond their control. However, at each
stage in these trajectories, key qualities of the women’s characters have played a
pivotal role: characteristics of discipline, skill, and deep loyalty. In Chap. 20, Megan
Lafferty and Kristen Hill Maher discuss the expat life with a Thai wife presenting
Thailand as an imagined space of masculine transformation. In this chapter, they
examine the narratives and circumstances of white western men living in Thailand
to explore how their structural privilege plays out once they settle there. Their posi-
tion and identity as western men generate not only social status but also a height-
ened sense of insecurity and social isolation. The narratives of the men illustrate
some of the ways that they negotiate new forms of vulnerability and shifts in power
by constructing themselves as neocolonial expats and masculine decision makers.

Chapter 21 discusses women NGOs movement for fighting against domestic vio-
lence by Suangsurang Mitsamphanta. In this chapter, Suangsurang shows that wom-
en’s NGOs are groups of people who are concerned about the problem. Additionally,
they have expended much effort in fighting against the problem. Many strategies are
employed in their movement both in the private and public sectors. They finally man-
aged to get involvement from the government. Andrea Katalin Molnar in Chap. 22
presents issues relating to women’s agency in the Malay Muslim communities of
southern Thailand. Andrea contends that women have invariably been described as
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victims in the literature on women’s political participation in Southeast Asia. This
discourse obscures women’s agency. Andrea argues that women are politically
engaged — whether through the formal political arena as politicians or through civil
society as leaders and activists in social movements and NGOs. Women are agents of
change and their political engagement makes significant impact on various human
security issues including peace-building efforts in different parts of Southeast Asia.
In her chapter, Andrea examines Malay Muslim women’s agency in the conflict-torn
Deep South of Thailand, focusing on civil society engagement.

Chapter 23 is written by Erin Kamler on trafficking and coerced prostitution in
Thailand and pays attention to the reconceptualization of international law in the
age of globalization. In this chapter, Erin argues that coerced prostitution, particu-
larly in Thailand, should be regarded as a transnational rather than a local issue. She
uses the migration practices of Shan ethnic community members as a case study to
illustrate how cultural and economic push factors influence coerced prostitution. In
Chap. 24, Monica Lindberg Falk writes about gender and Buddhism in the wake of
the tsunami. This chapter deals, from a gender perspective, with the significance of
Buddhism in the post-tsunami recovery process in small fishing communities in
southern Thailand. It explores local adaptation strategies.

Witchayanee Ocha, in Chap. 25, presents the first fascinating chapter on queer
perspective. This chapter forms a body of gender knowledge through the study of
the emergent identities in Thailand’s sex tourism industry that Thailand is becoming
a well-known place for sex change operations. The chapter shows that bodies are
plural and very diverse. There are not just two kinds of bodies. There are multiple
kinds of bodies and lots of differences among them. The most important proposition
of her paper is to revise gender concepts for a fuller understanding of “gender” in
the world of technology. This clearly represents a challenge in current knowledge of
“gender and development.” In Chap. 26, Dredge Byung’chu Kéng provides his writ-
ing on conceptualizing Thai genderscapes looking at transformation and continuity
in the Thai sex/gender system. This is another fascinating chapter in this volume.
In Thailand, Dredge suggests that genderscapes, or the terrain of gender and sexual-
ity, continue to evolve quickly, with alternative genders proliferating. In this chapter,
Dredge argues that genderscapes provide a provisional conceptualization of
contemporary Thai gender and sexuality. In Chap. 27, the third gender as seen in
Thai fiction is written by Jenjit Gasigijtamrong. There is a myth that Thailand is the
haven of the third gender, be they lesbians, gays, bisexuals, or transgender (LGBT),
although results from empirical studies regarding this issue remain inconclusive.
Her chapter explores this topic in Thai language novels written in 1980s and early
2000s. Jenjit suggests that the third gender is mainly perceived and presented
through the influence of a patriarchal idea. Being the third gender is not socially
accepted; it is perceived as an illness that needs to be cured. Family influence or the
way a person is raised is thought to be the main cause of such behavior.

The last part of this volume is dedicated to health issues in contemporary Thai
society. The first chapter, Chap. 28, is on Theravada Buddhist temple taking care
of people living with HIV/AIDS in Thailand and presented by Yoshihide Sakurai
and Kazumi Sasaki. This chapter illustrates the case of social support by Wat
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Phrabatnampu in Lop-Buri province, Thailand, from the perspective of social
inclusion by the private sector in Thai civil society and the strategic usage of
moral practice in Theravada Buddhism. They suggest that the case of Wat
Phrabatnampu, regardless of being based on traditional Theravada Buddhism,
could be considered a pioneering example of socially engaged Buddhism. In
Chap. 29, Pranee Liamputtong and Somsri Kitisriworapan address the issues of
authoritative knowledge and folk knowledge in antenatal care in contemporary
northern Thailand. The chapter also presents the experience of pregnancy and
antenatal care among northern Thai women. In this chapter, they conclude that to
many Thai women, the cultural authority of biomedicine pervades. Despite several
decades of campaigns for reproductive choices among women’s movements,
these notions are still problematic in Thai antenatal care.

Chapter 30 presents the work of Yongsak Tantipidoke on the moral aspect of
local healing to show the process that morality can contribute to the effectiveness of
healing. The chapter focuses on the story of two folk healers and analyzes how the
healer associated his sensibility with the moral values in the local world and led to
a starting point of a healing process, how sympathy and other related moral disposi-
tions are called up in the process, and how the healer, through a healing process,
becomes able to reify local moral values into practical humanized healing. The
chapter then explores the outcomes of the healing process — power of virtue and
merit — that can strengthen the effectiveness of healing. Dusanee Suwankhong and
Pranee Liamputtong write about phum panya chao baan (local wisdom) and tradi-
tional healers in southern Thailand in Chap. 31. Thailand is now focusing on form-
ing a sufficient health-care system by using local wisdom and traditional health
resources. The use of local resources such as traditional medicine (TM) and tradi-
tional healers to share expenses can be cost-effective in increasing the good health
of the Thai people. In the final chapter, Chap. 32, Atchara Rakyutidharm discusses
issues regarding Thailand’s NGOs and the Thai Health Promotion Foundation
(THPF). She suggests that many Thai nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and
people’s organizations (POs) willingly cooperate with THPF and other government
agencies and business groups. The relationship as “collaboration” is not just only
because the two parties gain benefit from each other but also because they have
some things in common, particularly the vision, the concepts, and the approaches
that they adopt in development.

3 Conclusion

Readers will see that the book captures many aspects of contemporary Thailand.
Most chapters included in this volume are written using information from empiri-
cal-based and historical research. What we see in this book comes from real-life
experiences of the writers and people, mostly Thai people, who took part in the
research. Additionally, contributors are composed of both Thai and foreign scholars
who have undertaken extensive research in Thailand. The book offers critical
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analyses of issues concerning contemporary Thailand as seen through the eyes of
experts, both inside and outside Thailand. As I have anticipated, it is expected that
this volume would be valuable to many readers who have your interests in Thailand
and its contemporary sociocultural and political issues.
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Part I
Thailand and Current
Socio-cultural Issues



Chapter 1
Redefining ‘“Thainess’’: Embracing Diversity,
Preserving Unity

Suwilai Premsrirat

1 Introduction

To be Thai is to exude the distinguishing qualities, behavior, and virtues of the Thai
nation as encapsulated in the term “Thainess.” For the nationalistic designers of the
concept, at least, unifying the diverse, though not entirely disparate, cultural and
linguistic varieties existing on the fringes of “Central” Thai society was a means to
fashioning a sense of homogeneity that would serve the interest of the political elite
in Bangkok at a time in the mid-twentieth century when colonial pressures threat-
ened all borders of the country formerly known as Siam.

Today, many still regard the somewhat limited Thainess ideal as representing a
single people with common traits. The significant diversity of language and culture
is frequently ignored or misunderstood and this has resulted in marginalization for
many and the gradual extinction of language and cultural heritage for some. But now,
efforts are being made at a grassroots level, with considerable support from con-
cerned parties outside, to restore pride and dignity to ethnic communities through
language revitalization. It is hoped too that, as a matter of sensitivity and historical
accuracy, Thainess will come to be redefined to encompass groups for whom the cur-
rent erroneous definition does not fully fit and, in so doing, reflect the true cultural
complexity that is, and always was, Thailand.

This chapter will discuss the language diversity in Thailand and how the indig-
enous communities and academics make a lot of efforts to reverse the language shift
by preserving and revitalizing their threatened language in addition to improve the
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4 S. Premsrirat

chronic underachievement in schools for the students in the border areas. This is
especially for the Patani Malay-speaking students in the south which has led to
cultural conflict and language identity issues that underlie the political unrest and
violent situation in the area.

2 The Reality of Linguistic and Cultural Diversity
in Thailand

Geographically, Thailand is situated at the center of Mainland Southeast Asia which
is one of the most complex areas of languages and ethnicities in the world (with
around 1,000 languages).

The linguistic diversity of Thailand is evident by the fact that with a population
of 60 million, speaking more than 70 living languages, belonging to five language
families: Thai (24 languages), Austroasiatic (23 languages), Austronesian
(3 languages), Sino-Tibetan (18 languages), and Hmong—Mien (2 languages). Thai
is the official/national language. Details can be found in Premsrirat and Others
(2004) (Fig. 1.1).

The languages and the cultures they represent provide this region with a rich and
rewarding diversity of ideas, philosophies, and values. To some people, cultural and
linguistic diversity can be considered as a resource; to others, it is a problem. And
to some, it represents a struggle for basic rights. Each consideration leads to the
ways in addressing the diversity situation by either promoting and supporting or
eliminating diversity as much as possible. It could also be seen as a right of the
indigenous people that has to be protected.

Fig. 1.1 Map of language diversity in Thailand at the heart of SEA
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3 Language Endangerment Issue

World languages are now in crisis. The twenty-first century is an age of rapid
change. Language loss, like the loss of biodiversity, is accelerating at an alarming
rate. According to the estimation of linguists such as Krauss (1992), 90 % of world
languages are facing extinction by the end of this century (or shortly thereafter) if
nothing is done. The 10 % that seem to be “safe” are official/national languages or
languages with political support. And at the moment, 50 % are not being learned
by children. Languages in Thailand are facing the same fate. Ethnic minority lan-
guages, big and small, are not safe.

Globalization and nationalism are the main causes of the changes in the language
ecology that lead to language shift and language loss. As for globalization, the global
economy and sociopolitics and global culture influence the lives of most people.
Even in remote areas, global communication, especially the powerful mass media,
can reach into homes of people. Such media use global languages such as English or
a national language. Nationalism too plays a role whereby national language and
education policy determine or sculpture attitudes and values. For example, it heavily
influences the speakers’ negative attitudes about their ethnic language. The younger
generation does not see the value of their ethnic language and increasingly choose to
use the language of wider communication.

3.1 The Language Situation in Thailand at the Present Time

Ethnic minority languages in Thailand are declining (Fig. 1.2). The younger gen-
eration is becoming monolingual in Thai which is the official/national language.
Atleast 15 languages are seriously endangered. They are small, enclave languages
that are surrounded by bigger languages. They are Chong, Kasong, Samre, Chung
(Sa-oc), So (Thavung), Nyah Kur, Mlabri, Maniq (Sakai), Lavua, Mpi, Bisu,
Gong, Moklen, Urak Lawoi, and Saek. All major nondominant languages in
Thailand are potentially endangered and show signs of contraction, especially in
vocabulary and grammar such as Northern Khmer, Patani Malay, Mon, Lao Isan,
and Kammuang (Premsrirat 2006a, b). Oral traditions such as folktales, poetry,
and songs are severely endangered and are disappearing even faster than the spo-
ken language itself. See also Chap. 15 in this volume.

Large language groups in border regions are not only facing the problem of
language decline among the younger generation, but most also cannot access
government services such as education or health. In general, ethnic minority
peoples are considered, by outsiders, as slow and not likely to succeed in the
modern development process. In some areas such as in Thailand’s Deep South
where the majority of the population are Muslim Melayu-Thai speakers, there is
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15 seriously
Endangered Languages

Fig. 1.2 Languages in crisis

resistance to many government services. The language identity issue and cultural
conflicts are among the underlying factors which contribute to the violence and
political unrest (Premsrirat 2008 and 2010).

According to the eight stages of Fishman’s Graded Intergenerational Disruption
Scales (GIDs), by which the degree of language endangerment can be identified, all
languages in Thailand (large and small) with the exception of official language
(standard Thai) are classified by Premsrirat (2007a) as being on the weak side for revers-
ing language shift. Only Patani Malay, Northern Khmer, Lavua, and Mon can be put
in stage 4 (strong side) if their tongue-based bilingual education, which is now being
conducted as action research in formal school system, is accepted (Fig. 1.3).

3.2 What Is Being Done to Slow Down the Death
of Languages?

There are several observations that I wish to make here. First, academics and language
speakers are being encouraged to document as much as possible the language, culture,
and oral traditions of languages at risk before they are lost forever. Second, the
language speakers/ethnolinguistic communities are being encouraged to conduct
language revitalization programs with technical support of academics (linguists,
anthropologists, education experts, and so on) and with initial financial support from
Thailand Research Fund (TRF) and other funding agencies. Last, the reconsideration
of the national language policy to facilitate and support the use of ethnic minority lan-
guages along with the national language (Thai) and international languages (Fig. 1.4).



St So few fluent speakers that community needs to reestablish language norms;
3 age often requires outside experts (e.g., linguists) / Kasong, Sumre, and Chung
(Sa-oc)]
Stage Older generation uses language enthusiastically but children are not learning
7 it [Chong, Lawa (Gong), So ( Thavung) ]
Weak
side St Language and identity socialization of children takes place in home and
6 age community /[ Maniq (Sakai), Kensiw, Lua (Lavua), UrakLawoi, Moklen,
Mlabri, Mpi, and Bisu]
St Language socialization involves extensive literacy, usually including non
5 age formal L1 schooling or teaching L1 as a subject “Local Studies” in school
[ Chong, So (Thavung), NyahKur]
Stage L1 used in children’s formal education in conjunction with national or official
4 language [ Patani Malay, Northern Khmer, Lavua, and Mon]
Stage . . .
3 L1 used in workplaces of larger society, beyond normal L1 boundaries
Strong
side St
Y age Lower governmental services and local mass media are open to L1
?tage L1 used at upper governmental level

Fig. 1.3 Eight stages of language endangerment (levels of language vitality) according to
Fishman’s Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale (GIDs)

The Chong speal ith professional linguists

Fig. 1.4 Language and oral traditions documentation by linguists
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4 Language Revival Efforts from Grassroots
Communities and Indigenous Rights Movements
(Focusing on Education)

A Mon lady uses a vivid metaphor
to describe the Mon language
endangerment situation comparing
it to a fruit which “is breaking off
Jfrom the stem” and the language
revitalization activity as “the last
breath of the speakers.”
(Premsrirat 2007b)

Language revitalization is an attempt to provide a new domain of language use in
order to increase the use of the language and the number of users. According to
Crystal’s (2000) six postulates to guide attempts of revitalization, an endangered
language will positively progress if its speakers (1) increase their prestige within the
dominant community, (2) increase their wealth relative to the dominant community,
(3) increase their legitimate power in the eyes of the dominant community, (4) have
a strong presence in the educational system, (5) can write their language, and (6) can
make use of electronic technology. Since many ethnic minority languages (large
and small in Thailand) have been classified as being potentially endangered at vari-
ous stages, a group of linguists at Mahidol University have pioneered a cooperative
program to preserve these languages. Endangered language speakers and commu-
nities will participate in language documentation and description as well as in the
language revitalization and maintenance program. The focus is to put community
members at the heart of revitalization efforts through involvement in almost all steps
of the revitalization process such as orthography development, creation of local
vernacular literature, collection of local knowledge, and instruction of the language
to the next generation of speakers. This Mahidol Revitalization Model has been
implemented with the cooperation of 22 language groups and the technical and
moral support of the Mahidol research team (Premsrirat Forthcoming). The
community-based language revitalization and maintenance model that has emerged
from these efforts incorporates basic principles of reversing language shift (Fishman
1991), yet is sensitive to the distinct needs of each individual community. See also
Chap. 15 in this volume (Figs. 1.5 and 1.6).
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Educational Pollcy

- Academic institutions
- Local Administrative Organization
- International Organizations

(Stage 1 - 4 books)

5. School - Based Revitalization
Program

- Teaching local language {and wisdom)

asa subject

6. Community Learning
Center & Local Museum

= Cultural Information Center

B dhal At At - Bi / Multilingual education
E Prodiction of lacal * Curriculum development
language, reading materials * Lesson plan

Fig. 1.5 Mahidol language revitalization model by Premsrirat (Forthcoming)

The model consists of 11 component activities which are adapted to utilize the
best fit to the unique contextual needs of individual communities. The first step in
the model is preliminary research, which consists of assessing the morbidity of a
language in an area, surveying the literacy of the people, and performing a linguistic
analysis. Once the linguistic situation is understood, awareness-raising activities
such as seminars, discussion groups, and study visits are arranged to mobilize part-
ners in the effort. After partnerships have been established, a writing system is
developed for the language. With a writing system that has been deemed acceptable
by the community, literature production commences; local authors create stories for
big books, small books of different stages, and dictionaries that the language speak-
ers compile themselves. The next step is to introduce the language into the formal
school system. For small, seriously endangered languages such as Chong, Nyah
Kur, and So (Thavung), the language is taught as a subject in local schools. This
involves developing a curriculum and instructional materials, lesson planning, and
teacher training. For the bigger language groups or languages that the children still
speak such as Patani Malay, Northern Khmer, and Lavua, a mother tongue-based
bilingual education is conducted in order to address the language identity crisis or
cultural conflict and to raise students’ levels of achievement in school. This form of
language revitalization commences when the child first starts school. A way to
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Fig. 1.6 Ongoing language revitalization efforts in 22 language groups

strengthen the presence of the language is through the establishment of a community
learning center and local museum for the community at large. It serves as an infor-
mation center for the public where cultural information can be provided, cultural
activities and language classes can take place, production of new literature can
occur, and community business can be conducted. Language nest may be set up for
small children prior to kindergarten, as has been done among the Bisu and the
Kasong (both severely endangered). Of fundamental importance is using the lan-
guage to document local knowledge of forest plants for use in herbal medicine, for
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Fig. 1.7 Oral traditions are documented by the language speakers

rituals and ceremonies, and for food. All of these activities undergo continuous
monitoring and evaluation, with facilitation as necessary. The eventual goal is to
influence the national language and educational policies so as to guarantee that
ethnic minority languages are protected and promoted alongside the national and
international languages. Ultimately, it aims to ensure full government support for
children’s rights “to an education in their own culture and provided in their own
language” (United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Article
14 Section 3) (Fig. 1.7).

For unwritten languages, a writing system will be developed using a practical
Thai-based writing system. The language speakers and linguists will work together
to develop a writing system that is accepted and standardized (Premsrirat 2007c).
For those with a traditional writing system, an orthography bridge may be needed such
as Mon (Mae Klong), where a practical Thai-based orthography is used as a tool for
studying the Mon script and Mon traditional writing system. Once they have practiced
the writing system and have helped to develop it, they can write whatever they have in
mind. They can write stories (stage 1-4 books), songs, poetry, personal experiences,
and folklore. To be empowered to do these, the language speakers are happy and proud
of their work. The dictionary can be compiled and the literature in local languages can
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be produced. The writing tools can also be used for recording oral literature from the
elderly people such as stories and folktales, poetry, and local knowledge about herbal
medicine. For those ready to offer an ethnic language class in school, teaching—learn-
ing materials will be produced in the local language. Those mentioned are attempts by
the language speakers at the grassroots community and academics (mainly linguists).

5 School-Based Language Revitalization

School-based language revitalization is highly prestigious and a dream of the lan-
guage speakers. Of the language groups that still have enthusiastic speakers, they
would prefer to have their language taught in school as part of language revitaliza-
tion program. There are two types of programs:

e Teaching Mother Tongue (MT) as a Subject (Chong, Nyah Kur, Northern Khmer,
Mon (Ratchaburi))

» Teaching Mother Tongue-Based Bilingual Education (MTB BE) (Patani Malay—
Thai, Northern Khmer—Thai, Mon—-Thai, Lavua—Thai, Hmong—Thai)

Chong and Patani Malay have been selected as case studies to present two kinds
of school-based language revitalization programs that involve strong participation
of the language speakers and community.

5.1 Chong Language Revitalization Project (CLRP)

Chong is an indigenous language, spoken in Chanthaburi Province, Thailand. At
present, there are about 2,000—4,000 speakers. It belongs to the Austroasiatic lan-
guage family (Pearic branch) and is very famous for its four registers. There has
been a rapid decrease in the number of speakers over the last 30 years. Chong peo-
ple under 30 do not speak Chong. Thai is their first language. Only the older people
use Chong in many situations.

The CLRP began with minor cooperation between Chong elders and Mahidol lin-
guists with whom they had formed good relationships following earlier linguistic field
work in the Chong area, where the Chong people were invited to join the Field
Methods in Linguistic classes. The Chong people are aware that their language is
declining. They also realize that their language can be written down and can be taught
to other people as well as to their younger generation. They then joined hands with
their Mahidol friends for language revitalization (Premsrirat and Malone 2006).

The pilot project began with community motivation and commitment. They then
received financial support from the Thailand Research Fund (TRF) to conduct
community-based research to solve the problem of language shift and to work on a
language revitalization program. Apart from that, they received technical support
(as well as moral or psychological support) from an academic institution (Mahidol
University, network-linguists, and education experts).
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Fig. 1.8 Developing Chong orthography and producing literature in Chong language

Education is used as a tool for language revitalization. Since most ethnic minorities,
like the Chong, want to have their language taught to their children at school, language
documentation and language development are needed so that ethnic minority lan-
guages can be used in education as a tool for language revitalization. As part of the
school-based language revitalization, a writing system for Chong was developed, and
reading materials were produced. The Chong language is now taught as the subject
“Local Studies” to students in three primary schools in the area. The CLRP includes
orthography development, literature production, curriculum development, teaching
Chong as a subject in school, and a Chong Community Learning Center for the com-
munity at large. Other ethnolinguistic groups with the same problem such as the Nyah
Kur and the So (Thavung) use the Chong project as a model and adapt it for their own
purposes (Figs. 1.8 and 1.9).

5.2 Patani Malay-Thai Mother Tongue-Based Bilingual
Education Project in Southern Thailand

The Patani Malay (PM) language is spoken by more than one million Muslim-Thai
people in southern Thailand living along the Thai—-Malaysian border. In this area,
language identity is an issue. It is believed to be one of the main causes underlying
the political unrest and violence. The PM language is not officially accepted or used
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Fig. 1.9 Chong reading materials

in education. It is also declining as evidenced in urban areas of Narathiwat, Pattani,
and Yala where a mixed language or creole is being developed and in Satun where
language death is obvious. Another related big problem is chronic underachieve-
ment in schools. Children attend schools where Thai, the official/national language
(but a language which is not their mother tongue), is the only medium of instruction
and the content is not relevant to their local context. Because of this, the Patani
Malay children scored the lowest in the national examinations given by the Ministry
of Education. That means 35—40 % of the grade 3 students are still illiterate.

Patani Malay Speaking Communities
in Thailand’s Deep South

83% or more than a million population

Language Situation Survey

3

Language use / ability/ attitude

Patani Malay (PM)

Mixed PM and Thai

Thai (Standard Thai)

Southern Thai

Bahasa Malaysia (Standard Malay)

Ll o o
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Language Learning and Literacy Process
“Step by Step”

continue Oral and Literacy in Thai,
Patani Malay, Central Malay G.250.8
(Jawi, Rumi), English etc.
Begin Literacy in Thai S

Oral Thai KG.2
Begin Literacy in PM

Oral Thai KG.A1

Prereading- Prewriting =.2)

KG.1

Begin with Oral PM (in school setting) (s.1)

Fig. 1.10 Language learning and literacy process

A Patani Malay-Thai mother tongue-based bilingual education has been
conducted as an action participatory research project in four schools in the south-
ernmost provinces of Thailand (Premsrirat 2010). To address the problems of these
learners, Mahidol University started a Mother Tongue-Based Education Bilingual
Project in a selected Patani Malay community in southern Thailand, after the pre-
liminary research such as the language situation survey has been done. The goals
are to facilitate Patani Malay-speaking children to speak, read, and write well in
both Patani Malay and Thai, to retain their Malay identity at the local level and Thai
identity at the national level and to be able to live with dignity in the wider Thai
society in order to foster true and lasting national reconciliation. The project was
designed to develop the cognitive skills of the learners as well as their ability to use
Thai as a language of learning in the later years of their primary education. The
project adheres to the following principles of curriculum design: (1) academic
development based on Ministry of Education standards coupled with the commu-
nity’s values and goals; (2) language development in a step-by-step process, starting
with their mother tongue (Patani Malay) and gradually bridging to the official lan-
guage (Thai), developing the four skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing
in both languages simultaneously; and (3) sociocultural development that helps the
students preserve their local cultural identity as well as develop a national Thai
identity (Figs. 1.10, 1.11, 1.12, and 1.13).

The Patani Malay-Thai bilingual project is being piloted in four primary
schools in four southernmost provinces of Thailand where kindergarten 1 and 2
are taught first in Patani Malay, while the Thai language is introduced gradually.
This approach will continue through primary grade six. The Southern Border
Province Administrative Center planned to expand the project into 27 schools in
the academic year 2012.
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Fig. 1.12 Reading big books
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Fig. 1.13 Learning the four
skills of listening (thinking),
speaking, reading, and
writing
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Pam_nl-s;m happy watching their children’s performance
in the class.

Fig. 1.14 Happy time at school

Comparing the test scores of learners of the Patani Malay pilot bilingual classes
with the scores of learners belonging to control groups, it was found that the stu-
dents in the pilot classes scored higher (avg. 72.14 %) than those belonging to the
comparison groups (41.91 %). Furthermore, it was also observed that the learners in
the pilot classes were happy, talkative, and creative. They loved going to school and
loved reading and writing. The teachers were also happy and the parents were proud
of their children (Fig. 1.14).

Two major factors which contributed to these positive results were local
community support and a cooperative relationship between the schools and the
community members ensuring that the projects are planned and implemented effec-
tively. Multiple stakeholders, like local scholars and artists, religious leaders, school
administrators, teachers, parents, academics, and other education officials, were
given intensive workshops by Mahidol University to enable them to develop cur-
riculum and teaching—learning materials which are culturally appropriate to the
existing knowledge of the learners and still meet the standards set by the Ministry
of Education, Thailand. The curriculum emphasizes meaning and understanding as
well as accuracy and higher levels of thinking that will enable learners to know, to
understand, to analyze, and to be creative in all types of learning activities.
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Specifically, the community members and stakeholders were actively involved in
the development of orthography, instructional materials, teaching methodology,
curriculum design, and lesson plans, and most importantly in providing technical,
financial, and psychological support.

Thai-based PM is used as a tool for literacy facilitate and to
atransition to literacy in Thai

The approach pioneered among the Patani Malay is seen as a model for other
ethnic minority groups both large and small in Thailand and also among SEAMEO
country members. MTB MLE is currently being used as a model for similar projects
with various language groups in other parts of Thailand including hill tribe groups
such as Lavua-speaking groups in the north and Khmer-speaking groups in the east.

6 International Responses

Language crisis is a global issue. Globalization and nationalism have contributed to
the forced assimilation of diverse linguistic and cultural identities into the dominant
culture. The reaction from grassroots communities and academics has been wit-
nessed. The UN has responded by calling for the protection and preservation of
language and cultural diversity through consecutive campaigns to raise awareness
of this global issue. Some of the examples are UNESCO’s declaration designating
the 21st of February as International Mother Language Day. The UN declaration for
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2008 as the “International Year of Languages” accompanied by a list of language-
related projects, conferences, publications, and web forums dealing with such issues
as language education, endangered languages, intercultural dialogue, indigenous
knowledge, and language needs of handicapped persons. In the UN Secretary
General’s 2008 speech declaring the International Year of Languages, he called for
immediate steps to protect and promote endangered languages and to ensure their
preservation for the future generations. “The loss of these languages would not only
weaken the world’s cultural diversity, but also our collective knowledge as a human
race” (Bun Ki-moon — UN Secretary General).

As for the basic education issue, there is a worldwide UN campaign in support
of “Education for All” (EFA) in 2015, and the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) provide ethnic minorities with the benefits derived from using the mother
tongue-based education. In addition, the United Nations Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples, Article 131 states “Indigenous peoples have the right to revi-
talize, use, develop and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, oral
traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures,” and the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Article 14 requires that “States
shall, in conjunction with indigenous peoples, take effective measures, in order for
indigenous individuals, particularly children, including those living outside their
communities, to have access, when possible, to an education in their own culture
and provided in their own language.”

UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization),
UNICEF (United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund), and SEAMEO
(Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organization) also play active roles in pro-
moting mother tongue-based education for ethnic minority children around the
world to help them to succeed at school and be included within the larger society
while still maintaining their heritage language and culture.

7 Redefining ‘“Thainess’’: Embracing Diversity,
Preserving Unity

In Thailand, globalization and nationalism have contributed to the forced assimila-
tion of diverse linguistic and cultural identities into the dominant culture. The con-
cept of “Thainess” was developed, defined, and has been periodically adjusted to
the changing society by notable Thai intellectuals since the 1950s. The main
purpose has been to support and maintain the centralized political regime and
the hierarchical social structure. This ideology has had a profound influence on
the Thai way of thinking and ideology of Thai society and culture (Satayanurak
2008). The practice of “Thainess” in its original senses which is mainly based on
three things, the nation (216), the religion (A1&u7), and the monarchy
(WSzUNINW@SE ), normally refers to the Thai language which is the official/
national language used to unify all people into one nation, with Buddhism as the
religion of the majority, under the universal patronage of the monarchy. To be a
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Thai is to speak Thai, to act or behave as a Thai, to be “good” like a Thai should, and
to be educated and maintain one’s socioeconomic status according to Thai values.
Traits such as a friendly smile by Thais, as “mai pen rai” (not so serious) attitude
and gentle, kind, and generous demeanor are all considered by Thais as characteris-
tics of “Thainess.” Other cultural markers for “Thainess,” which people are gener-
ally aware of, are food, costume, dance, music, and the ubiquitous “wai,” the Thai
gesture for greeting and showing respect. Most people are happy and proud to iden-
tify themselves as Thai. These cultural markers, together with a consciousness of
belonging to the same group, exemplify Thai identity and are generally accepted.

One positive aspect of “Thainess” is that one is able to move up the social hier-
archy and be accepted doing so in the process. However, perhaps more important to
its original adherents is that it can unify people of different ethnicities, languages,
and cultures into a single nation. The use of the Thai language makes it possible for
a common education curriculum to be promoted throughout the entire country. As a
result, we can witness in Khmer—Thai areas, for example, Khmer elders, people
who have joined the revitalization program, writing stories, songs, and poetry in
Northern Khmer by using the Thai-based writing system. The identification of one-
self as Thai, and the recognition and manifestation of Thai cultural markers, gener-
ally indicates an awareness and sense of possession of Thai identity. Notwithstanding
this, a young Patani Malay-speaking man from Pattani may be happy and proud to
be a Thai at a national level, but at the same time prefer to maintain his Melayu
identity at a local level. So, although the promotion of the concept of “Thainess” has
been very successful as far as its primary purpose of nation building is concerned, it
has greatly contributed to the loss of language diversity among the 15 most endan-
gered languages of Thailand and thereby focused attention on identity issues and
cultural conflict among the large language groups in border regions such as the
Patani Malay in southern Thailand.

With strife come solutions and there are now concerted efforts by grassroots
communities to reverse this situation. With the technical support of academics,
progress is being made in revitalizing and maintaining their language and cultural
identity in various ways, including through education. Important methods used to
this end include, first, the teaching of the ethnic language as a main subject such as
those doing it among the Chong, Nyah Kur, Thavung, and smaller, seriously endan-
gered languages facing the same problem and, second, the provision of mother
tongue-based bilingual education to larger language groups, including Patani Malay,
Mon, and Northern Khmer. To be able to cope with the complexity of a changing
society, the notion of what is good for the nation and its citizens, and the required
virtues for leadership, should be broadened. A multilingual/multicultural society
should be envisaged and promoted to accommodate this undervalued cultural diver-
sity. The notion of “Thainess” needs to be redefined to accommodate and maintain
the language and cultural diversity of Thailand to offer ethnolinguistic groups their
own space within Thai political society on an equal basis so that they may be
empowered to live a dignified life with security, justice, and opportunity. Central to
this is access to quality education and employment, to reinvigorate their cultural and
linguistic identity. See also Chaps. 8, 15, and 32 for discussions on “Thainess.”
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8 Reconsideration of National Language Policy

Despite an attempt to guarantee the freedom of expression and non-discrimination
on the basis of fundamental human rights, and an implicit recognition of the inti-
mate connection between language and forms of cultural expression, the current
national language policy is radically out of step with the realities of multilingual-
ism. A national language policy that promotes a multicultural society and supports
the use of ethnic languages in public life, education, and local mass media is crucial
in order to meet the demands and needs of the various marginalized minority groups
in Thailand. Such a policy will open up opportunities to positively exploit the vari-
ety of accumulated wealth and wisdom embodied within such unique cultures and
linguistic histories and will provide sustainable public benefits in terms of both
economic and security gains. It is hoped, therefore, that along with the promotion of
Thai as the national/official language and languages such as English and Chinese as
favored interactional languages, support for the use of ethnic languages belonging
to the Thai and other language families, in public life, education, and the local mass
media, is sorely needed to meet the demands and needs of ethnic minority marginal-
ized groups. Such support will lead to sustainable public benefits in terms of both
economic and security gains. In this way, Thailand will benefit from a language
policy that strengthens the Thai language while preserving Thailand’s ethnic minor-
ity/indigenous languages, encouraging Thais to learn strategic regional and interna-
tional languages and ensuring information access for Thailand’s blind and deaf
communities. The recognition and respect that derives from truly interconnected
and synergized communities will bring together Thais from all walks of life in true
reconciliation, security, and happiness.

9 Conclusion

A dynamic and changing society demands a contemporary approach to interpreting
and managing complex sociocultural issues. The notion of “Thainess,” so effec-
tively absorbed into the universal Thai psyche over more than 50 years, has undoubt-
edly been a cornerstone of nation building and creation of popular identity. It was
also outstandingly successful in justifying and facilitating a centralized administra-
tion and validating traditional prejudices and social inequalities. Its significance
today is diminished in its current, somewhat archaic, guise and a modern and more
sophisticated understanding of what it means to be Thai is overdue: one that meets
the hopes and expectations of all Thais and meets universal standards in terms of
rights and opportunities. For some, this may require a substantive paradigm shift in
perspective, but the potential rewards are unlimited. Reconciliation and capitaliza-
tion of local knowledge and wisdom are just a start. Ultimately, the pride and confi-
dence that comes from true recognition and respect for one’s heritage, culture, and
language is the optimal path to future unity, security, and a wealth of human dignity
which goes to the heart of true Thainess.
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Chapter 2

The Giant Swing (Lo Ching Cha):
Brahmanical Origins and Its Significance
to the Religious Culture of Thailand

Willard G. Van De Bogart

1 Introduction

Stately, silent, motionless, and majestic are two towering teak wood pillars reaching
to the sky in the center of Bangkok symbolizing a gateway to another time and
another world. What was once a center piece for pomp and ceremony attended by
kings and queens is now only a bare reminder of the once grand royal ceremony that
invited the Hindu gods to visit earth.
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This is the Giant Swing, an enigmatic symbol that has been interpreted in many
different ways but is for certain one of the most venerated historical sites in Thailand.

The origins of this stately historical landmark have taken me on a research
adventure, much like a pilgrimage to a sacred site, causing me to wonder how in fact
the humble swing became such a spiritual icon for the Nation State of Thailand. The
many descriptions which are offered to explain what the swing is used for does not,
as I have discovered, tell the whole story on how a swing could become Thailand’s
most important spiritual symbol with the exception of the emerald Buddha. Be that
as it may, I believe that after reviewing the historical literature mentioned below and
the current research related to swinging in the Hindu culture, a new appreciation for
this landmark in Thailand will be gained.

2 Historical Perspective

Before I repeat any of the popular definitions of the Giant Swing, a short survey of
the magical and spiritual uses of swings both ancient as well as in recent times is in
order.

There have been a few other researchers who have also been curious about the
origins of swinging. Most notable is James G. Fraser (1919) who wrote “Swinging
as a Magical Rite,” and Mircea Eliade (2004), who devoted extensive time research-
ing how shamans used swinging in their rituals and referred to it as “Magical Flight.”
More recently, two Russian researchers (Sharapov and Nesanelis 1997) went to
North Russia’s Komi Republic and Tumen region and analyzed the theme of swing-
ing used by shamans in their folklore and ritual texts. Their ethnographic research
lends insight into the rhythmic perception in traditional worldview, as well as
rhythm as a cultural and creational mechanism. The insights to rituals connected
with the swinging motion were found to be associated with symbols of cyclical
time, purification, sexuality, and the banishment of evil forces. The migration of the
Akha tribe from the Yunnan region in Western China into Thailand brought with
them their own swinging festival (Kacha-ananda 1971). In India, practically every
region has an annual swinging festival, the oldest being in Orissa (Bhattacharya
2010) as well as references to swinging in the Vedic scriptures (Tandya Maha
Brahmana, Vol. V, Chapter 1, Verse 10) of which we can take some clues and cover
later to further our understanding of swinging.

Why swinging had been created by all these ancient cultures would take more
space than this chapter allows, but there are certain features about swinging which
can be discussed so that a clearer view of the act of swinging can be understood in
the context of a cosmological framework.

Eventually, we will arrive at the doorstep of an ancient temple in Ayutthaya,
Thailand, where a swing was offered as a gift to King Ramathibodi II, the 11th King
of Siam (1491-1538), by two Brahman priests from South India (Van Vliet 1640).
Let us first consider what swinging could represent and take our cues from Sharapov
and Nesanelis (1997). These authors suggest that swinging originally came from an
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interpretive sense of the cosmos as it was seen by our earliest ancestors spread
out before them in the heavens, but they did not have a developed language to com-
municate what the heavens meant or how to describe what it was they actually saw.
The world must have appeared to our ancestors as some sort of magical symphony
composed of all the elements in the natural world presented as a myriad of kaleido-
scopic imagery. We could probably assume that the number of physical events
which affected our earliest ancestors either caused them to become entranced by
what they saw or extremely fearful of what they heard. Obviously, both forms of
emotional responses were elicited by a reaction to the unknowingness of what
constituted the makeup of the physical world. However, once our ancestors became
accustomed to the repetition of these natural events, they then could be accepted and
integrated into the existing social fabric. The symbolic significance of the phenomena
of heavenly bodies is what eventually evolved into rituals and much later into religions.
It was the inception of these natural phenomena into the cognitive framework
of man’s perceived world that prompted him to be very curious as to why stars and
other celestial events moved in the heavens the way they did.

Obviously, this process of merging mind and heaven has been going on for thousands
of years, as is evidenced by recent archaeological discoveries of fire altars, dated
3000 BCE, in the Harappan civilization (Feuerstein et al. 1995). Trying to imagine
how events that were taking place in the heavens became part of everyday rituals
for early civilizations may be difficult to understand. However, accepting the propo-
sition that heaven and earth were connected in the minds of our early ancestors as
one cosmocentric whole, which offered meaning and sustenance to their existence,
then what we see today with rituals and ceremonies most assuredly originated from
a time unknown; a time when language began and meaning was being developed.

Saraswati (1995: 1) suggests that the traditional vision of man is cosmocentric.
In his introduction to the oral tradition, he states:

Man is made up of four of five cosmic elements. The cosmic order that governs the dynamism
of all reality, envelops human life, creates awareness, and signifies patterns of culture. As a
result, the cosmic equilibrium is maintained both in nature and in culture. This primal
vision is incontestable and fully integrated in two different but related traditions; the textual
and the oral. The textual tradition offers a complete and systematic analysis of the universe.
Reflections of the oral tradition are more concentrated in practice than systematic in analysis.

Within this oral or pretextual tradition, we can only imagine how the early
personifications with nature were implemented within small tribal groupings. Since
the origin of the swing is our main concern, we need to look at what the natural
phenomena, comprised of the five elements, and the nature of being human have in
common. What aspect to the integration of man and nature exhibit swinging? I pose
a simple question of what exactly is swinging. What function was experienced
initially in the hoary past which could be demonstrated by something suspended in
the air only to be watched and witnessed moving with the wind? Clues to answering
this question are many. Trees move in the wind, comets move across the sky, birds
fly in the air, the breath moves in and out of the human body, the sun and moon
move back and forth across the sky, and the heavens show a rhythmic oscillation
with the stars. In a sense, everything in nature is swinging and nothing is static.
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Swinging was a part of life, and the imaginings of nature’s movements were built
into the creation stories of these early oral cultures and eventually acceptance on
how certain relationships of the forces of nature could be explained led to performing
sacrifices and rituals.

Of the many phenomena that could be witnessed by our earliest ancestors, none
could be more dramatic than seeing a solar eclipse or a comet streaking across
the heavens with thunderous explosions in its wake. The water that fell out of the
sky produced most all of the creation myths that were populated with gods who
represented these sounds of thunder and bolts of lightning which most certainly
caused fear and trembling and a deep respect for the forces of nature. But, it was in
the evening, with no observable sun or moon that another sight unfolded, one which
we of today still observe no differently than in times past, which is none other than
the star studded canopy in the heavens.

This star-studded canopy is our template to work with as we try to understand
how our ancient ancestors perceived the heavens. What kind of inner reflections of
the universe were imagined when trying to formulate ideas and postulate concepts
of existence? At this point, we have to consider the primal elements affecting those
distant people in a time when only sensual data was experienced and from
those assumed sensual impressions try to understand how a complex social order
developed where obeisance to all these celestial phenomena took on a self-organizing
principle on how people would interact among themselves and the world around
them. This was the birth of a cosmocentric lifestyle where everything had meaning
and was integrated into every aspect of daily living.

To offer an explanation on how swinging began from this cosmocentric
worldview, I will suggest, as Saraswati (1995) states, that they originated out of this
cosmocentric lifestyle, which permeated the early tribal cultures, and in an attempt
to describe their world began with the natural forces comprising earth, air, fire and,
water. When early man became conscious of his contact with nature, he personified
the phenomena of nature (Chaubey 1998). These early cultures also created
gods who became supernatural and have been part of all tribal and orthodox rituals
up to the present day.

3 Tribal Swinging
3.1 Origins of Hook Swinging

Included in these cosmocentric cultures were stories and beliefs where a central
pole or pillar would be installed in the center of the village symbolizing a connection
between the upper world and the underworld thus establishing their center in
the universe. How this central pole (stamba) and swinging (dola) were combined
can be seen in the very ancient act of the charak-puja (Fig. 2.1), better known as
“hook swinging.”
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Fig. 2.1 Churruck Poojah on the banks of the Ganges by James Moffat, c. 1806

The relationship of hook swinging to the classical forms of swinging has not
been discussed at great length in the literature. However, in 1914, a lengthy description
of hook swinging was published suggesting it may be a direct link to an earlier form
of human sacrifice (Powell 1914).

Sacrifice as a way to identify with the cosmic order was a way early humans
could identify with the larger macrocosm and how the original cosmic man (Purusha)
came into existence from out of the primordial waters where only the intention of
existence was vibrating in the universe (Feuerstein et al. 1995). Anthropologists
distinguish two streams of traditions in India called the “high” tradition which uses
the legitimacy of the Vedic scriptures and the “low” traditions which are dependent
on oral traditions and myths (Khubchandani 1995). Obviously, the Brahmins followed
the high tradition and conducted rituals to the gods utilizing swinging which
was not associated with bodily sacrifices. Both forms of swinging, aboriginal and
caste, did exist side by side for centuries. But, the swinging performed by the lower
tradition was a syncretic ritual combining both nature and man representing a
cosmocentric worldview.

The liturgical and scriptural forms of swinging were created to have more access
to the gods rather than be dictated by them. This is clearly demonstrated in the
Thiruppavai and Thiruvempavai ceremony in Thailand where the gods are actually
invited to come down to earth. The scriptures which show more direct access to the
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Fig. 2.2 Native American Indians in a Sundance suspension ritual

gods were associated with astronomy and the meaning given to the stars in order to
explain creation which eventually became the origins of all the creation myths.

Two other forms of ancient swinging are worth mentioning briefly, one suspension
swinging by the Native American Indians and the airborne swinging by the
Akha tribe in Northern Thailand. I include these two types of swinging to show how
placing the body in the air was an act of sacrifice and a form of ritual which seems
to be pervasive in all tribal cultures most likely being reminiscent of a very ancient
memory of some event that took place in the distant past. I will cover this aspect of
an ancient memory and the symbols which can still be found related to ancient
Hindu scriptures in the last section (Fig. 2.2).

Piercing the flesh and being suspended in the air was a sacrifice performed by the
Native Americans in order to reach a trance state so as to receive spiritual guidance
from the invisible spirits and a way to offer the physical body in exchange for a
spiritual life (Campos 2010). The Sundance ceremony recognized the sun’s new rise
every day representing rebirth after a symbolic death. This is a clear example of how
powerful the impressions of nature held over the minds of these native people.

3.2 Ethnic Swinging in Thailand

The Akha tribe in the north of Thailand installs four poles in the ground (Fig. 2.3),
and by attaching a single cord at the apex they can swing out into the air.

The history of the Akha swing ceremony suggests that Appremiere, the Akha’s
god, created the world. The gods Umsa and Umyae were also created representing
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Fig. 2.3 Akha swing
ceremony Chiang Rai
Province, Thailand

the rain and sunshine. Theses gods were man and wife and had one son, Umsahyee,
and one daughter, Umsahyeh. It is told that the swing ceremony was started by
Umsahyeh to honor the godparents and assure plenty of rain and sunshine. All three
depictions of the tribal swing exhibit a cosmocentric relationship to the natural
forces (Kacha-ananda 1971).

4 Swinging in Ancient Temples of India

4.1 Archaeological Evidence for Swinging

The rural communities of the coastal and central areas of Orissa perform the Danda
ritual devoted to the Shiva-Shakti cult; however, among the more orthodox Hindus,
Durga or Devi is far more popular (Citaristi 1995). It is interesting to note that in
these Danda rituals, self-punishments were performed whereby swinging was done
upside down over burning ashes and known as the ritual of Ugra Pata. I mention this
because burning coals will be made clearer when the archaeological research by
Godbole (2010) is cited where he refers to meteors hitting the earth.

It is in the Eastern province of Orissa that we find the oldest swing ceremony
dating as far back as the second century CE (Bhattacharya 2010). The name given
to this swing ceremony is the Rajo (menstruation) which coincides with the summer
solstice in the northern hemisphere. The ancient name associated with this ancient
geographical area of India is Kalinga. Rajo (menstruation) is a 3-day “menstrual
period” for mother earth and a date coincident with the Gemini asterism (mithuna).
At the geo-location of Orissa, the Rajo is held on the second day where the sun
touches the ecliptic with the Gemini asterism and is called Sankranti and is the main
day of the swing festival. In this same geo-location, on the full moon during spring



30 W.G. Van De Bogart

equinox the swing ceremony is called the “Dola Purnima.” This full moon is in
syzygy with central Orissa and is the location of the Lord Jagannath temple dated
between the nineteenth and fifteenth centuries CE. At the Eastern gate of the temple
is an engraving of a large ship in sailing mode, showing Kalinga, the great sovereign,
sitting on a swing seat. The main significance of these two festivals in ancient
Kalinga is that of the king sitting on the seat of a swing and traveling on a ship in
the sacred temple. This makes the Rajo directly related to astronomical indicators
giving us more clues that the swing has more symbolism associated with it than was
initially recognized by earlier scholars, i.e., Gerini, Frazer, and Wales.

Another astronomical indicator at Lord Jagannath’s temple is a carved relief of
Nataraja (Fig. 2.7) which acts like a celestial compass (Fig. 2.8) (Bhattacharya and
Nail 2008). The discovery was made by showing how alpha Orionis (Rudra-star
Betelgeuse) moves away from the ecliptic and celestial equator, now at 7° north of
the equator. In 60 more years, Rudra will move south of the equator and be closer to
beta-Orionis (Gouri -star Rigel) in the Gemini asterism as it begins to move north.
This Hara-Gouri conjunction is how precessional movement brought these two stars
together creating the concept of swinging. These findings and others came from
noticing how the temple complexes at Bhubaneswar were built to reflect the position
of the stars. In particular, the Parasurameswara temple acted as the center forming a
star pattern (Taraka) formed by radial lines drawn out and connected to other
temples in the area. A similar radial pattern could be found directly above in the
heavens with alpha Orionis (Rudra-Beatleguese) being the center. The Orion
constellation was, therefore, a very significant part of this temple complex in the
Siddhantic (naked eye viewing) astronomy texts with beta-Orionis (Rigel) given the
Puranic name of Bana Raj, meaning “King with Arrow.” The relationship between
Parasurameswara and Lingaraj temples is noteworthy. The star Sirius is called
Lubdhaka and in the Siddhanta the consort of Rudra is Lubdhaka, which corresponds
to the temple on the ground identified as Gouri, which is located directly next to
Parasurameswara. Prior to the tenth century CE, Siva was the presiding deity of the
Parasurameswara temple and would travel with a priestly entourage to the Gouri
temple thus mirroring the Siddhantic connection of the stars of Rudra and Lubdhaka.
This ceremony is still held today with a swing ceremony indicating its celestial
origins. In fact, the most ancient Hindu temple art in Bhubaneswar depicting a
swing is from the late eighth century CE and is in the Mukteswar temple (Fig. 2.4)
as well as the elaborately carved Torana (arched gateway) used for swinging
(Fig. 2.5). The swing at Mukteswar could have been used as a celestial reference for
the movement between these two stars of Rudra and Gouri.

This being the case, it is entirely possible that the act of swinging was a way to
travel the entire arc of heavens and also a way to understand the position of the stars.
The swing could have acted as a celestial dial with the arms and legs of Lord Shiva
(Anirudha — synonym of Siva) fixing a center place in the universe among the stars
(much like the Stamba) but using alpha Orionis as the center. The swing would then
symbolize the inclination of the ecliptic approaching and receding from the celestial
equator mimicking the movement of Orion over time as well as the precessional
cycle of 26,000 years, thus making Nataraja a candidate as a precessional marker.
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Fig. 2.4 Eighth century CE
carving depicting swinging

Fig. 2.5 Torana at
Mukteswar temple

The Giant Swing Ceremony in Thailand, which invites Lord Shiva to earth once
a year, shows a direct relationship to this ancient ceremony in Kalinga, India,
where the center of the universe is symbolized by a swing. The name Taraka was
taken from the Thiruvachagam and Koyil purana where it mentions the “Forest of
Taraka” where Lord Shiva, in his Nataraja form, is said to have appeared on earth
for the first time indicating the center of the universe. The star Anirudha (Siva) is the
central member of the Orion constellation known as Kalapurusha (embodiment
of time) giving the Nataraja its symbolic reference to other stars.
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Fig. 2.6 Nataraja at Lord
Jagannath temple with
compass overlay

Fig. 2.7 Star pattern over
compass

The term Taraka also means falling star indicating Shiva’s footstep on earth was
none other than a celestial citing. More on this aspect of a falling star will be
covered later in the paper (Figs. 2.6 and 2.7).

The heights to which swinging became a significant part of the temple complexes
in India is best shown at the Chittuldroog temple in Chamondee (Fig. 2.8). The three
worlds of Hindu cosmology comprised of hell, heaven, and earth were always
connected by a central pillar which can be seen at the tenth century Chittuldroog
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Fig. 2.8 Pillar and swing in the court of Chamundi Temple, Chitradurga

temple. Placed directly in front of the pillar is a swing carved from solid stone.
By juxtaposing the swing next to the cosmic pillar is a significant indication to its
inherent celestial symbolism. Similarly, a central pillar and swing were installed
at the founding of the new capital of Bangkok. There can be no question as to the
influence the Vedic swing ceremony had on how the Chakri dynasty would use both
these Hindu artifacts to symbolize a relationship to the heavens as well as securing
a way to communicate with the gods.

But, the Chamundi temple is not the only temple with a stone structure still
standing indicating that swinging was a major part of the rituals and ceremonies of
these ninth to tenth century temple complexes. The ancient Vitthala temple of
Hampi in old Vijayanagara is a beautifully carved swing made from granite
(Fig. 2.9). This swing is referred to as a mandapa with two cylindrical columns.
Metal hooks attached to the beam above held a swing in which a sacred image was
placed when it was removed from the Hoysalas (marriage hall) named Kalyana
Mandapam when gods and goddesses were united on festive days. It is noteworthy
to mention that there is a ceremonial avenue starting from the main temple gate
where a chariot process takes place and the gods are transported to the swing. This
is exactly what is meant by a “ship bound to heaven” which I will discuss further on.

4.2 Astronomical References to Swinging

Another example is the Hindola Torana at the Mala Devi temple in Gyaraspur
(Fig. 2.10) built during the medieval period, in Madhya Pradesh. Mala Devi
temple — sixteenth century — is constructed on the eastern slope of the hill. The temple
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Fig. 2.9 Swing at Vitthala
temple in Hampi

Fig. 2.10 Hindola Torana —
Gyaraspur

is partly rock-cut and partly structural. The sanctum door jambs have Ganga,
Yamuna, and other Hindu deities. Inside the sanctum are placed four Jain Tirthankar
images, seated on padmasana. There is a sikhara above the sanctum, where
Vaishnavi, seated on Garuda, is placed. What can we deduce from these symbolic
deities? Most significantly is the river Ganga also referred as the celestial river or
the Milky Way and Vishnu mounted on Garuda who is ready to take flight. The
double arches sitting on top of the cross beam could very easily symbolize the
swinging path of the stars during the long precessional cycle as (Allen 2008) has
indicated on the planisphere diagram (Fig. 2.11) which also shows the celestial
river (Ganga), Milky Way galaxy. Allen (2008) sees the study of precession as a
study of time and represents the longest swing period which is the truly great
swing across the heavens. The essence of oscillations, such as swings, is that they
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Fig. 2.11 Celestial gates
(Allen 2008)

represent the return to origins. For Allen, the giant swing in the heavens symbol-
izes the restoration of the cognition of creative intent which is the same as (Reiser
1978) with his intent of creation.

5 Swinging Mentioned in Tamil Lyrics

Accompanying rituals were human sounds which are now classified as chants, man-
tras, and songs (Staal 1996: 191-362). The integration of all these elements
are beyond the scope of this chapter, but the seeds for the origin of swinging most
certainly comes from these primal observances and enactments of human behavior
through sound.

Much later on in the evolution of tribal cultures, the oral traditions were translated
into written form. This process of human sounds leading to a meaningful exchange
of language for communication took thousands of years to develop. The symbolism
is quite extensive when we approach the pathways of the gods with their descent to
earth and return to their heavenly abode, which has been a recurring theme in all
cosmogonic myths. In Indian music, we have terms signifying going from a low
pitch to a high pitch (Aarohanam) and from a high pitch to a low pitch (Avarohanam)
(Ramaswamy 2010). In the Dasaavataara stotram mentioning the Matsya Avataaram
(Vishnu as fish), the interpretation is as follows:

ChaDaa Dola AarOha sadOhalLam bhagavatha
The ebb and flow of the waves of the Ocean seemed to be a swinging cradle that soothed
and almost lulled Him into a comfortable reverie (Ramaswamy).

The word avatara is taken from this descending pitch to symbolize the gods coming
down to the earth. Krishna is the eighth avatar of Vishnu and is always placed in a
swing in many fertility rites throughout India. And all these rites have been well
described in the Upanishads. English translations of Carnatic lyrics by (Dasu 2010)
from the composer Annamacharya provides us with these lyrics relating to the swing.
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In this song, alara chanchala maina — madhyamAuvati — Adi describes symbolically
the cycle of creation as the divine sport of the Almighty. He visualizes the swing as
the cosmos with Dharma as base:

Oh Lord, You shine in all souls and also in the air we breath. The transient nature of creation
is your divine leela and splendor. It is the divine swing.

The dawn and dusk are mountain-like pillars and the sky itself is beam across, bearing
the swing-like cosmos.

The Vedas are golden chains holding the swing safely. The seat of the cradle is Dharma.
It is indeed an amazing swing.

The panoramic clouds enhance your brilliance, shinning like a blue mountain. The
clouds are your ornaments.

Beautiful women feared that the cosmos would tilt but they continue to push the swing
swiftly. The scary movement of the swing made you embrace your consort. The celestial
women found your delight and happiness in the swing. It is a rare feast to Brahma and other
celestials to worship you. The magnificent Lord of Venkatadri is extremely delighted with
the swing.

Venkatadri is in reference to a hill which was a seat of the worship of Vishnu near
the temple of Tirumala in Tirupati. When Vishnu incarnated as Krishna it inspired
Saint Andal, 1 of 12 alvars (saints) of India, to write her 30 Thiruppavai stanzas in the
seventh century CE of which the last two are chanted at the Giant Swing Ceremony in
Bangkok. The significance of the Giant Swing Ceremony to be called the Thiruppavai
can only be appreciated when the meaning of these stanzas are put into perspective
as being composed by Sri Andal the quintessence incarnation of Sri Bhumi Devi the
Divine Consort of Sriman Narayana (Swamy 2010; Padmanabhan 1999).

When a marrying couple is seated on a swing, it is called Oonjal or Oonchal.
During the Jhulan Yatra festival, people celebrate the divine love between Lord
Krishna and Radha (Fig. 2.12). Songs are sung when the bride and groom swing for
the first time on a decorated swing. This is not simply a ritual but a divine message
to be one with nature. All throughout India, the swing ritual praises Vishnu or
Krishna. These are two translated stanzas by (Ramachander 2010: 1 on blog):

After erecting the magical pillars of red coral,
After hanging the hooks made of emerald,
On the very pretty swing made of nine gems,
Abhimanyu and Vathsala, please swing.

One side swung by Indra and his wife Sasi,

And another side swung by Lord Shiva and Parvathi,

With the accompaniment of Veena played by Dumburu and Narada, Please swing along
with Sri Ranga Natha

6 Perspectives on the Meaning of Swinging

The swing referred to as a “ship bound for heaven” was mentioned by Eilade (1958:
103) and is found in the Tandya Maha Brahmanas. The chariot pulled along the
ceremonial avenue at the Vitthala temple in Hampi was also a ship bound for heaven
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Fig. 2.12 Lord Krishna and
Radha

as it was transporting the gods out to the swing to travel among the stars. A more
complete interpretation of this ship sailing across the Milky Way is expressed by
Gerini (1892: 39) who states that

In the cosmogonies where the sky is held to be a liquid mass or celestial ocean (something
like the ‘waters that are above the firmament’) as in the Egyptian, all planetary bodies and
stars — personified as gods or animal deities- are floating on it and sailing across in it boats.

The celestial story becomes even more interesting when we consider that a ship
is carved on a wall at Lord Jagannath temple in Orissa carrying a swing on its deck,
which can be none other than a ship sailing (swinging) on the eternal ocean. Gerini
(1892) located the ship on the Hindu planisphere in the seventh Nakshatra
(Punarvasu) which is identified as the same ship where Vishnu took on the image
of a fish (Matsya). It is here that there are two rivers which Gerini explains are on
the northern and southern parts of the Hindu planisphere forming the Milky Way
and are called the Akasa Ganga (perennial sky stream). It is at either end of these
rivers that there are two gates. The southern gate is the one through which Vishnu
and Shiva pass through to visit the human world during the swing ceremony. This
celestial drama is demonstrated in (Fig. 2.13) where on either side of the planisphere
adotted line is shown connecting the gates of man and the gates of gods. Recognizing
how our earth aligns with the sun and the galactic center was a reason why the
ancients held rituals and built monuments so as to harmonize with the universal will
and movements of the heavens (Hedke 2008).

On January 11, 2011, the gates of the gods were directly above in the heavens
and the Giant Swing Ceremony in Bangkok, held on the second lunar month, was
the time when the gates of Kailash were opened by the royal priest at the Devasthan
Bosth Brahman temple inviting Shiva and Vishnu to visit earth. Slowly, a more
complete picture of the hidden cosmology behind this ancient ceremony of swinging
was beginning to fall into place.
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Fig. 2.13 Galactic axis
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Eliade (1958) explains how solstice rites mentioned in the Mahavrata were
composed by Sivaistic ascetics and would have priests (hotrs) placed on swings
referred to as the breaths of prana, yvana, and apana. Likewise, shamans also partake
in some form of flying or swaying of their body under the influence of mind-altering
substances (Whitten 2007) similar to the ancient Soma ritual that included the inges-
tion of Ephedra (Lamberg-Karlovsky 2002). Ephedra is the well-known substance
used in the drink of the gods called “amrita” and was used in these same rituals by
the Sivaistic ascetics to reach the abode of the gods, and residues of it have even
been found in the fire altars at Harappa.

The recent discovery of a Harappan script containing an unusual spiral image
next to a unicorn has been uncovered by Godbole (2010). The Harappan scripts
are still largely undeciphered, but there is no question there where symbolic
references being made to various aspects of their civilization leading many scholars
to believe they did possess a spoken language (Parpola 2005). Rituals where reference
to swinging has been recorded in the Vedas that reflect celestial events have been
interpreted by Godbole (2010) who associates this “starfish script” (Fig. 2.14) with
a spiral image produced by a comet when it enters earth’s atmosphere (Fig. 2.15).
Godbole interprets the Vedic scriptures to emphasize his beliefs and, as a chemist by
training, analyzed the faience (coatings on the Harappan seals) to determine that
they were made from a clay-like substance whose composition was altered due to
these meteor impacts. His discovery has led to a new interpretation of the Vedic
verses revealing they were eyewitness accounts of celestial phenomena.

The Mahavrata is a very ancient tradition with much of its meaning having been
lost. However, in the first and fifth chapters of the Aitareya Aranyaka of the Rig
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Fig. 2.14 Harappan seal
—2000 BCE

Fig. 2.15 Asteroid — NASA
Jan 29, 2010

Veda there is a detailed description of the Mahavrata rituals where Godbole explains
how the “Hotra” sits on the swing and chants. In Aitareya Aranyaka (1.2.3) there is
an explanation of the swing:

“They ask, why is swing a swing?”” he, who blows is the swing.

Then in RgVeda (7.87.5) mentions the swing as quoted:

On him three heavens rest and are supported, and the three earths are there in six-fold order.
The wise King Varuna hath made in heaven that Golden Swing to cover it with glory.
He swings forward in these worlds and then a swing is a swing.

The interpretations Godbole (2010) offers are very extensive and worth reading.
Another example offered is where the wise King Varuna (who comes from the sky
in a golden swing) and the Falcon (which represents Indra) are symbolic of celestial
objects. And from RgVeda (10.178) called the “Tarkshya Sukta” which is chanted to
avert evil astral bodies. There is not enough space to cover all these translations, but
they show how new interpretations of the Vedas are a direct result of comparing
geological, astronomical, and Vedic scriptures as a way of seeing history though the
eyes of the ancient sages who only knew of their universe from a cosmocentric view
point as was mentioned earlier.

It was the work of two British astronomers who had researched the roles giant
comets play to develop a new theory of “coherent catastrophism” (Napier 2010). Our
solar system periodically passes through the orbit of the Taurid belt of asteroids, as
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it is doing so in our present era, which can eventually cause debris to enter the inner
solar system. These findings are what led Godbole (2010) to infer differently on the
soil samples analyzed by researchers such as Sana Ullah (Cook 1994) in and around
the Mohenjo-Daro region in the Indus Valley. The seal in Fig. 2.11 containing a
spiral-like shape is what Godbole claims is the depiction of an eyewitness account
of a meteor. The image NASA’s Hubble space telescope captured lends credence to
Godbole’s assertion.

7 Interpretations of the Giant Swing in Thailand

We finally arrive at the point in this chapter where we can now look upon the Giant
Swing in Bangkok with a little more understanding of why it is held in such high
esteem as one of Thailand’s most venerated icons. Brahmanic influences are
undoubtedly the source for the idea of swinging as a ceremonial ritual, and throughout
India these rituals go by many names: Dolatsava, Jhula Yatra, Jhoola, Oonchal,
Onnchilla, the well-known Hindola which takes place in the month of Shravan, and
finally the Rajo swing festival in Orissa.

The Giant Swing Ceremony in Bangkok was originally 1 of 12 royal ceremonies
held in each of the months of the Thai lunar calendar in the Sukhothai Kingdom
and officiated over by Brahman priests. Therefore, we are on safe ground when we
compare the meaning of this swinging ritual held once a year in the Tamil lunar
month of Margazhi with the Giant Swing Ceremony in Bangkok. And when we
begin to look more closely at what is taking place in the swinging ritual, it will be
possible to also speculate, with some degree of certainty, the symbolic significance
that the Giant Swing represents for Thailand. Interestingly, it was only in 1931 that
any definitive description of the swinging ceremony held in Thailand was first made
available to the outside world (Wales 1931: 238-255). Although Wales considered
the main reason the swing ceremony took place was to reflect the sun’s passage in
the sky, that view now can be seen as not being the only symbolic function, but in
fact the swing ceremony represents much more than just a solar passage. The other
author to offer his description of the Giant Swing Ceremony was Gerini (1895)
whose interpretation was somewhat different than Wales, prompting Wales to
discard them in favor of his own solar interpretation. So, let’s look at these two
authors’ comments as they are the only two authoritative interpretations on record
for the meaning of the Giant Swing Ceremony in Thailand.

If we consider the new interpretations from Godbole (2010) with a comet impacting
the earth around 3100 BCE and read the Vedic verses with these celestial phenom-
ena in mind, we find that the solar reference can be equated with a comet and not the
sun as Fraser (1919), Wales (1931), and Gerini (1895) had implied. Fraser was the
first to mention that in the RgVeda, the sun is called “the golden swing in the sky”
claiming it helps us understand Vedic rituals by showing how a priest sat in a swing
and touched, with the span of his right hand, at once the seat of the swing and the
ground. In doing so, Fraser goes on to say that “the great Lord has united himself
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with the great lady; the god has united himself with the goddess” (p. 280). This
explanation is where Wales took his cue for the solar interpretation of the swing
because Fraser offers the explanation that the author of the Vedic scripture meant to
indicate that the sun had reached the lowest point on its course closest to earth.
Fraser takes his information from (Griffith 1891).

Wales quotes the same passage in his description of the swinging festival, but
uses a reference to Fraser rather than the original translation by Griffith. Wales’s
interpretation for the Giant Swing Ceremony, as being identified as a sun ceremony,
is based on three assumptions. His first is that it takes place during the winter
solstice; secondly, the swing goes from East to West, the same direction as the course
of the sun; and, thirdly, the circular dancing around the base symbolizes the revolu-
tion of the sun. Wales also adds that the swing ceremony was intended to force Lord
Surya (sun god) to fulfill his function.

Gerini (1895) states exactly the same as Wales, but does so 35 years earlier
mentioning that it is a solstice festival and that the swinging and dancing represent
the revolution and birth of the sun. He also mentions that the swing goes from East
to West in the direction of the course of the sun. So far, Gerini is saying exactly the
same as Wales but doing so in 1895. Gerini also makes an association with the
Hindu Dola Yatra festival admitting that the significant features of the meaning of
the swing were lost in India’s legendary past. Where Wales disagrees with Gerini
is when Gerini makes the association of the swing ceremony representing the churning
of the Ocean of Milk affected by the gods. Both of these interpretations are made
from a familiarity with Hindu mythology available at that time and were the only
descriptions available to the outside world. If we consider Godbole’s interpretation
we find ourselves needing to consider an entirely different scenario for the meaning
of the Vedic scriptures. Quoting from the Mahavrata ceremony, Godbole (2010: 9)
offers this interpretation:

The swing is made from the wood of an Umbar tree. It is supported by erecting two poles
in the ground. The right to occupy the seat is only that of the Hotra. He approaches the
swing, sliding like a serpent and puts his chin on the seat of the swing. Then he uses his
hands to grip the ropes of “darbha” and assumes a sitting posture. While taking swings he
is supposed to keep one foot hanging down so as to brush the ground as the swing descends,
however, he is not allowed to touch the ground with both the feet simultaneously.

Godbole asks the question what is symbolized by this Hotra swinging in from
above, sliding one foot on the ground, and then swinging upwards again. His
interpretation comes from RgVeda 10.120 and believes it symbolizes the birth of
the terrible one and the destruction he caused indicating an awe inspiring fleeting
Falcon (comet) with the Hotra climbing on the swing, sliding like a serpent (moving
in the air) and begins taking swings. He touches the ground with one foot symbolizing
speedy movement or bright celestial objects approaching or even occasionally
touching the surface of the earth. This interpretation is very close to Fraser’s mentioning:
“The great Lord has united himself with the great lady, the god has united himself
with the goddess” (p. 280).

If we seriously consider the geological record indicating a meteor impacting the
earth in 3100 BCE or earlier and also associate these events with Godbole’s
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interpretation of the Vedic scriptures, we can then begin to see how the language
stemming from a cosmocentric world view is full of poetic metaphors providing us
with new insights as to why swinging was held in such high regard. The swing then
could also be looked at as a bright burning comet streaking and crisscrossing against
the sky, touching the earth and causing reverence and obeisance to its awesome
power and presence. These celestial events were recognized as actions fostered
by the gods prompting sacrifices and offerings which would last for thousands of
years to come in order to appease their wrath and ask for their blessings. Many of
the rituals which are performed today are done so without any cognizance of the fact
that they were spawned at the inception of witnessing ancient celestial events, which
I contend, are still embedded in our collective memories allowing the swinging
ceremony to still be faithfully performed and imbued with the same sacred intentions
that were held in the past.

I could easily offer the thought that these celestial events were not a onetime
happening in the heavens, but repeated themselves cyclically throughout the millennia.
To quote Eliade (1954: 3):

If one goes to the trouble of penetrating the authentic meaning of an archaic myth or symbol,
one cannot but observe that this meaning shows recognition of a certain situation in the
cosmos and that, consequently, it implies a metaphysical position.

If I could offer my opinion about the return of these “bright ones” from the depth
of space, as related to the winter solstice of 2012, I would say that our archaic
memories are causing the alarm and the concern worldwide concerning a natural
cataclysm whether from a comet, earthquake, or volcano. For if in fact the Vedic
Falcon returns (Mayan Quetzalcoatl), he will surely bring about a similar fate
as witnessed and recorded by our ancient ancestors in myths and star lore the
world over.

8 Witnessing the Thiruppavai/Thiruvempavai

Understandably, after researching the meaning of swinging rituals worldwide,
especially in India, attending the Giant Swing Ceremony on January 11, 2011 in
Bangkok, it gave me an exhilarating feeling knowing I was entering a very ancient
realm and would be witness to how Brahman priests communicated with the gods.
From my first impressions of this royal ceremony gained from reading the account
that Wales (1931) provided to witnessing a symbolic sacrifice which I understood
was done to appease the gods as Godbole (2010) had indicated caused me to feel as
if T had been caught between an ancient world of sensual imaginings, mythic
musings, and a rational world seeking answers attending a Brahmanical ritual. The
difference between my Western mindset and that of an Eastern mindset could not
have been more apparent. On the evening of January 11, the mythical gates of
Kailash were opened by Phra Rajaguru Vamadevamuni, and Lord Shiva was invited
to visit earth for 10 days.
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Fig. 2.16 Raja Guru opening
the gates of Kailash

Fig. 2.17 Raja Guru
receiving Lord Shiva

The auspiciousness of this ceremony dedicated to the Hindu gods made me realize
how ingrained these ancient beliefs still hold sway over the spiritual foundation of
the Kingdom of Thailand. The gods Lord Surya, Lord Chandra, Goddess Ganga,
and the earth goddess were invited in the early morning hours as shown in (Fig. 2.16),
and in the evening Lord Shiva was invited to visit earth (Fig. 2.17). Lord Ganesh
was also invited to earth, but this ceremony, which is similar to inviting Lord Shiva,
was done in a separate temple dedicated to Lord Ganesh. And although the King
was not observing this most auspicious event as in times past, prayers were still
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Fig. 2.18 Hamsa with shrine
for the gods

offered to the royal family. There was no ceremony around the giant swing;
however, smaller swing posts installed inside the Devasthan Bosth Brahman temple
were used to suspend Hamsa (Brahma’s mount) where small replicas of the gods are
placed in a shrine on his back and swung in a gesture to return the gods back to
Mt. Kailash when the moon was full (Fig. 2.18). Incidentally, the full moon in the
previous month was a full eclipse connected to Lord Shiva as it took place in
the constellation of Mrigashira to the north of Orion in the antelope’s head and
considered by Hindus to be the most important celestial event in the 26,000-year
cycle of the great year (Frawley 2010).

It takes many hours of preparation by the Raja Guru before the swinging actually
takes place lending an atmosphere of sanctity which could only be achieved with all
the ritual details needing to be attended to for preparing the gods for their journey
back to Kailash. This is a very rare ceremony to see because the final sending of the
gods does not happen until the very early hours of the morning shortly after
midnight. When the swing begins its movement, the conch shells are sounded and
chanting lasts for over an hour. This then is the very crucible of the swing ceremony
in the early twenty-first century, but what is a very reduced ceremony compared
with the pageantry that accompanied the Giant Swing Ceremony in the past still has
the accoutrements of a ceremony that fixates on exact procedures which have been
mastered by the royal priest to give to the gods a welcome and a departure fitting the
most austere refinements of respect for the sacredness of these deities.
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9 Discussion and Conclusion

The journey from the beginning of time when speech was first being formulated in
the recesses of our ancestors minds to a small replica of Lord Brahma’s mount car-
rying the miniature replicas of the gods on its back to return to the sacred mountain,
covers a span of time lasting at least a quarter turn of the great year of some 26,000
years. The only evidence of civilizations existing prior to this time are stone mega-
liths and monuments scattered about the surface of the planet and under coastal
waters (Hancock 1998). What I have covered in this chapter is a story of devotion to
nature mimicking the forces impacting the earth leading to poetic expressions that
have been forever saved in rituals and monuments which has led to the idea that our
ancestors were guided by the stars and personified them with names and actions
through verse and song giving us a clue to our shared heritage. By the time the
swing reached the ancient city of Sukhothai, with King Lithai in the early thirteenth
century to ancient Ayutthaya in the early seventeenth century with King Ramathibodi
IT and then King Rama I in 1784 in Bangkok, the swing transformed itself many
times but it was still honored as a sacred way to pay homage to the gods. This could
not be shown more dramatically than at the elaborate ritual performed at the
Devasthan temple on the full moon of January 20. And as mentioned above, although
King Rama IX (Maha Bhumibol — the present King of Thailand) was not in atten-
dance, prayers for his well-being and the Kingdom of Thailand were still offered. If
we are to learn from what has been left on this earth reminding us of our celestial
heritage, then the wisdom that is transmitted through the ritual, which uses the
swing as a metaphor to communicate with the gods could, therefore, be considered
a direct link to understanding our shared mythologies. And now that we are at the
threshold of another moment in time when the great year once again returns to its
starting point and is about to begin another long swing of the ages, it would be pru-
dent to listen and give respect to that wisdom that has been given to us, which is
embedded in the ancient swinging rituals still being performed in Thailand and
across all of India attracting millions of devotees who set out on their annual
pilgrimages (Fig. 2.19).

Fig. 2.19 Author with Raja
Guru Jan 20, 2011
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Chapter 3
Thai Amulets: Symbol of the Practice
of Multi-faiths and Cultures

Sophana Srichampa

1 Introduction

Before the influence of Brahmanism-Hinduism and Buddhism to Siam, local Thai
people believed in spirits. In the reign of King Ashoka Maurya, under the leading of
Sona and Uttara in the third century B.C., Buddhism settled in the area known
as Nakhon Pathom, about 50 km from Bangkok (Lochan 2006: 189). After King
Ramathibodi I’s establishment of Ayutthya as the center for his kingdom in 13 A.D.,
he accepted Khmer culture which was influenced by Indian civilization. Brahmanism
has mantra and deities, whereas Buddhism has the Buddha image and monks.
Therefore, local beliefs are mixed with Brahmanism and Buddhism in Thailand.

It is crucial to provide some definitions here. Belief, according to Srinivas and
Kutumba Sastry (2007: 67), is “a kind of feeling that makes an individual accept
something as true even when there is no conclusive evidence. In epistemology, a
belief is considered to be a claim to knowledge. However, it is not a mere opinion.
Beliefs can be true or false. Epistemologists make a sharp distinction between belief
and knowledge. The latter presupposes the former, but not vice versa. Belief is also
defined by many epistemologists as a mental state or state of mind... According
to scholastics, belief is nothing but faith or opinion lacking evidence.” An amulet
is something carried or worn as a charm against evil (Crowther 1995: 37; Moore
2009: 45).
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2 Thai Beliefs

Human beings’ beliefs are related to nature, which affect life positively and
negatively in ways that could not be explained in the past. Therefore, people are
afraid of unseen or unexplained phenomena. They tried to secure themselves by
carrying a small thing with them, which gradually became a sacred amulet.

Thai people have a variety of beliefs which are accommodated by different
rituals. Beliefs in Thai society can be classified as follows:

2.1 Buddhist Beliefs

— Triratana: Thai people believe in Triratana, a core Buddhist Dhamma principle.

— Karma law: Thai people believe in “do good get good,” “do bad get bad.” No one
can avoid it.

— Reincarnation: Human and animals reincarnate because of their deeds which are
related to Buddhist principles.

— Law of nature: Buddhism does not believe in the existence of any god, the
creator of the world. It believes that it is governed by Law of Nature, known in
Pali as Niyyaama, the regulator, or the Law of Nature. There are five kinds of
law, namely, the Law of Kamma (Action), the Law of Season (Utu), the Law of
Seed (Bija), the Law of Consciousness (Citta), and the Law of Dhamma (States,
i.e., natural happenings such as earthquake and flood). These five laws regulate
the different happenings, things, and events of the world.

— Heaven and hell: Some Buddhists believe that there is heaven and hell when we
are still alive. People who suffer for their survival are like being in hell, but
people who have happy lives are in heaven. Moreover, many people believe that
after death, there is heaven in the sky for the good people and hell, underground,
for bad people.

2.2 Superstitious Beliefs

Thai people believe in mysteries which cannot be proven by science. It can be
divided into two types:

1. Magic beliefs: Old scripts written as content are believed to be powerful and
mysterious. When it was pronounced to be a magical formula, then it is believed
to be sacred or magic. These beliefs faded away in this modern era because of
the advance of science and technology.

2. Amulet beliefs: Beliefs in natural things such as iron and tiger tooth which can
protect people from accident.
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2.3 Sacred Thing Beliefs

This belief has been part of Thai life since the old days, and the sacred things include
the Buddha images, images of respected monks, and spirit houses.

2.4 Deity Beliefs

Beliefs in unseen things which are more powerful than humans. This cannot be
easily explained in a scientific way.

2.5 Astrological Beliefs

Astrology is believed by all classes in Thai society through fortune-tellers. This
depends on astronomy. The horoscope is taught and can be a profession in Thai
society (Suntaree 1991; Phra Paisal Visalo 2012).

3 Background of Amulets

Natural things are used to create amulets such as /lek 1gj/' “a kind of miraculous
iron believed to melt like gum when heated by a candle and characterized by its quality
of rendering the owner invulnerable”, /k"dw kwa: khut/ “ungrown deer horn,”
/k™ow mui: tan/ “pig tooth,” /k™ow sufe/ “tiger tooth,” and /kluon t"dw wan/ “a spe-
cies of vine” (Thaphra 2010: 21, 14, 244). Other sacred constructed ores such as
bronze, nine kinds of metal, seven kinds of metal, and five kinds of metal are made for
protection from danger.

'In this article, the Thai names of amulets are transcribed by the International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA) which is divided into consonants, vowels, and tones.

— Initial consonants in Thai are 44 scripts, 21 sounds: 1/ /P/, #,%,0 ", s my, u /by, ol W /),
0ot mawas, g e an st o um, g ed ok, an sk e me?,wah,a
ites, a1, ai ke, 5 s, o, e/, 2 W, e, A

— Final consonants are of 8 forms: & /my, ayausad m/, « M, vidwia p/,

2,0,,80,0).0..9.0,0,0,0,05.4.%.4 /t/, na.nw/s/, 8 /j/, 2 /W/ and /?/ when the word with a short
vowel has no final consonant.

— Vowels: There are short and long vowels as follows: -z /a/,-1/a/, i/, - /i, -
ol g, ve el e, ues el ue e, T wd, T, ver fy/, welyy, Teg fo/, Talod, v
/a1, -a/oy/

There are three diphthongs: 182/ia/ 189 /wa/ 1 /ua/

— Tones: There are five tones: mid-tone (no tone mark), low tone (:80 \), falling tone (T‘V] A), high
tone (%), and rising tone (3m21 ).
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3.1 Types of Amulets

In Thailand, there are ten types of amulets:

1.

bl

na

*®

10.

Natural things: Soil is made as rishi or /na:n kwak/ “an ancient lady in a hand-
palm downward” and made sacred.

Stones: These include stones, ore, gold, silver, or mixed metals.

Plants: Parts of a plant such as root, bulb, resin, leaf, flower, and fruit.
Animals: Parts of an animal such as nail, tusk, horn, bone, and eye.

Human: Parts of the body such as a tooth of ancestors, tooth of a respected
guru, and bones of well-known Buddhist monks.

Wax

Water: Water can be changed to various forms. It can be made sacred water
from Buddhist rituals.

Oil

Paper, cloth, and string.

Drawings and pictures: Drawing called /jan/ “magic designs or letters placed
orinscribed on a piece of cloth or metal plate.” Figures of animals from Himmaphan?
such as /k"6t c"a siy “a mythical animal with the body of a lion and an elephant’s
trunk,” /ra:t cho siv “lion,” elephant, Garuda, and Naga which are believed to have
supernatural power including god and giant pictures. These things should be made
with miraculous power before using (Phayakharanon 2010: 10-13).

3.2 Ways of Using Amulets

There are various ways that amulets can be used:

Strapping: Amulets put around head, waist, or arm.

Wearing: Amulets worn around neck, head, arm, finger, and so on.

Implanting: Implant amulets such as /to krut/ “a magic jewelry,” charms, or
amulets of rolled brass, inserting into the skin of people.

Keeping in the mouth: An amulet is kept in the mouth as a little ball such as a
sacred wad and a small amulet (Thaphra 2010: 2).

>The Himmaphan forest is said to be located on a mountain range of 84,000 peaks; many
writers have suggested that it is corresponded to the Himalayas, a geographical location in
India where the stories are originated from. It has influenced storytelling for religious purposes
of both Hinduism and Buddhism (http://vnuriya-streams.blogspot.com/2010/05/himmapan-
forest.html).


http://vnuriya-streams.blogspot.com/2010/05/himmapan-forest.html 
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3.3 Forms of Amulets

Amulets are made in the following various forms:

« Male: Amulets in male forms are --/rak jom/ “a small pair of boys in a small
bottle;” /kumain t's:n/ “a gold baby boy;” rishi, an old man; and feu: chok/
“a greedy Brahman character.”

* Female: Amulets in female form such as /m&: na:y kwak/ “an ancient lady in a
traditional costume sitting with both legs tucked back to one side by beckoning
a right hand-palm downward,” /ma: phoz Sép/ “Goddess of rice,” /ma: sui:/
“a guardian spirit of child,” and other female forms.

* Animals such as tiger, elephant, cow, turtle, crocodile, and snake which are
believed to be Bhodhisatavas who will become the Buddha (Thaphra 2010: 2).

3.4 Levels of Amulets

There are also three levels of using amulets:

* High-ranking amulets which are used on the upper parts of body from head to
waist and have been blessed by sangha.

« Low-ranking amulets such as /palat k"ik/ “a small image of penis to be hung at
the waist.”

* Hanging amulets such as flag with fish, grasshopper, and bird figures (Ibid:5).

4 Why Do Thai People Make Amulets?

As mentioned above, Thai people including many monks have mixed concepts of
local beliefs, Brahmanism-Hinduism, and Buddhism. They only have to “believe”
in whatever or whoever they respect, and then “faith” will be increased. Moreover,
many Thai people prefer to depend on and request the Buddha image and other
sacred things for their achievements. Therefore, an amulet is an alternative choice
for any Thai believers to worship and receive blessings. Some kinds of amulets are
popular from time to time, and they are reproduced many times and sold for a good
price. In fact, amulets can help the country to increase GDP informally up to 50 %
(Akhara-serani 2010: 2).
The purposes of making amulets are for the three advantages:

* Prosperity: Nowadays, the society is consumeristic and materialistic. People use
amulets by pronouncing an incantation over a power for selling well or slapping
on the selling objects in the store when receiving a big bank note from the first
customer. It is like a wealth charm.
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e Mercy and love: Some people want mercy and love from others. They may carry
amulets with them and pray for them to help. Anyone who is single, he/she will
finally satisfy with his/her love. Any couple who cannot get along well can do the
same, and they will be satisfied. It is like an attraction charm.

e Safety from any danger: Some people wear or carry amulet(s) for their safety
from any dangers. They are amulets for protection (Phayakharanon 2010: 12-13).

There are many places in Bangkok selling amulets, but the big center is located
at Phantip, Ngamwongwan. There are markets for selling old and new Buddha
images and pseudo-Buddha images. The most famous amulet affecting GDP is
Jatukham Ramathep which yields sales of about 20,000 million baht per annum.
Other related business such as advertisements of Jatukham Ramathep could earn
more than 300 million baht (Radomsithiphat 2010: 131). Making a new series of
Buddha images or any amulet creates many new jobs for local people. Nowadays,
selling the new Buddha image for charitable work is also popular because it touches
the faith of Thai people.

In terms of language used in selling the Buddha images including other sacred
things, Thai people do not use /ktazj/ “sell” or /sw¥ “buy” but use /c"aw/ “rent”
instead because it sounds softer than selling and buying the sacred things, despite it
means buying or selling.

In this chapter, the amulets in animal shapes, which are found to be the most
frequent of the collected data from secondary sources and are believed to be sacred,
will be examined in terms of language, faith, and culture.

5 Thai Amulets

Thai amulets make use of animals which are symbolized according to their charac-
teristics as follows:

5.1 A Tiger Shape

A tiger symbolizes power which makes other people scared and respected.
There are amulets made in a tiger body from a tiger tooth and from a wild pig
tooth as follows:

— /kMow sufo (NP) + tan (Adj.)/ > NP which is made from the tooth of a tiger. It
symbolizes “impenetrable, invulnerable.” The tooth is sculptured as a tiger
body.

— /k™ow mul: (NP) + tan (Adj.)/ > NP which is made from a wild pig’s tooth. There
are two kinds of tiger’s tooth used for sculpture of a tiger amulet: a solid tooth
and a hollow tooth. They symbolize “superpower and protection from danger.”
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The respected monks who create these amulets perform a sacred ceremony.
Those who possess this amulet are expected to behave properly and rightly.
Otherwise, this amulet will disappear from that person.

The tiger shape can be conceptualized as A (NP) = power and protection
from danger.

5.2 A Lion Shape

A lion symbolizes power which makes other people and animals scared.

— /kraj sd:n réa:t cho siv/ Its structure is NP+NP. It is described by Phraya Sri
Sunthon Woharn (cited in Thaphra 2010: 26) that it has white skin, mouth, and
tail with four red feet. It is the most powerful animal and is scary to humans and
animals. It is sculpted from a white elephant tusk. The tusk should be taken from
an elephant pierced in a rut in a tree or fallen in the forest.

— /sig/ “lion” or simha is a NP. The Indians initiated placement of a pair of simha
in front of the steps of religious places such as Elephanta Cave near Mumbai
and distributed this concept to Indonesia and Cambodia. Thailand was influ-
enced by Cambodia.

Belief in simha power is for religious protection. But the simha should be made
sacred and contain yantra (magic words/symbols) such as “ta-to-bodhi-satto-raja-
singha-ca-man-hit-thi-ko; ta mat-thang-pa-ka-sen-to sat-tha-a-ha” (Thaphra 2010:
30) or any amulet to control the stable and permanent power of simha and then set
up as simha statue.

Nowadays, simha is a type of handicraft for selling as a souvenir which is made
of brass, resin, stone, or wood. Both foreigners and Thai buy them for Buddhist
room decorations at home.

Simha has been known as a sacred thing for less than 10 years. It was built and
made sacred for wearing as a locket. The worshipers should offer the simha flowers
and pray regularly, including gaining merit by helping the public—simha will then
bless the doers to be happy and prosperous without any obstacles.

The lion shape can be conceptualized as A (NP +(NP)) = power, happiness,
and prosperity.

5.3 A Cow and a Buffalo Shape

This amulet can be made of mixed metal, wax, and bamboo called /wua t"s nu:
k"wa:j t"s nui/. Its structure is composed of two NPs conjoined together. This
amulet has the power to protect against the evil spirits.

The mixed metal amulet is made from metals including some elements from the
dead person and the coffin such as a nail from the coffin and a coin from the mouth
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of the dead mixed with tin and bronze. The sacred scripts are put in a cow or bison
form. This type is considered to be the first class.

The wax cow is made from wax covering the face of the victim of a violent death
mixed with its hair, the eyes of a civet, and the eyes of a vulture, all burnt and then
mixed with the ash from cremation. Honey is put into it and molded as a cow or
buffalo, pronounced with a magical formula to it. It is the second rank.

The bamboo oxen are the third rank which is done by cutting the bamboo once
with the praying of Namo Tassa (showing humble respect to Lord Buddha). The
bamboo is then woven into the head of a cow shape.

The cow and buffalo shapes can be conceptualized as A (NPs) = power to protect
from evil ghosts.

5.4 A Fish Shape

The amulet is made by metal in the form of a bream called in Thai /ta pian/.
It is decorated with gold leaves or a silver color, and it is called
/pla: top®ion t"o:y pla: top®ion nen/ “gold and silver fish.” Its structure is com-
posed of two conjoined NPs. Some famous guru did not mold the fish shape, but
only cut a flat metal shape as a magic fish design.

The Thai name of fish /to p"ian/ is a fresh water fish which is known for its skilful
and active living. Older people use its shape as a trademark because the last syllable
of its name /p®ian/ is homophonous with a Thai word “4Nes” /pPian/ “diligent, studious,”
making reference to as doing business diligently. The guru monks put some magic on
the amulet and made it sacred by some magic letters. Therefore, this kind of fish sym-
bolizes “fortune, luck, and mercy.” The merchants prefer to worship this amulet in the
shop by sticking gold leaves on the fish shape or hanging garlands around it.

The fish shape can be conceptualized as A (NPs) = fortune, luck, and mercy.

5.5 A Bird Shape

There are three kinds of bird shapes:

5.5.1 /sd:ri kai/

Which is NP as its structure. Sarika is the name of a bird which can sing sweetly and
rhythmically. Some people feed it for its singing. It symbolizes “charm, mercy, and
popularity.” There are three kinds of Sarika:

1. /sd: ri ka: lin "1y which is NP as its structure which means “gold tongue
Sarika” by putting sacred letters at the tongue tip or upper teeth with the con-
trolled words to such a person.
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2. /KM phlﬁ[] sd: ri kay which is composed of two NPs which mean “wax
Sarika”: Mix scented oil into the wax and make it sacred by some magic for
mercy and then rub on the lips of the ones who believe.

3. /st ri ka: 10y rak/ which is a clause and its structure means “fall in love
Sarika”: Sculpture wood, tusk, or mold powder as /sa: ri kay shape (male and
female) and put together with /k™iz p"uiny sat ri kay in a small box.

4. /ta krut sa: ri kay which is composed of two conjoined NPs which mean
“amulet of rolled gold and silver strips inscribed with sacred letters /nd?/”
rubbed with /k"i: p"uiin sdt ri kay “wax Sarika” and strung around waist or
the wrist.

The /sd: ri kay shape can be conceptualized as A (Cl, NP(s)) = charm, mercy,
and popularity.

5.5.2 /nok k™im kanfaj

/nok k™im or nok k™um/ is a kind of bird that lives in the bush or in the field.
It cannot fly but can shift to avoid its enemy. It is not eaten by farmers because it is
believed that it was a Bodhisattva of Lord Buddha who could stop the fire from his
truth. /nok k™im kanfaj this kind of bird protects people from fire which has a
syntactic structure as a clause. There are three kinds of /nok k™im kanfaj/:

1. A mold /n(’)lf k"im/ made by earth or metal
2. Drawing /nok k™im/ on the cloth or paper controlled by yantra
3. Writing with an iron stylus as /nok k™im/ shape

Any bird of this kind should be controlled by sacred words.

This bird can protect people from fire or stop fire or change the direction of wind.
Those who worship and pray for yantra of /nok k™im/ at home should not be care-
less in terms of using electric equipment or anything dealing with fire.

/nok k™im kanfaj/ shape can be conceptualized as A (Cl) = protect from fire.

553 /p"sja: K"rut/

“Garuda” is a kind of sacred animal. Its structure is NP. It could fly very fast and
had strong power. The Indians believe that it has the same power as a god. It could
disguise itself as a human.

Garuda is a vehicle of Narayan or Vishnu Mahadev. Garuda has a shape like
a bird with a half-human, half-bird figure. It has hands with a bird body shape.
In Thailand, a Garuda is called /su ban/ and we accept the ancient Indian concept
through the Khmer as the king is a part of Phra Narayan. Garuda is used as the seal
of the king on various materials of the king, the king’s utensils for sovereign ranking
such as a flag called /t"on moha: raijai/ “a flag of Maharaja,” or a seal called
/phré krut phré:/ (Wattanamahat 2004: 77-78).
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The Thai government who serves the king for administration uses Garuda as a
symbol. Any activities of both the Thai people and foreigners in Thailand who have
given positive outcomes for the country are also offered the use of the Garuda
symbol in front of their buildings for their honor.

There are three types of Garuda:

— /K rut j ut ni:k/ “Garuda stops Naga.” Its structure is a clause—Garuda arrests
Naga with two hands and the closed talons of its feet. The body of Naga becomes
the frame line between Garuda’s wings and legs which is a beautiful shape. It
was a marker of King Rama II.

— /K"rut ram/ “dance Garuda.” Its structure is a clause—Garuda’s end of both
wings is raised up above its head. This was originated from Khmer art. It was a
marker of King Rama VI. It is said that this shape is comparable to the eagle
shape of the west.

— /K"rut bin/ “fly Garuda.” Its structure is a clause—Garuda spreads the
wings as if it flies without raising its two wings up. It was a marker of King
Rama VIIL.

As Garuda is a sacred animal, it is constructed as an amulet for protection
from danger and enemies, and it represents prosperity because it relates to
kings. The believers may offer flowers regularly. People should be careful not
to post the Garuda image directly to other people’s homes because it will cause
danger to them.

Garuda shape can be conceptualized as A (Cl) = strong power of protection.

5.6 An Elephant Shape

/chén] Pera:wan/ a white elephant with three heads. Its structure is NP. In India, it
is considered as a vehicle of Indra God who can go anywhere with lots of power. It
can destroy the earth easily. Its nature is like other elephants, to not harm anyone
first. But it will respond to those who attack it.

The biggest museum of /ché:lj ?eraiwan/ is at Samut Prakan. Many Thai people
worship it as a sacred thing and believe in its power. The founder of the museum
produces small amulets for the believers to rent and take back to worship at home.

The elephant shape can be conceptualized as A (NP) = power.

5.7 A Snake Shape

Naga or /na:K/ is a semidivine being, half human and half serpent. The Indians were
the first group who worshipped the big snake Naga. They considered it to be an
ancestor of snakes. However, Naga is involved in Buddhism such as a place for
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Lord Buddha to sit above it while protecting him from sunshine and rain which
is the model of Buddha image for a person who is born on Saturday called /pa:p
na:k

Naga is a constituent of Buddhist architecture in Thailand by building a single-
headed or seven-headed Naga with its body along the way to vihara.

Naga is not only a powerful protector, it also provides wind, rain, and fertility.
Naga is built as an amulet for blessing success and protecting places and property
from danger. There are various types of Naga:

— /nd:k kiow/ is a clause in terms of syntactic structure. This amulet has two
Nagas embracing each other. It is made of soil or metal. It blesses for mercy
especially for a couple which is called /né:k sdmphog/.

— /ndik ?a: rak k"a: t"da paj/ “a Naga for general protection” is a clause in terms
of syntactic structure. It has a shape of Naga not higher than 5 in. placed in front
of a car. It is made from soil or metal.

— /mdik ?a: rak k"4 sot"dm "/ “a Naga for place protection” is a clause in
terms of its syntactic structure. It was built higher than 5 in. and placed
outside a building for protection from evil things. The destiny of the owner
of the house should be checked to see whether it is suitable to have this type
of Naga or not. If it is not suitable, that person and family may not have a
normal life.

— /mak faw sép/ “Naga protects property” is a clause in terms of syntactic
structure. Its shape is not bigger than 12 in. It is built for property protection
(Wattanamahat 2004: 85-94).

The Naga shape can be conceptualized as A (Cl) = mercy, protection.

5.8 A Pig Shape

The Chinese concept toward pigs is positive because they love to eat its meat and
fat. It is a useful animal. The pig is the last zodiac symbol of the Chinese system.
It symbolizes the end, satisfaction of action, and success. It also conveys peace, rest,
and home. The Chinese word for house invents the word for pig as a combination.
Pigs bring good luck.

Thai also was influenced by Chinese concepts. Thai considers that pigs eat all
the time. It shows prosperity and fertility, and so it is linked as an amulet. It is
made of metal—gold, silver, and bronze—called /mu: mohd: moy K"on/ “super
luck pig” which is NP and /mu: jan pzé:t thit/ “eight directions yantra with a pig”
which is NP. Moreover, a wild pig is sometimes made as an amulet too, such as
/p"ra ja: mu: pa: k"arp kadiw/ “king of wild pig holds a glass in the mouth”
which is a clause.

The pig shape can be conceptualized as A (NP, Cl) = prosperity and fertility.
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5.9 A Goat Shape

Goats are known in Thai society because they are fed by Hindus and Muslims.
A goat is a foolish animal, but it symbolizes fertility. It was a valuable animal in the
ancient trade for exchanges. It can earn a living with an easy life. The goat is a
popular amulet in Thailand. It is a personal amulet for people who are born in the
goat zodiac sign. It is made of elephant tusk or animal bones.

There are famous amulets such as /phzé? Iuay ph5: ?am/ “goat of vulnerable
monk Am,” from Rayong Province which is the oldest and most famous. Its syntactic
structure is NP. /phzé? rait ¢"a k"ru/ “Goat of Purohit” which is NP. It was built in
Ayutthaya Province from the skeleton of an elephant with sacred letters beneath its
body which focuses on luck and prosperity.

There are other places making the goat amulet by using metal and wood.
(Wattanamahat 2004: 155-160).

The goat shape is conceptualized as A (NP) = fertility.

5.10 A Monkey Shape

Hanuman is one member of the outstanding team of Ram for snatching Sita away
from Longka Island in Ramayana.

For the Thai people, the monkey is a sacred animal which is involved in
Thai superstition since the Rattanakosin period. There are various shapes of
monkeys such as sitting monkeys holding a pole, a stick, a knife, or a trident.
Examples of the amulets called /lin lom/ “Nycticebus cinereus” which is an NP,
/lin lom son k"rufay j;li/ “this kind of monkey has an elegant dress.” Its structure
is a clause. It symbolizes mercy and prosperity. It was made from metal.

The monkey shape is A (Cl, NP) = mercy and prosperity.

5.11 A Shape of Gecko

/tuk kae: ma ha: 14:p/ “Great luck gecko.” Its syntactic structure is NP. The ancient
Thai considered geckos to be a sacred animal which symbolizes happiness and
fertility. Only in a fertile environment can we see the gecko and can hear its cry
many times, which is good for habitats in that area.

There are divinations when geckos cry; for example:

— If it cries only once, the hearer may lose money or things unwillingly.

— If it cries three times, people in that house will be happy with prosperity.

— If it cries four times, it may cause a bad event, such as a person in the house
feeling sick immediately, or people quarreling, or an accident with fire happens
in the house.
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— Ifit cries five times, the owner will be in trouble with some unexpected event.

— Ifitcries seven, nine, or ten times, it means that the people in the house are lucky.
Life will be prosperous.

— If the gecko cries from 6:00 in the morning until 6:00 in the evening, the hearer
and people in the house will get good news.

— If it cries from 6:00 in the evening to midnight, it will be both good and bad
news. If it cries after midnight until 6:00 in the morning, it will be fake news.

The gecko is built as an amulet from soil. It can protect people from ghosts and
black magic as well as bringing prosperity into the house. Those who worship a
gecko amulet should perform merit regularly to the monk who built that amulet.
Sweet juice with dessert is offered regularly to a gecko amulet then the worshiper
will be successful in his/her desire (Wattanamahat 2004: 270-275).

The gecko shape can be conceptualized as A (NP) = happiness, fertility.

5.12 A Shape of Lizard

The lizard is a sacred animal which symbolizes luck /cin cok s3iy haty “two-
tailed lizard” which is an NP. The lizard blesses with luck, and it is not done easily.
The one who wants to make it should be an expert in meditation and insight contem-
plation. The two-tailed lizard is useful for good sales with more money and mercy.
It is used by some groups, and sacred letters are applied.

Moreover, an amulet which is made from baking a two-tailed lizard and framing it
for carrying is one of the ugliest amulets in Thailand. Therefore, people suggest that it
should be made from other materials such as soil, wood, or metal. Some make a lizard
shape with nine tails called /ci cok kdw haty which is NP. Another type is mixing
three types of lizard in one coin called /cin cok ?at"s t"it/, which is composed of
two conjoined NPs, which means “lizards on the octagon dias” by making a
combination of lizards in one coin: a pair of lizards for mercy, two tails of a lizard for
luck and money, and a long-tailed lizard for good business with yantra in another side
of coin. This coin is not strictly used for wearing only. It can be put in a purse and
made into a key ring (Wattanamahat 2004: 276-279).

The lizard shape can be conceptualized as A (NP) = luck, well purchasing.

5.13 A Frog Shape

A frog symbolizes fertility and is called /kbp moha: 1a:p/ “the luckiest frog.” Its
structure is NP. It is made from soil with a herb called /wa:n/ in a locket size. Some
temples make them by candle wax and paint them with color.

The frog shape is conceptualized as A (NP) = fertility.
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5.14 A Conch-Shell Shape

A conch shell is a sacred animal. Asura stole Veda from sleeping Brahman. God
Vishnu followed and disguised himself as a conch shell and hid beneath the sea.
The God took Veda from the conch. Therefore, all conches are considered sacred.
A conch is used for Abishek ceremony for the highest blessing.

In Thai concepts, there are two types of conch: A conch with a turned right
bottom or circumambulatory is used for pouring sacred water in all holy ceremonies.
The conch with the turned left bottom is used for pouring water to remove inaus-
picious things.

Some monks construct this amulet with mixed masses and make it in
a conch shape and size with a sacred ceremony. It is worshiped by placing
it on an altar or putting it in sacred water. There are some types of names
such as /p"ra? ma ha: sdny mon k"on/ “a superb auspicious conch” and
/phré? samn cak kaftw cin da: mo niy “gems conch,” which are NPs (Wattanamahat
2004: 302-307).

The conch shape is conceptualized as A (NP) = auspicious blessing.

5.15 A Shape of Spider

The shape of a spider while spinning a web symbolizes diligence and cleanliness.
It is used for customer attraction in trading. It can be made from soil, carved wood, or
molded in metal. It is called /me:) mum dak sép/ “a spider traps treasures”
which is a clause in terms of syntactic structure. It is made in a locket shape.

There is /maein mum phét ¢"a k"4:t/ “killing dead spider” which is NP +NP or
/mge:y mum jon/ which is an NP “a bandit spider” for property protection. It is
made by black magic. This type of spider can notify the owner when there is fire or
flooding by awakening the owner (Wattanamahat 2004: 311-320).

The spider shape is conceptualized as A (Cl, NP) = customers’ attraction, property
protection.

5.16 A Wasp Shape

A wasp shape is made from wood, alloy, and other metals with sacred letters called
/tar pon to: t": 1/ “silver and gold wasp” which is NPs in terms of syntactic struc-
ture. The nature of the wasp is to be diligent /t1 nan 3z t"3:1/. This means an
increase in money. It is made from rare parts of jewelry and herbs mixed together
with the sacred incantation into a locket size.

The wasp shape is conceptualized as A (NP) = prosperity.
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6 Conclusion

The concepts of making amulets as animal shapes vary according to the background
of the creators. Most are originated from the local Thai faith. Some are influenced
by other cultures and religions such as Indian and Chinese cultures, Hinduism-
Brahmanism. However, creating amulets is not taught in Buddhism. But, it is the
syncretism of cultures and faiths in Thailand. One positive concept of worshipping
the amulets is that the worshiper should behave well and make merit (do good things
for others). Moreover, he/she has to offer some specific things to such respected
amulets regularly. This means that they have to have faith, respect, and care.

In terms of the economy, the production of amulets involves several sectors in
society which can create many jobs. In some periods, this can also increase the
country’s economy. In terms of animal shapes, syntactic structures, and faiths, they
can be summarized as presented in the following table:

The NP structure is the most frequently found in the above analysis. Power and
prosperity have the same highest frequency, mercy and fertility have the second
highest, protection is the third, and happiness and luck are the least frequent.
It reflects that Thai people who believe in amulets need their help for greater power
and prosperity which are more difficult to achieve by one’s own capacities. It may
take time and effort. If there is a magic power to help them to have more confidence,
they may achieve it faster. Indeed, it shows that Thai people depend on superstition
more than their own karma.

Summary of the animal shapes, syntactic structures and faiths

Animal shapes Syntactic structure Faith

1. Tiger NP Power

2. Lion NP+(NP) Power, happiness, and prosperity
3. Cow and buffalo NPs Power to protect from evil ghost
4. Fish NPs Fortune, good luck, and mercy
5. Bird

/sa: rf kay Cl, NP(s) Charm, mercy, and popularity
mok k™dm kanfajy Cl Protect from fire

Garuda Cl Strong power of protection

6. Elephant NP Power

7. Snake (Naga) Cl Mercy, protection

8. Pig NP, Cl Prosperity and fertility

9. Goat NP Fertility

10. Monkey CI, NP Mercy and prosperity

11. Gecko NP Happiness, fertility

12. Lizard NP Good luck, well purchasing

13. Frog NP Fertility

14. Conch NP Auspicious blessing

15. Spider Cl, NP Customers’ attraction, property protection
16. Wasp NP Prosperity

Abbreviations: A animal, NP noun phrase, NPs noun phrases, C/ clause
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Chapter 4

Buddhist Temple: A Religious Capital
Approach for Preparing Thailand
Toward the Aging Society

Saowapa Pornsiripongse, Kwanchit Sasiwongsaroj,
and Patcharin Ketjamnong

1 Introduction

An increase in the aged population is a global phenomenon occurring in both
developed and developing countries due to lower birthrates and longer life expec-
tancy. The United Nations forecast that, from 2015 to 2020, the number of global
populations aged 65 years and over would surpass that of the populations under
5 years old for the first time. The number of older persons would increase 2.5 times
in 2050. This situation was different in 1950, when the number of the population
under 5 years old was three times as much as that of the elderly population (The United
Nations 2010). Additionally, it was expected that in 2025 the entire Asian region
would become an aging society, with East Asia becoming one faster than Southeast
Asia (The United Nations 2006).

As for Thailand, the population structure indicates that the country has become
the aging society since 2005, with an increasing rate of population over 60 years old
of 10 % (National Statistical Office of Thailand 2008a). The number of the aged
people increased from 6.3 % in 1970 to 10.3 % in 2005 (National Statistical Office
of Thailand 2008b). This number was forecast to increase 25.2 % in 2030 (Office of
the National Economic and Social Development Board 2007).

Due to the change of the population structure, Thailand has been categorized in
a “second-wave” country in the global aging society. It took the country only 30
years to increase its aged population from 9.40 % in 1990 to 16.8 % in 2020.
Comparatively, it took a developed country approximately 70-100 years to attain
this proportion, almost 10 years faster than what the United Nations had forecast.
This means that Thailand has very little time to prepare its personnel and systems to
accommodate the increasing aged population (The United Nations 2002).
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An increase in the aged population has a direct impact on socioeconomic situations
and national administration, because when the aged population increases, the ratio of
working population taking care of the aged population will decrease. In 1990, the
ratio was 10 to 1 (the burden rate of the aged population was 0.12). In 2020, it is
forecast to be 4 to 1, or the burden rate of 0.24 (National Statistical Office of Thailand
2008b). Such a change has a direct effect on the GDP, savings, investment, and state
service provision regarding social security, health, and welfare to the aged popula-
tion. As a consequence, population structure change to the aging society has attracted
the attention of policy makers, academics, and the business sector. Thailand has con-
tinuously improved the quality of life of older persons. It started from the 1997
Constitution, leading to the issuing of the Elderly People Act in 2003 and the second
National Older Persons Plan (2005-2021). The focus is on preparing the population
to become quality elderly people, improving their health, providing a social protec-
tion system, managing development work, developing personnel, and compiling and
developing knowledge related to the elderly (National Commission on the Elderly
2011). Furthermore, the government designated the preparation of Thailand toward
the aging society as a strategy in the 11th National Social and Economic Development
Plan (2012-2016) (Office of the National Social and Economic Development Plan
Board 2011).

Increasing numbers of older persons, changes of status and roles of the elderly
from caregivers to dependants, and changes of family patterns and number of
children per family have altered the relationship between caregivers and the
elderly. In the past, family played a significant role in caring for older persons;
however, the state sector has now been playing a more important part, bringing
about a principal policy in encouraging communities, community organizations,
neighbors, and volunteers to participate more in taking care of the elderly
(Foundation of Thai Gerontology Research and Development 2007, 2008, 2009,
2010). Nevertheless, previous work on older people focused mainly on providing
welfare. Even the 2003 Older Persons Act is welfare oriented (Thawlayaphothi
2008), emphasizing physical welfare and neglecting spiritual well-being of the
elderly. Physical changes and loss of family and work-related roles directly affect
mental/spiritual health of older persons. The 2006 report of the Gerontology
Institute revealed that the Thai elderly suffered from depression the most. Thailand
has possesses rich religious capital, and it should be utilized for better spiritual
health of the elderly. The faithfulness to religion of older persons should be used
as their spiritual refuge, which would positively affect their spiritual health and
well-being (Ketpichayawathana et al. 2000; Intersoll-Dayton et al. 2001).

Buddhist temples are considered as a large social capital of the country because a
temple exists in almost every community, playing various roles in the society from the
past until the present (see Chaps. 5, 24, and 28 in this volume). It is a place for Buddhist
relations and a social network of the faithful, bringing about the norms of trust and
reciprocity as well as civic engagement. It is an essential factor for the success of the
livelihood of an individual (Coleman 1988; Putnam 1993), creating a sustainable rela-
tionship network (Putnam 1993; Field 2003) and affecting other kinds of capitals.
Therefore, social capital is a collective phenomenon and dispensable in the future
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(Light 2004). State and other agencies have provided older people with social welfare
and physical assistance at a certain level. However, their spiritual assistance has not
been given a priority. It is thus recommended that the religious institution be utilized
to take care of the spiritual well-being of the aged, so that the country’s transition to
an aging society may be smoothly done.

This chapter examines the plausibility of utilizing religious institutions to look
after the spiritual well-being of older people who have rapidly been increasing in
number. A social capital approach has been used to analyze the institution in
conjunction with past and present roles of temples, beliefs, and faith of Buddhist
followers in compliance with Buddhist principles. Other considerations include
temple capital (venue, personnel, finance, and relationship network) and previous
policies and work of state agencies related to the elderly. What roles should tem-
ples play in caring for the spiritual well-being of older people that are not against
Buddhist discipline, and which aspects of temple potential should be equipped, so
that they are prepared to accommodate an aging society?

2 Buddhist Temples as the Religious Capital of Thai Society

Social capital refers to a network of social relationships at the individual and
group levels, a norm of exchange and mutual trust. The capital provides returns to
individuals or groups and facilitates efficiency of social development by encour-
aging collective collaboration (Putnam 1993; Field 2003). Putnam (2000) theorizes
that collective faith of social members is the most important aspect of social capi-
tal. He regards religion as a part of social capital, and religion plays a crucial role
in establishing social capital. The social capital concept regards a social network
as valuable (Field 2003). Social capital is composed of various kinds of capitals,
including financial, physical, human, and cultural (Light 2004). The functions of
social capital are bonding social capital, bridging social capital, and linking social
capital (Putnam 2004; Woolcock 2004). See also Chaps. 14 and 17 in this volume.

Religious or spiritual capital is a part of human capital, which is developed
simultaneously with socioreligious behavior in an attempt to understand religious
motivation, input, and outcome. The social capital approach tries to understand the
impact of religions on lives, such as work, volunteerism, economic development,
and public participation.

Berger and Hefner (2003) are interested in religion as a social capital. They
define social capital as power, influence, knowledge, and disposition of individu-
als by being group members. Religious capital is a part of social capital, referring
to power, influence, knowledge, and disposition from participating in religious
institutions. Sociological evidence indicates that religion is a part of social capi-
tal. Two-thirds of groups in America form a network of churches, which are com-
munity based and encourage volunteerism. For instance, religious institutions
provide people with opportunities to meet, share their experiences, and make
good things happen. Church members are willing to donate their time and money
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to support their churches. Over 50 billion dollars is donated to the church, three
times higher than for education and five times higher than for health organizations.
Additionally, religion provides career training to poor people (Coleman 2003).
Attending church is related to an increase in volunteer activities (Wilson 2000).
Religious belief influences the definition of volunteerism. Those with religious
experience have a public mind toward their communities (Wuthnow 1994).

The discussion of this chapter is based on the concept of social and religious
capitals, viewing that Buddhism is an important social capital' in Thai society. The
capitals include financial capital, referring to the capital for developing, supporting,
and organizing religious activities of the temples. Physical capital includes places
for monks to conduct religious activities: ordination hall, chapel, pavilion, audito-
rium, and library. Human capital is composed of monks and laypeople. Cultural
capital consists of Buddhist teachings, and religious capital refers to beliefs and
faith in Buddhists on Buddhism, temples, and monks. These capitals create a rela-
tionship network, trust between followers and the temple, a norm of practice, and
religious activities, participation, support, and ownership. These capitals are an
alternative to prepare Thai society toward the aging society.

3 Buddhist Paradigm on Well-Being

The majority of Thai people are Buddhists, and Buddhist teachings therefore influ-
ence their perspectives, thoughts, and beliefs. The teachings also play a crucial part
in cultivating their values, personalities, and livelihood. Furthermore, they are both
social rules and a device for socialization (Paonil 2003). Buddhism also influences
people’s perspective on the world, life, health, sickness, and death. Sickness is
viewed as a natural phenomenon of life, but living a life should not be pointless.
Health must be properly taken care of to minimize sickness and to lengthen our lives
for continuous Dharma practice. If sickness cannot be controlled, it will become
chronic or even fatal, which is not regarded as a loss. However, this phenomenon
should be taken into serious consideration in order to understand the truth of nature,
so that we should be cautious and do more good deeds in order to prevent this phe-
nomenon from causing us suffering.

Buddhism categorizes sickness into two main groups, physical and mental, with
the latter outweighing the former. Therefore, Buddhist teachings focus on building
spiritual immunity or empowerment to prevent spiritual ailments. When it happens,
the focus is on treatment, that is, eliminating it. Nevertheless, Buddhism views that
body and mind must reciprocally exist together as a single entity. Spiritual practice
for complete elimination of suffering or ailments is based on the practice of cre-
ating awareness on laws and truths of nature: all things are subject to the three

'Social capital is in line with the five components of Buddhism, namely, the Buddha, religious
doctrines, religious rituals, religious building structures, and religious followers.
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characteristics of existence,> namely, impermanence, conflict, and soullessness.
Understanding this ultimate truth has positive effects on physical and spiritual well-
being (Payutto 2001: 75-76).

Healthcare and sickness prevention under the Buddhist paradigm is based on
monitoring one’s mind. Religious practices will enable one to gain an insight on the
truths of all things, so that one would not feel so attached to oneself, one’s body, or
belongings that one suffers or becomes psychologically sick (Paonil 2003).
Therefore, Buddhist teachings are valuable to apply to older people, so that they are
able to accept changes, both physical and social, in order to live a happy old life.

3.1 Buddhism and the Meaning of the Elderly

Buddhism defines older people not in terms of age but as those with intelligence and
specialization enough to teach the young. They must be role models and lead a
peaceful, calm, and happy life. They must be well rounded and respectable. Old age
is a time to find spiritual peace, to make merit, to meditate, to be content in the quiet,
and to renounce worldly possession to their children, so that they are able to attain
spiritual insight and to teach others (Buddhadasa Bhikkhu 1987).

Moreover, the aged should be familiar with calmness and free mind, neither
happy nor sad, and understand the ways things are. This means that there is no love,
no anger, no hatred, no excitement, no jealousy, no conflict, and no worry.

A good older person in religious view must be able to accept physical deteriora-
tion, depend on himself when he/she can, and be most satisfied with his/her assigned
responsibilities. Such a person is religiously regarded as a perfect and happy older
person (Buddhadasa Bhikkhu 1987). Continuously maintaining the social role and
relationship of the elderly would make them feel worthy, honorable, and happy.
At the same time, religious beliefs and faith would enable them to accept changes,
leading to better well-being.

Besides being physically healthy, older people must be spiritually sound and
understand the principle of impermanence, conflict, and soullessness. This principle
would help them to accept changes more readily.

3.2 Buddhism and Health of Older Persons

As for Buddhism and the quality of life of the aged, temples should play a spiritual
role by teaching the principles to be integrated into their lives during this transition
period, so that their lives can be happy, meaningful, and worthy. Conducting

2Impermanence is a transitional state of existing, decaying, and disappearing. Conflict is a state of
frustration for attempting to maintain ephemeral entities, and soullessness is the actual state of
entities that cannot be controlled (Payutto 2001).
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religious activities is regarded as preparing the final phase of their lives (Busayawong
and Thaengphet 2007). It is also suggested that well-being is related to frequency in
listening to sermons at the temple. Awareness of the value of Buddhism, mindful-
ness, and secludedness are positively related to life satisfaction of the aged (Wongsit
1998). It is, therefore, recommended that older people should participate in religious
activities to enhance their well-being (Itabashi et al. 2010).

In addition to being a place for monks to practice and spread Buddhist principles,
a temple is a center of community activities, strengthening the relationship between
the temple and laypeople, particularly the elderly group (Wongsit 1998). Factors
attracting the aged to the temple include spiritual suffering, faith, family tradition,
fear of death due to ailments, being sick of worldly conditions, and interest in
Dharma. Furthermore, the temple has created a new role for older persons as patrons
and caregivers of the religion, temples, and monks (Santhawachart 2009). It is also
suggested that the social role of the elderly is most expressed through religion ori-
entation (Kamonpornpichit et al. 2005).

Studies on the relationship between religion and health of older people have
attracted more attention in the West, with over 1,200 topics (Benjamins 2004). It has
been found that religion affects health promotion, disease prevention, and different
awareness levels of health as well as death in general (Koenig et al. 1999). Moreover,
religion also affects stroke (Colantino et al. 1992), hypertension (Koenig et al. 1998),
health-related depression (Wink et al. 2005; Nooney and Woodrum 2002; Schwadel
and Falci 2012), osteoporosis (Pressman et al. 1990), and immunity system (Koenig
etal. 1997). Religiosity will increase when people get older and are more involved in
religious activities (Pargament and Park 1997). Faith in religion affects stress levels
when people become older. Idler and Kasl (1992) revealed that participating in reli-
gious activities could direct levels of body work. Religious practices positively affect
physical and spiritual health (Ellison and Levin 1998).

Religion is beneficial to the well-being of older people. Benjamins and Buck
(2008) revealed that religious practices and faith in religious teachings could predict
the levels of self-assistance (physical movement) of the aged. Beliefs, faith, and
religious practices were found to be linked to good health behavior (Ellison and
Levin 1998). There are numerous studies on the relationship between religion
and mental health. It has been revealed that participating in religious activities has
affected the levels of wellness, hope, optimism, self-worth, problem-solving capa-
bilities, stress, and restlessness.

Those involved in religious activities encounter less or shorter depression which
directly impacts physical well-being (Koenig et al. 2001). They also have better
physical and mental health than those not participating in religious activities (Koenig
1998; Levin 1998). In Japan, religion also encouraged the Japanese elderly to help
members of their social network, particularly male elders (Krause et al. 1999).

The influence of religion on health increases with older age (Koenig et al. 1998).
It was found that faith had more influence on the wellness of people over 75 years
than on those aged 55-74 years. The impacts of religion on health include being a
mechanism to create indicators on social support and health behavior; being rein-
forcement for positive psychological conditions such as faith, hope, and inner peace;
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strengthening the drive to seek or maintain positive health behavior; and being
influential on health (Oman and Thoresen 2002).

In Thailand, there have not been many studies on Buddhism and health. Most are
taken from oral accounts from direct experience of individuals. For instance, one
person said that Dharma improved her health and meditation calmed her mind, less-
ened her worries and made her fall asleep faster, improving her overall health.
Walking meditation was beneficial to her health in many respects (Paonil 2003).

From the above literature review, it can be concluded that religion affects longev-
ity, better health, and the reduction of chronic diseases. Religious faith and partici-
pation in religious activities have brought about improved wellness, hope, optimism,
self-worth, and lower levels of depression and stress of older people. Buddhism also
emphasizes self-reliance, satisfaction with one’s responsibilities and acceptance of
change. Consequently, work involving the aged should be based on these truths, and
Buddhist principles should be used as a guideline in developing the well-being of
older persons in conjunction with other social welfare work. Besides its principles,
Buddhism is composed of its teachings (cultural capital), rituals (social or religious
capital), facilities (physical capital), and personnel (human capital). These capitals
can be used to support the improvement of overall well-being of older people. It is
thus imperative to revise previous state work on the aged to find out whether and
how much the religious institution had been incorporated.

4 Work on the Elderly in Thailand

One way to consider how much the country lays importance on older people and
guidelines to treating them is through legal entities and mechanisms concerning
the aged. Since Thailand became a democratic society with the monarch as the
head of state in 1932, up to 2012, there have been 18 volumes of the constitution.?
The 1991 volume (the fifteenth) was the first to have a passage about the elderly.*
However, older people are viewed negatively and are categorized in the same
group as the physically challenged, a social burden that the state must assist
(Thawlayaphothi 2008).

Since 1997, Thailand has legally recognized the importance of older persons.
The 1997 constitution (the seventeenth) was the first to issue an act about the elderly
separate from that of the disabled.’ It designated older persons with insufficient

3Due to frequent political coups d’état in the country, constitutions have been redrafted and
amended.

4The mention of the elderly in the charter was partly from the pressure of the World Assembly on
the Aged, held in Vienna, Austria, in 1982. The assembly defined an older person as an individual
with the age of 60 years and over.

>The issue was in response to the UN Assembly on December 16, 1991. Member countries were
obliged to specify national principles and goals on the elderly and to incorporate them into their
national plans.
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income for subsistence as being eligible to state assistance, and the state must provide
welfare to the elderly, the poor, the disabled, and the underprivileged in order to
improve their quality of life and to make them self-reliant. The 2007 constitution
(the eighteenth) provided right protection and assistance to the aged. Additionally,
the state must arrange savings for the public and state officers in their old age.

The 1997 constitution brought about the Older Persons Act in 2003, the first
and only one specified for the elderly. The aims were to protect and provide
assistance to older people with insufficient income and to establish the Older
Persons Fund to provide financing for the protection, promotion, and support for
the aged. Nonetheless, the act was merely concerned with state social welfare,
not meant to accommodate the new population structure with an increasingly
larger number of aging population. Simply depending on financial support
from the state is inadequate to prepare for the aging society of the country
(Thawlayaphothi 2008).

Since the legal system regards older people as dependants requiring special care
and assistance, previous and current policies® and work have mainly been based on
welfare. State care and welfare for the aged have been categorized into institutional,
family, and community levels.

4.1 Care of the Elderly at the Institutional Level

Care of the elderly at the institutional level refers to the state carrying out or manag-
ing assistance for older people and viewing them as invalid. For welfare operations,
13 welfare centers for the aged were established nationwide, accommodating 1,112
people; 12 welfare development centers for older persons, accommodating 1,169
people; and 113 social service centers and long-stay homes for the aged operated by
the private sector and public organizations (Foundation of Thai Gerontology
Research Development 2009). Additionally, a 300-baht monthly allowance was
provided to poor or neglected older persons.” As for assistance, a state-sponsored
fund for the aged was established to support various projects related to the elderly
and to provide public services and benefits to them. It can be seen that religion was
not incorporated into this state-initiated assistance.

®The Second National Elderly Plan (2002-2021) focuses on five issues, namely, preparing the
population for the quality elderly, promoting health of the elderly, social safety net of the elderly,
managing development work and developing personnel related to the elderly, and processing and
reinventing knowledge on the elderly (National Commission on the Elderly 2011).

"The policy was implemented in 1993. It was raised to 500 baht in 2002, but not covering all older
persons. In 2009, the policy covered every older person, except those already receiving fringe
benefits from state agencies. In 2011, the tier system was implemented: those aged 60—-69 years get
600 baht, 70-79 years get 700 baht, 80-89 years get 800 baht, and 90 years and over get 1,000 baht
(Foundation of Thai Gerontology Research Development 2009; Bureau of Empowerment for
Older Persons 2011).
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4.2 Care of Older People at the Family and Community Levels

State welfare provision to the aged has not been sufficient compared with the
rapidly growing number of elderly. As a consequence, the state has encouraged
family and community to participate in caring for older persons. The state estab-
lished policies for the family and community to implement. Instances of this
collaboration include visiting volunteer projects, friends helping friend volunteers,
home healthcare centers, older persons clubs, community welfare funds, multipur-
pose community centers for the aged, temple service centers for the elderly, and
temples as health promotion centers® (Foundation of Thai Gerontology Research
and Development 2009). Despite getting family and community involved, the state’s
perspective remains the same: viewing them as dependants requiring assistance
from various sectors.

It is noted that religious institutions have been involved in the implementation at
the community level. However, most of the focus is on the physical capital of the
temples. Buddhist teachings for developing the spiritual well-being of the elderly
have not been much implemented.

5 Temples and the Aging Society: Practical Possibility?

Buddhist temples have been an integral part of the Thai society. It can be said that
the life of a Thai person is closely connected to the temple from birth to death.
Temples are an easily accessible social capital and should be used to care for the
spiritual well-being of older people.

5.1 In Line with State Policies

Thai society has become an aging society faster than the developed countries have.
Within a time span of three decades, the ratio of aged population has almost doubled
(The United Nations 2002). Therefore, the country has had little time to prepare for
this demographic phenomenon. The state has realized that it is not able to handle the
situation alone. Hence, families, communities, organizations, and social networks
have been encouraged to take care of older people. As a social organization existing
throughout the country and a place for spreading Buddhist teachings, using temples
to care for the aged is appropriate and possible.

81t is designated that a temple is a place for supplementary activities of monks and laypeople.
A temple carrying out health promotion activities must have the following five elements: having
clean buildings and environment; conducting religious practices and sermons; having qualified
monks and activities that promote healthcare; conserving traditions, arts, and culture; and having
community members participating in development activities.
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5.2 In Line with the Concept of Socially Engaged Buddhism

A temple is a community center that plays many social roles. It is an educational
center for children to be educated religiously and academically. It is a welfare insti-
tution for poor children to live and be educated; a medical center to heal the sick by
using folk wisdom?; a shelter for travelers; a club for community members to inter-
act, relax, and seek knowledge; an entertainment venue during festivals; a court to
reconcile conflicts and family problems; a cultural center collecting artifacts; an
inventory storage for villagers to borrow; an administrative center for villagers to
hold meetings; a religious place to conduct rituals; and a place to learn Buddhist
principles (Sirintharo et al. 1982). Consequently, the temple playing a role in caring
for the spiritual well-being for the aged is in line with the concept.

Nevertheless, there has been a controversy as to whether Buddhism is meant for
personal salvation or for others. Critics on the concept of socially engaged Buddhism
include Ven. Buddhadasa Bhikkhu, Ven. Payutto, Ven. Phaisan Wisalo, Sulak
Siwalak, Weera Somboon, Ven. Thich Nhat Hanh, H.H. the Dalai Lama, Ven. Dr.
Rahula, Thomas Freeman Yornall, and Marshall White (Naracheto 2010). It has been
unanimously concluded that Buddhist principles are meant for the ultimate benefits
of mankind. The duties of monks cover religious practices for personal salvation,
preaching others to overcome suffering, and applying the teachings to help laypeople
overcome their daily suffering (Sirikanjana 1996). Additionally, monks are obliged
to spread the teachings and help guide the correct development of society. Monks
cannot exist without support from lay society, and at the same time, they are a part of
the community empowerment process (Chiamphaw 1986; Wasi 1997; Naracheto
2010). One challenge for the Buddhist institutions is what roles they will play to
ensure a smooth transition for Thailand into an aging society.

5.3 In Line with Belief and Faith

Faith in Buddhist teachings has brought about core values of Thai society (Paonil
2003). The temple is a spiritual center of laypeople (Sirintharo et al. 1982;
Khongphet 1991; Santhawachart 2009). Monks are spiritual leaders and center of
collaboration, since they are believed to be spiritually pure, intellectual leaders, and
altruists (Chiamphaw 1986). In addition, the temple is a model for cleanliness,
tranquility, and enlightenment, because it is a center for morality, ethics, customs,
traditions, and cultures of localities. Monks have a close relationship with their
followers, especially as spiritual guides for the aged to lead a moral life. With beliefs

°The health relationship between the temple and laypeople is in the form of welfare, in order to
ease physical and mental suffering. It is in line with a Buddhist principle that monks can provide
treatments to the sick, provided that no monetary cost is imposed, a gesture of giving practice. The
1992 Monks Act also states that monks can perform their duties within the framework of religious
disciplines. It is not immoral or against the disciplines.
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and faith in the religion, the temple becomes a venue for older people to interact and
share their experiences, knowledge, and information. During the Buddhist Lent, old
people would stay overnight on Buddhist holy days to observe the precepts and
overcome the loneliness of staying home alone when others go to work, a means to
strengthen their relationship networks (Busayawong and Thaengphet 2007).

International studies have revealed that faith and religious practices affect
longevity and reduction of stress, depression, and severity of illness. In Thailand,
studies have found that people aged 65-69 years conducted religious activities at
the temples the most and more so among those involved in agriculture. Temples
can create activities for the aged to participate in, which offer a new identity and
role for them, enabling them to maintain their roles and social relationship. These
activities make them feel strong and useful to others, creating a sense of prestige
and self-worth. Spiritually, temples should be able to play a part in changing
the rhetoric from “the elderly as a social burden” to “the valuable and honorable
older persons.” As a consequence, the temples as a community organization should
collaborate with the state sector in preparing for the aging society.

5.4 In Line with the Definition of the Healthy Elderly

Buddhism views older persons not as those who are old but as those who accept the
principle of cause and effect of all things in the universe and understand the imper-
manence, conflict, and soullessness principles. That is, they accept physical changes
and self-reliance, are satisfied with their roles and duties, and are physically and
mentally healthy. Old age is a valuable period of life, and older people are able to
contribute greatly to their families and society: a perfect time of life. Faith in
Buddhism would enable the elderly to accept changes of all things, and the temples
with monks preaching Buddhist principles should be the most suitable agency.

5.5 Physical Facilities

Almost every village in the country has a temple. At present, there are 37,057 tem-
ples nationwide. Each temple is divided into religious quarters and living quarters for
monks.'” The temple is a public place for everyone to conduct religious ceremonies
or secular activities of the community. There is no need for new investment, and what
is required is improvement of the facilities, so that they are suitable for the aged and
others (Sasiwongsaroj et al. 2012). Furthermore, most temples have maintained a
natural and peaceful environment suitable for spiritual practice (Table 4.1).

0The walled temple ground is divided into two sections: the religious quarters, where reli-
gious ceremonies are held and building structures located, and the monks’ living quarters
(Phayakharanon 2004).
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Table 4.1 Nu'mber' Regions Number of temples ~ Percentage
gi treer;lipol;clz nationwide Bangkok 425 1
North 8,809 24
Central 2,984 8
Northeast 17,906 48
East 1,865 5
West 1,878 5
South 3,244 9
Total 37,075 100

Source: National Office of Buddhism (2011)

5.6 Personnel

According to the National Office of Buddhism (2011), there were 291,116 monks
nationwide. From a survey on the readiness of the temples for the aging society
from 867 development-oriented temples nationwide, it was found that secular edu-
cation of monks ranged from primary school to doctoral degree and 64.1 % held the
highest religious studies. Furthermore, 81.1 % were keen on spreading Buddhist
principles to the elderly and 58.5 % on disseminating secular knowledge to older
people. Monks are also able to encourage the elderly to participate in learning activ-
ities on a regular basis. Moreover, they are able to motivate the aged to become
inquisitive, an example of lifelong learning (Pornsiripongse et al. 2012).

5.7 Budget

Temples do not receive budgetary support from the state for religious operations.
However, from interviewing five abbots in the North, it was revealed that budget did
not pose any problem in carrying out religious and social activities, since financial
support was from public donations (Pornsiripongse et al. 2012). Temples with
abbots who are knowledgeable, development oriented, and are able to solve com-
munity problems will attract more donations from their faithfulness (Srithanyarat
and Darikanlert 2010). As for work related to older people, Wongsit (1998) suggests
that abbots attempt to convince the elderly to participate in activities. If community
members have faith in the abbots, temple-based activities tend to become success-
ful. Faith brings about human capital, including monks, laypeople, and villagers,
willing to help. It will also bring in financial capital and cultural capital, which
temples could mobilize for further development.

5.8 Creating a Network with Other Agencies

In attempting to solve social problems in the past, many agencies focused on the
temples as they viewed that temples were social capital with potential. Consequently,
temples have collaborated with various agencies in carrying out activities based on
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either their interests or state policies, such as healthcare and health promotion of the
elderly. Such an activity was conducted by a temple whose abbot or monks provided
treatments to sick villagers and older persons (Chanket et al. 2008; see also Chap. 28
in this volume). For temples in collaboration with external agencies according to state
policies, the cooperation is in the form of temple area use. For instance, the Ministry
of Public Health established community health centers, the elderly clubs, and centers
for health promotion in temple grounds. The Ministry of Education established cen-
ters for non-formal education and career training centers. The Ministry of Social and
Human Resource Development established service centers for the aged. Collaboration
with these state agencies is in line with temple needs. It was revealed that many abbots
would like their temples to become centers for public activities rather than as places
for religious activities per se (Srithanyarat and Darikanlert 2010). With the view of
attracting laypeople into the temples and returning benefits to communities, temples
have welcomed projects of various agencies, because they have areas for activities and
for maximum use. As a consequence, if a temple is interested in working for older
people, collaboration with external agencies is possible, since these agencies have
already perceived the capabilities of the temples.

6 Preparing Temples for the Aging Society

From the above discussion, it is noted that Buddhist temples have been prepared to
become involved in accommodating an aging society. Nevertheless, during the past
three decades, Thai society has become more modern and sophisticated. There are
new social institutions taking over the roles of the temples. Education has been
transferred to schools and universities. Hospitals have been in charge of medical
treatments, and museums are in charge of collecting and displaying cultural arti-
facts. Therefore, temples can no longer respond to social needs as in the past. Some
are no longer community centers. Since the institution has not conducted the func-
tion of cultivating moral and ethic ground to young children, many people are dis-
tant from religion, do not understand Buddhism, and do not see the use of having a
religion (Payutto 1970).

Temples have also been encountering other problems. One is that fewer people are
ordained for a long period of time. Many are ordained for 1 or 2 weeks, not an entire
Lent.!! Some are ordained when they are old due to having no one to look after them
or having other purposes besides studying the principles (Payutto 1970). The result
is that there are fewer qualified monks who can conduct religious practices and social
work. This situation is in line with a survey conducted by Pornsiripongse and others
(2012), revealing that over half of the temples surveyed had one to ten monks and
over 70 % had fewer than ten monks who had been ordained for 5 years. The other is
that monks do not have sufficient secular knowledge. The Theravada sect has pros-
pered due to mutual support between monks and laypeople. Monks should possess

'The Lent is a period of 3 months, starting from the 15th day of the waxing moon of the eighth
lunar month to the 15th day of the waxing moon of the 11th lunar month.
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both religious and secular knowledge. Monks restricting themselves in religious
arena without learning about the modern world would not be able to connect the
religious world with the modern secular world (Wisalo 2009).

Faith in Buddhism and regular religious practices are beneficial to preventing
and lessening the severity of ailments. To prepare the temple as temple-based health
promotion of the elderly (Holt and McClure 2006), it is advisable to solve the prob-
lems currently encountered by the temples. The following are some guidelines to
prepare the temple for the aging society.

6.1 Brainstorming About Older People

It is not uncommon for temples to have the elderly carrying out religious practices.
Temples should focus more on old age and the principles of cause and effect as well
as the three characteristics of existence. When older people understand and accept
the principles as universal truths, they will be prepared for changes in life, making
their lives worthy and happy. What should be done is to get more older people to
come and encourage those taking care of grandchildren at home to come to the
temple while they are still physically strong. Monks should highlight study findings
about the benefits of religious practices and participation in religious activities as a
means to persuade the aged. Nowadays, many older persons suffer from various
chronic ailments, such as diabetes, hypertension, high cholesterol, and heart dis-
ease. These people feel hopeless and depressed because they think that they will
never be able to overcome these diseases (Pornsiripongse 2007). It is thus impera-
tive to brainstorm with other temples, local organizations, and other agencies to
promote the mental and spiritual health of the elderly.

6.2 Various Means of Operations

Operational means to promote healthcare for older persons should be various and
flexible due to different contexts of temples. Some have sufficient physical capital
with communities willing to fully cooperate with the temples. Others have qualified
abbots, and many are ready in every aspect. Therefore, patterns of operation should
be varied according to the local context.

6.3 Collaborating with Communities and Temple Networks

It is recommended that temples utilize participatory management principles to deal
with work related to older people. Monks alone cannot handle the job because many
temples do not have sufficient number of monks and/or many monks are not qualified.
It is thus necessary to work with communities and a network of local temples. Working
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with other communities, agencies, organizations, temples, and laypeople does not mean
competing for the same job but rather cooperating for public benefit. Local organi-
zations should support temples in terms of publicity, budget, advice, and suggestions.
Regarding the shortages of monks, temples should work in the form of a temple
network because different temples have different strengths and levels of preparedness.

6.4 Improving Religious and Secular Knowledge of Monks

Secular knowledge is a base and a means for religious knowledge (Wisalo 2009).
Monks who are able to promote the well-being of the aged and provide them with a
spiritual refuge must have profound religious knowledge as well as secular knowl-
edge. With new and interesting teaching techniques, they will be able to effectively
link the realities of secular society with Buddhist principles.

6.5 Improving Temple Environment

In addition to building structures in the temples, what should not be overlooked is a
cool, clean, and peaceful natural environment within the temple grounds. A suitable
temple environment will facilitate and improve the religious practices and atmo-
sphere for the elderly.

7 Conclusion

To prepare for a rapidly increasing aged population, the state must prepare spiritual
support for older people in addition to providing them with social welfare. In this
respect, Buddhist temples should be involved, as they already organize religious
activities on a regular basis, but without focusing on any particular group. Temples
have to respond to community needs in general. In the face of an aging society, more
focus should be on those in the elderly group. Temple problems should be solved
and their potential enhanced in order for temples to promote the spiritual well-being
of the elderly effectively and efficiently.
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Chapter 5
Beyond Localities: Community Development

and Network Construction Among
the Buddhist Monks in Northern Thailand

Mayumi Okabe

1 Introduction

The study on which this chapter is based examines how Buddhist monks have
survived in the rapid social changes that have resulted from modernization in con-
temporary Thailand from an anthropological perspective. The study focused on the
recent phenomenon of network construction among Theravada Buddhist monks in
the country with particular attention to the case of the “Community Development
Monks’ Network in Northern Thailand (khru’akhai phra nak phatthana chumchon
phak nu’a),” which was founded in Chiang Mai in 2001.

In Thailand, many Buddhist monks have recently engaged in social work such as
road improvement, credit unions, buffalo banks, care for HIV/AIDS patients and
treatment for drug addicts, and environmental conservation. However, the areas of
work in which they engage now range widely throughout the country. Social engage-
ment among monks might seem to be no longer something out of the ordinary. See
also Chaps. 24 and 28 in this volume.

These monks have been called phra nak phatthana or development monks since
NGO-led alternative development became influential in Thai society in the late 1970s.
The term phra nak phatthana describes monks who have a strong interest in the affairs
of this world or social engagement. It may also imply that development monks are far
different from an ideal image of Theravada Buddhist monks, who devote themselves
to ascetic practices in pursuit of otherworldly goals or enlightenment.

However, Theravada Buddhist monks not only have played many roles in religious
rituals and ceremonies; they have also been inevitably involved in worldly affairs in
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local communities. For example, these roles include practicing traditional knowledge
on astrology and herbal medicines, giving advices to the villagers on naming infants,
introducing migrant works, and arbitrating on family or village conflicts. The roles
of these monks can be paradoxically derived from the very fact that they ordain as
world renouncers. The question is: Why should we make different the monks who
engage in worldly affairs or community development as “development monks”
from the other monks?

In the field of development studies, most existing studies on development monks
appreciate their roles with morality and values against the capitalist system from an
idealistic and policy-oriented viewpoint of alternative development (see Wasi 1988;
Phongphit 1988, 1996). Sociological studies on the monks who engage in commu-
nity development discuss their social position from a macro-viewpoint focusing on
political and economic transformation in contemporary Thailand (Suksamran 1977,
1988; Laptananon 1986, 2007; Phisitphanphon and Prasandi 1991).

Such former studies, either development studies or sociological studies, see
“development monks” not as a discourse but as an entity. “Development monks”
are not any sect, or nikai, but a category which was formed gradually through the
development discourses in contemporary Thai society. It may be more considerable
that the social engagement among monks and development discourses have been
resonant with each other. Hence, this study considers that it is more important to
have a viewpoint to examine the controversy over social engagement among the
Theravada Buddhist monks than ask who is or is not the “development monk.”

2 Theoretical Frameworks: Controversy Over Social
Engagement Among the Theravada Buddhist Monks

There have been some previous studies that identified this kind of controversy over
social engagement among monks. Whether monks have a positive or negative opin-
ion toward such engagement depends on their position within the Sangha hierarchy,
their educational background, and their distance from the central administration
(Tambiah 1976; Suksamran 1981). Some believe that it is risky for monks to engage
too much in worldly affairs because such matters will cause suspicion among the
villagers if they interpret the monks as being political in nature or inconsistent with
popular Buddhism (Mulder 1973). These arguments were put forth soon after the
Thai government launched a number of projects to dispatch Buddhist monks to rural
areas for engagement in community development activities on a local level under
close cooperation with the Sangha since the middle of the 1960s.

Within anthropological research, there has not been much discussion about how
the Buddhist monks have experienced community development in the contested
opinions toward monks’ social engagement in contemporary Thailand from the view-
points of the monks themselves. Even a handful of anthropological works carried out
by Darlington (1990, 1997, 1998, 2003a, b) has focused only on the outstanding
“development monks” practices in community development in Northern Thailand.
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There are many interests on the relationship between them and laypeople in each local
community but not so from a broader context. This is the point that research on social
engagement among the monks is crucial because the issue further raises the need to
reconsider the politics of identity in relation to monks in this broader context of
increasing fragile and rapidly globalizing modernity in contemporary Thailand.

My study also sought to focus on the communality, which had been created by
Buddhist monks and among “development monks” in particular. Although exten-
sive networks among Buddhist monks have been constructed in Thai society lately,
few previous studies have investigated the phenomenon. How should we approach
this new trend seen among monks in recent years?

Let me start to explore the studies of Tambiah, who initially analyzed the rela-
tionship between religious practice and social structure within a local village in
northeastern Thailand and then investigated the relationship between religion and
politics in a modernized state (Tambiah 1970, 1976). In the latter study, Tambiah
(1976) also referred to a network of monks to explain their high mobility between
temples, often from rural areas to urban areas, with a special quotation from a classic
article by Wyatt (1966). Following on from Wyatt’s point of argument, Tambiah
explains that high mobility among monks results from their pursuit of better educa-
tional opportunities, which also enhances their value as human resources by improv-
ing the social status they will have in the event of disrobement. In line with Wyatt’s
argument, Tambiah points out that vertical connections such as the master-disciple
(luksit-acan) or senior-junior relationship observed in temples is quite significant
for individual monks. When a monk moves to and settles at a temple, he may depend
upon a senior monk from the same village.

On the other hand, horizontal relationships such as those between ordination
associates are not as significant to them and may be described as fragile connections
(Tambiah 1976). This argument has considerable meanings, as it focused on the
networks among Buddhist monks and highlighted the significance of vertical rela-
tionships for them. However, careful observation of the practices of monks in recent
years shows that these development monks do not totally conform to Tambiah’s
views. That is to say, they seem to actively try to construct horizontal relationships
among themselves.

Why, then, should they attempt to construct such networks despite also being
members of the Sangha, which acts as their traditional community? What kind of
communality can be observed within this type of network among Buddhist monks?
Through analysis involving the case of the “Community Development Monks’
Network in Northern Thailand,” this study focused on the new phenomenon seen
among the monks and examined how they have survived in the rapid social changes
that have resulted from modernization in contemporary Thai society by seeking to
create a new communality.

'For example, the Sekkhiyatham group (klum Sekkhiyatham) was originally founded in 1989
among development monks in northeast Thailand with the total support of Sulak Sivaraksa
and “Inter-Religious Committee for Development” by Sulak’s initiative. Then the leader of
Sekkhiyatham group is Phra Phaisal Visalo.
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3 The Sociohistorical Process of Network Construction
Among the Monks: The Case of the “Community
Development Monks’ Network in Northern Thailand”

3.1 Data Collected from the Author’s Fieldwork

The data examined here are based on my continuous fieldworks in Chiang Mai City
and its suburbs since October 2004.> In the city itself, research was mainly con-
ducted to collect elementary data on the “Community Development Monks’
Network in Northern Thailand” at the office of the Phothiyalai Institute (Sathaban
Phothiyalai), which is located in the compound of temple Suan Dok (Wat Suan
Dok) in Chiang Mai City.*> Sometimes when the monks and lay staffs of Phothiyalai
Institute went out to the other temples in Northern Thailand for their activities,
I followed them to carry out participant observations.

Meanwhile, in the suburbs, research was mainly conducted to record the life
history of a particular young monk at temple D (Wat D) in Doi Saket District,
Chiang Mai Province, who made special efforts toward the construction process of
the network, as a part of intensive fieldwork for the author’s PhD thesis. To date,
further additional research has also been intermittently conducted in the form of
interviews with monks in other provinces* of Northern Thailand who have also
made special efforts toward network construction.

3.2 Network Construction: Two Case Studies

3.2.1 Case One: Monk I’s Experience

A number of important episodes should be noted in considering how the Community
Development Monks’ Network in Northern Thailand was founded. Here, let us look
at the individual experience of one young monk at Wat D in Doi Saket District,

*My fieldwork can be divided into three periods as follows: (a) preliminary research in Chiang
Mai City and around Northern Thailand for the 5S-month period from October 2004 to March 2005;
(b) intensive fieldwork in Doi Saket (a suburb about 20 km far from, Chiang Mai City) for
the 13-month period from May 2005 to May 2006; and (c) additional research intermittently con-
ducted to date.

3These elementary data are obtained both by conducting personal interviews with people related
and by collecting original publications such as Muangmit’s report book (Muangmit 2004).
*These monks are based in the provinces of Chiang Rai, Phrae, Nan, Lamphun, Lampang, and
SO on.
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Chiang Mai Province, first. Monk I,> who moved from Wiang Haeng District in
Chiang Mai Province, has dwelled at Wat D for over 20 years. Monk I is a Shan
monk and has no relatives in the local community around War D at the beginning of
his move there. He decided to move to this temple from a small temple in Wiang
Haeng, where he was ordained as a novice, to pursue higher educational opportunities
at the religious school founded at Wat D.® After the abbot there (Monk P7) was
assigned to the position of head of the Doi Saket District Sangha, he (Monk P) became
too busy with administrative work than before. Now he had to attend administrative
meetings of the provincial Sangha as a representative of the district Sangha. As a
result, Monk P had less time to spend on community development activities by
himself as he did before, and instead Monk I gained a variety of opportunities to
engage in community development, especially health-care activities such as treatment
for HIV/AIDS patients and home visit projects. As Monk I's eager involvement in
community development deepened, he was also increasingly invited to seminars
and meetings on HIV/AIDS held by NGOs in Chiang Mai, around Northern
Thailand and in Bangkok.

At one seminar in Chiang Mai City, Monk I encountered an unexpected question
from a lay participant, who asked: “Where are monks working on the HIV/AIDS
issue? We have all risen up to combat it, but we don’t know where or how many
monks are engaged in solving these problems.” He was the only monk there, and
although he did his best to respond to his/her question, he was unable to give a clear
answer. This experience became quite meaningful because it highlighted the lack of

5In this study, a proper noun such as a person’s name is written in an assumed name for the purpose
of protecting one’s privacy.

Monk I (40 years old) was born in Shan State of Myanmar in 1973 and then moved across the
Myanmar-Thai border to settle in Chiang Mai’s Wiang Haeng District. Soon after elementary
school education, he was ordained as a novice in Wiang Haeng. With the relative’s support, he
moved to Wat D in 1989 soon after junior high school education. Although he graduated from and
entered into the master course at Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist University, Chiang Mai Campus,
he finally did not obtain the master degree because he did not submit the thesis.

© At that time, Wat D was becoming famous for its practical education for young novices and high
ratio of successful Pali examinees. The school for novice education of Wat D, which was founded
in 1977 by Monk W on the model of Wat Buppharam in Chiang Mai City, boasted of the most
numbers of successful Pali examinees in Chiang Mai Province for 3 years during 1986—1988.

"Monk P (68 year old) was born in Nan Province of Northern Thailand in 1945. He was ordained
as a novice and a monk in Nan and then moved to Wat Buppharam in Chiang Mai City to pursue
educational opportunities. Since that time, Monk P has been one of the disciples of Monk W, who
has discharged his duty as the abbot of Wat Buppharam.

In fact, Monk W has been famous for a variety of his community development activities around
Chiang Mai and Doi Saket in particular from an early period in the 1970s (Gosling 1981, 1983).
He had been the head of Chiang Mai Provincial Sangha of Maha nikai for a long time until 2009.
The case of Monk W indicates a quite interesting point that there were two outstanding Buddhist
monks active in the field of community development in Chiang Mai, one Monk W of Maha nikai
and the other Phra Thep Kavi of Thammayut nikai. See Wonguthai’s master thesis for the details
about Monk P and Darlington’s work for Monk W (Darlington 1990; Wonguthai 1999).
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ways to link monks and those working on the HIV/AIDS issue and opportunities for
them to exchange information on their work.

After this episode, Monk I started to make contact with other monks he knew
who had worked to provide HIV/AIDS care around Chiang Mai City and had
them introduce other monks to him so that he could become acquainted with them.
He was able to contact a large number of monks in this way, thereby gradually
expanding the network of such individuals in terms of both geographical spread and
the variety of issues in which they are involved.

3.2.2 Case Two: Monk K’s Experience

At the same time, there was another episode in Northern Thailand, specifically in
Chiang Mai. Monk K® was the key person here. In 1997, when Thailand’s newly
revised constitution was adopted, many groups of laypeople gathered in front of
Chiang Mai Provincial Office from rural and remote mountainous areas where land
problems had been caused by the development policy of the Thai government in
order to demonstrate against the constitutional revision. Four Buddhist monks who
were invited by the demonstrators performed religious rituals and spoke for both
sides—the government and the people—in the hope of solving the problems in a
nonviolent way. After the demonstration calmed down, these monks gathered
repeatedly to discuss the problems faced by the people—especially impoverished
farmers—and what they could do to solve them. Monk K took the leadership and
founded a small group of individuals, naming it “Monks for the Poor (phrasong
phu’a khon con).”

These two cases along with the individual and the social experiences of the
monks around Chiang Mai prompted the formation of a single movement in
Northern Thailand. Monks and laypeople gathered twice for meetings at Wat D in
1999 to discuss various aspects of their community development activities and also
came together at Wat H in Nan Province for a meeting to introduce themselves to
each other and exchange opinions on such work. About 150 monks attended this
meeting and confirmed plans to found a group of them in the near future. They also
organized a small committee at Wat Suan Dok in April 2000. The monks held a
meeting at Wat D with more than 100 attendees from all over Northern Thailand
and finally founded the Community Development Monks’ Network in Northern
Thailand in March 2001.

8Monk K passed away on July 2011. He was born in Tak Province. He was a Lisu. He ordained as
a monk in Tak 1992 and soon moved to Wat Sri Soda in Chiang Mai City the next year. He kept
going back and forth to Tak and War Sri Soda often and then had dwelled at Wat Sri Suphan in
Chiang Mai City. During his study at Chiang Mai University, he got to know many people who were
interested in NGO, and he also started his community development activities in his own village
and around in Tak for a few years. He was selected as Ashoka fellow and had many connections
with development agencies. Finally, he was disrobed in 2004.
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4 Sharing Interests on Community Development
Among the Monks Beyond Localities

4.1 Structural Aspects of the Network

From its foundation, the Community Development Monks’ Network in Northern
Thailand upheld the ideal of fostering the abilities of monks involved in community
development work and set the following as its purposes:

1. To improve the abilities of development monks involved in development-related
activities in Northern Thailand

2. To support and encourage development activities conducted by individual
monks, groups of monks, and local organizations

3. Toincrease the awareness of monks in administrative positions within the Sangha
and related institutions as well as laypeople in regard to the development activi-
ties of monks

4. To advocate new directions and models of community development based on
Buddhist Dhamma

This network has no firm membership except a small committee of about ten
young monks and an advisory board consisting of a few senior monks and laypeople.’
Monk B performs the role of the network’s representative. Accordingly, it is difficult
to know exactly how many monks are in the network. Each time the committee plans
a meeting or an event, it is difficult to specify the number of people who will attend.

Meanwhile, the administrative duties of the network (such as making contact
with monks, arranging their transportation, and dealing with paperwork) are per-
formed by the Phothiyalai Institute, whose office is located on Mahachulalongkorn
Buddhist University’s Chiang Mai campus within the compound of Wat Suan
Dok in Chiang Mai City. Monk B serves as the head of the institute and is also
vice-principal of the university.!® Approximately, there are ten staffs, including
monks and laypeople, working at the institute’s office. When the committee arranges
small meetings of the network, they are often held at the institute’s office or in an
open area of the campus. Thus, the network maintains close relationships with both
the Phothiyalai Institute and Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist University.

4.2 Collective Activities

The main activities of the Community Development Monks” Network in Northern
Thailand are based on holding seminars and meetings to report the latest news and
exchange information on their community development activities. Also, “members”

“Monk I is a committee member, and Monk P, the abbot of War D, is an advisory board member.
'"Monk B has been released of this post and has been a lecturer at the university since 2011.
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sometimes visit other member monks throughout Northern Thailand to provide
encouragement for their activities and cultivate friendships.

The aims of such discussions, which are accumulated through a variety of oppor-
tunities of its activities, are to share individual and concrete knowledge and experi-
ence based on the monks’ social engagement in each local community and also to
exchange opinions on general and discrete subject of social engagement among
monks in contemporary Thailand. Thus, the discussions in the network seem infinite
which enable the monks to produce practices reflexively when return to each temple
and local community.

Moreover, the Phothiyalai Institute regularly publishes a magazine called
Phothiyalai Magazine (Culasan Phothiyalai) to publicize its activities. It some-
times includes special features in interview articles introducing individual members
of the Community Development Monks’ Network in Northern Thailand and their
activities in each local community. Accordingly, it can be said that the publication
also plays a certain role as a public relations magazine for the network itself.

Here, I will show a scene of the meeting held at temple A (War A) in Nan prov-
ince on August 25-26, 2005. The participants were about 40 monks from at least
four provinces'! in the north and seven laypeople from Phothiyalai Institute. Monk
N, the abbot of War A, served as the host of the meeting on that day. Some partici-
pants who were highly interested in Monk N’s activities'? tried to make contacts
with him and visit his office within the compound of Wat A. This shows that activi-
ties of the network in a form of meetings can also be informal opportunities for the
monks to become acquainted with others who share the interests in community
development.

On the first day, the meeting was opened with Monk N’s remarks, and then Monk
B, the head of the network, started to explain the aims of the meeting. According to
his explanation, the meeting was regarded as a meeting to mark the 5th year of the
network and review the past activities thoroughly. Until that time, the network
seemed to have countless activities carried out by individual monks all over Northern
Thailand named as a “network.” However, for the future, the network will let the
monks coordinate the translocal zones which are set up according to the topics
(HIV/AIDS, environment, the young or the aged, credit unions, and so on). Most of
the participants were in a full agreement with such proposal of Monk B. Then they
divided the whole Northern Thailand into six zones and appointed the leaders for
each zone. After that, seven monks made the presentations on their development
activities in each local community.

On the second day, they confirmed the contents of the first day’s discussion at the
beginning and then started honest and informal discussion on their community
development activities. Some senior monks, such as Monk A from Fang District and

'The participants’ list of this meeting indicated 28 monks from 4 provinces: Chiang Mai (10),
Chiang Rai (1), Phrae (2), and Nan (13). The numbers inside (-) means the number of monks. At
this meeting, the author founded about 40 monks including the 28 monks referred above.

2He is highly famous for his earnest forest conservation activities such as “ordination of tree”
(buat ton mai).
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Monk S from San Sai District, both in Chiang Mai Province, gave their talks on the
difficulties that they have confronted in community development activities and
showed how to overcome these difficulties.

In their messages, it was underlined that “As we ordained, the monks have been
dependent upon villagers for everything to eat, wear and live in. So, we monks
have to repay them. The villagers’ hardships, which might occur from a lack of
‘solidarity (samakkhi)’, are also ones of us. The monks have to be engaged them-
selves to solve problems of the “community (chumchon).” Many other monks,
especially young monks, listened to their talks with high interests and exchanged
their opinions about some concrete cases of the villagers’ problems in each local
community.

In fact, these messages seem not to be an original way of thought created by the
monks of this network. Rather, they have been gradually expanded throughout
Thailand. What is significant is that the monks obtain the opportunities not only to
share the individual and concrete knowledge and experience of community develop-
ment works but also to access the discrete and general discussions. Here, it can be
found that a new communality based on sharing the interests about community
development beyond localities has emerged among the monks.

5 Discussion and Conclusion: Consideration
of a “Network” Among the Monks

The results of examining the case of the “Community Development Monks’
Network in Northern Thailand” can be summarized as outlined below.

Firstly, the sociohistorical process of the network’s construction can be traced
back to two particular cases along with involving monks’ experiences in Northern
Thailand. Monk I inherited the idea that monks should work for society from senior
monks—Monk P and Monk W. Here, we can see that the vertical relationships con-
necting monks within a temple still have a fair level of significance for them, as
previously pointed out by Tambiah (1976). However, as discussed in Sect. 3, the two
cases of Monk I and Monk K highlight the point more than Tambiah.

That is, Monk I encountered cutting feedback from lay participants at an NGO
seminar on HIV/AIDS in Chiang Mai. This experience prompted him to feel an
urgent need to construct a “network’ among the monks who share a close interest in
social engagement in Northern Thailand. As part of this process, the monks involved
in community development came together to exchange and share experiences and
difficulties arising from their individual development activities.

Another case demonstrates that many monks became aware of the need for
making a “network” of the monks involved in development activities in each local
community. Monk K, one of the most active monks in the process of its construction
around Chiang Mai, and a few leading monks tried to foster relationships with other
monks who were interested in this sphere from all over Northern Thailand. The
relationship between individual monks here is based not on vertical relationships
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within the temple or the Sangha but on non-vertical or horizontal relationships by
sharing similar interests.

Secondly, what kind of communality can be observed within this type of network
among Buddhist monks? This question can be answered by considering its activi-
ties, which mostly involve holding meetings and seminars and sometimes also being
active in arranging tours for the observation of monks’ activities to provide encour-
agement. These activities create opportunities for monks to share individual and
concrete knowledge and experience based on the monks’ social engagement in each
local community and also to exchange opinions on general and abstract subjects of
social engagement among monks in contemporary Thailand. When they return to
each temple and local community, these activities of the network seem to enable the
monks to produce practices reflexively.

Thus, monks belonging to the network are engaged individually in community
development based on the local context of temples and communities and have also
started to build another communality among individuals who share close interests in
community development beyond localities. This communality is based on horizon-
tal relationships among the monks, which is in contrast to the vertical relationships
whose importance was previously emphasized by Tambiah.

Finally, a number of related questions arise (although there is insufficient space
to discuss them here): What is the significance behind the formation of horizontal
relationships between monks who share similar interests in contemporary Thai soci-
ety? How do monks engage in their practices between the horizontal and vertical
relationships seen today? These research topics, which have arisen from the present
study’s investigation of network development among monks, require further consid-
eration about the identity politics of monks in the context of increasing fragile and
globalizing modernity in the world.
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Chapter 6
Hegemonic English, Standard Thai,
and Narratives of the Subaltern in Thailand

Adcharawan Buripakdi

1 Introduction

English has spread so pervasively that it is fostered into the rest of the complex
world as an international prestigious brand. Within this construct, how English has
become an international language is not because of a utopian ideal, but by virtue of
its political and ideological construct (Pennycook 1994). Such a political establish-
ment, accordingly, has a monumentally ideological impact on people in the means
in which they think and behave. Presently, the status of English, the language “on
which the sun never sets” (Crystal 2004: 10), has been still maintained, promoted,
and marketed through a system of both material and institutional structures, namely,
the World Bank and IMF or International Monetary Fund (Phillipson 1992). With
this discursive power, people find it difficult to resist the promotion of English as
“natural, neutral, inevitable and beneficial” (Pennycook 1994: 6).

The growth of English has major cultural, educational, and political implications.
To deal with the political aspect of English, language users need to study English
and how it works in different kinds of cultural forms and also across cultures. Also,
to better understand about the global rise of English and its role English played out
in any context, we need to look at English through its local milieus rather than
through a priori assumptions about imperialistic effects (Pennycook 2000). In this
way, in order to come at a clearer understanding about English usage and local
languages in Thailand, English should be viewed from Thai contexts, since it can
never be removed from the historical, social, cultural, economic, or political contexts
in which it is used.

The study on which this chapter is based examines status of English in relation
to Thai language and other competing discourses through the lenses of language
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users—one foreign and nine local participants—Iiving in Thailand. This chapter
aims to describe how the informants conceptualized these discourses. The contribu-
tion of this study is to provide a better understanding about the status of English,
Thai, and other emerging aspects related to the sociolinguistic position of English
in Thailand.

2 English in Thailand

English has become increasingly crucial both in local and global contexts. Thailand
is an example of the linguistic phenomenon of adopting and using the English
language to serve her own sociolinguistic will, contexts, and functions. As the
passage below describes:

The Thai nobility recognized early on the importance of English not just as an intellectual
interest, but as a vehicle for communicating with countries which threatened to arrive as
colonizers. English was used by the Thai people to protect their independence and as a
vehicle for absorbing modern ideas and technology into the country. (Masavisut et al.
1986: 205)

Historically, the first contact with English in Siam (the former name of Thailand)
took place in the reign of King Nang Klaw (1824-1854) when American mis-
sionaries were assigned to teach the language to young children of noble birth
(Aksornkool 1980: 72). Later, the policy makers during the reign of King
Mongkut (1851-1868) (Masavisut et al. 1986) realized the tremendous adversity
of not knowing English—the language of the invader. Out of fear of a colonial
power and a wave of change, English was therefore inevitably and politically
introduced to the royal palace. From that situation, English, at the beginning,
was learned on a restricted basis by royal family members and elite groups of
Siamese. In later reigns, English was reluctantly promoted outside the palace.
English ultimately became accessible to middle-class Thais in the reign of King
Vajiravudh (1910-1925).

From the beginning of the twentieth century, Thailand has gradually been
experiencing a new paradigm shift regarding English. Thais used English “mainly
with other non-native speakers of English, and only to a lesser extent with Native
speakers” (Foley 2005: 6). In recent decades, English has been used by people at all
levels of Thai society, from government leaders to bar girls, to fulfill their own
objectives (Masavisut et al. 1986). Although the use of English in Thailand is
restricted as Standard Thai dominates the domestic scene (Rappa and Wee 2006),
among 11 optional foreign languages, English is regarded as the most significant
one in Thailand (Wongsothorn 2000). Now English, the language of Thailand
abroad (Foley 2005), becomes a symbol of modernity (Huebner 2006). Indeed, the
deep penetration of English in Thai society is reflected through its political agenda,
which Thai people might seem unaware of.
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3 Conceptual Frameworks

3.1 Neutral English

The laissez-faire or the modernist position on the global role of English is underpinned
by the ideology that English is a functional device for pragmatic purposes. English,
in this view, is a lingua franca or the language of globalization par excellence
(Bamgbose 2003). This apolitical approach to language is the most common line of
English within the field of English language teaching and applied linguistics
(Pennycook 2001). Within this mindset, English is constructed, reconstructed, and
internalized as apolitical (Crystal 1997) or as “natural, neutral, and beneficial”
(Pennycook 1994: 7). The debate about this claim is on the rise worldwide (e.g.,
Pennycook 1994; Phillipson 1992). Central to this framework is the assumption that
English is an instrumental tool—an aid to help language users develop themselves
and to have an economic advantage. The pivotal belief of this economic progression
argument is that learning English equates with an economic growth.

The modern thinking that English is merely an instrument is widespread. Within
this construct, English with the universalism profile has been softly marketed as the
prestigious brand of the language through English learning and teaching (ELT)
worldwide. The problem with this position, however, is that it is mistaken and
unhealthy. Simply put, this position dodges “all the crucial concerns around the global
use of English, and buys into the apoliticism of applied linguistics and Teaching
English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL)” (Pennycook 2002: 38). The
view that English just happens to be in the right place at the right time (Crystal
1997) turns out to be especially problematic when “the seductiveness of this English
position makes its social and political naively dangerous” (Pennycook 2000: 109).
Besides, such a view of English as lingua franca terminally consigns English to “the
level of a technical language stripped of expressive and aesthetic characteristics and
denuded of any critical or self-conscious dimension” (Said 1994: 369).

Learning or using English, in fact, does not just mean learning or using a foreign
language but “unconscious implantation of the Anglocentric attitudes or the
perspective of the dominant race in the native’s mind” (Tripasai 2004: 11). English
not only held a hegemonic position but was also designated as the sole official
language and viable choice for modern education. The underlying ramification of
this glorification of English as the language of the skies and the seven seas (Bolton
2004) is a powerful imperial construct of English.

In effect, the hidden agenda of this instrumental construct is that English is politically
and economically av form of colonial control. Based on the argument of economic
progression, Pennycook (1994: 22) claims that the underlying goal of the promotion
of global English was to “protect and promote capitalist interests.” Indeed, in this
neutral message, this selling point of English appears to serve economic and political
purposes only. As Tollefson (2000: 8) remarks, “at a time when English is widely
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seen as a key to the economic success of nations and the economic well-being of
individuals, the spread of English also contributes to significant social, political, and
economic inequalities.” Undoubtedly, another acute problem of this instrumental
English domination is the production of an English language industry around the
world. As a consequence of the colonial discursive construct, the neocolonial ideology
remains even stronger today (Pennycook 1994, 1998; Phillipson 1992).

In the cultural pluralism paradigm, English grows from many roots. As Rushdie
(1982: 8) contends, “the language needs to be decolonized, to be made in other
images, if those of us who use it from positions outside Anglo-Saxon cultures are to
be more than ‘Uncle Toms.”” The interaction of localism and globalism becomes
more increasingly complex and multifaceted than we have imagined. It has led to
remarkable changes in the spaces of economics, politics, and culture around the
globe. Can Thailand ignore this emergent tendency?

3.2 Standard Culture

The hegemonic construct of language use, for any language, is concerned with
standardization construct. Refined version of the language, or, for example, Standard
English, is linked with being rational, moral, civilized, and intelligent, whereas the
vulgar version or non-Standard English varieties were seen as irrational, emotional,
materialist, and imprudent (Joseph 1987). This standardization construct also
echoes Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of symbolic domination and symbolic power.
These unequal power relations can result in symbolic violence. According to
Bourdieu (1991: 170), symbolic violence takes place “when individuals mistakenly
consider a standard dialect or style of speaking to be truly superior to the way they
themselves speak, rather than an arbitrary difference afforded social significance.”

Within this construct, some people attempt to maintain this symbolic power of
English in workplaces by conforming to its standard form. Essentially, the motivation
for this practice is the belief in the eloquence of Standard English that functioned as
“a mantle of power” and increased “personal standing” (Joseph 1987: 43). This
practice reflects that Standard English held ideological, economic, and political
power which “project one’s practice as universal and common sense” (Fairclough
2001: 27). Set into a global perspective, this powerful construct of the standardiza-
tion discourse is resonated in Bhatt’s (2001: 414) contention:

Standard English ideology seems only to reproduce socio-economic inequalities as it
privileges only those who have access to its possession, leaving others disenfranchised.
Thus, the struggle between Cockney and Standard English, between African and General
American English, or between English and Hindi in India, or English and Filipino in the
Philippines, is indeed a struggle between competing economic interests: Standard English
serving the elite and native language serving mainly the working class.

After all, in this discourse of standardization and the linguistic utopian construct,
the dominant discourse has an association with “goodness”—the quality of language
users that becomes so natural, desirable, and venerated.
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4 Narrative Inquiry

This chapter presents the status of English and other competing discourses from the
voices of ten informants from school, media, and professional contexts. Table 6.1
summarizes the participants’ profile.

This qualitative study employed a multi-method approach. To delve into the
participants’ voices, data collection was drawn from five modes: everyday conversa-
tions (1 informant), telephone conversations (2 informants), face-to-face interviews
(4 informants), English literacy autobiography (1 informant), and Facebook’s online
chat room (2 informants). All of these methods aimed to explore how the participants
perceived their English in relation to Thai and other competing discourses. Details
of data collection will be described as follows:

1. Daily conversations. Dialogues between the researcher and the participant, Tang,
were kept in a field note over time when the relevant issues emerged.

2. Face-to-face interviews. I sent an invitation letter via email and snail mail to the
informants. Then, the interviews with Saijai, Ladda, Kampol, and Pim took
place at the informant’s offices and a coffee shop in downtown Bangkok.

3. Online discussion. I purposively sent an inquiry to the participants via “message”
box of Facebook. Then the dialogues among the participants, Kim and Chai, and
myself took place.

4. Telephone conversations. In fact, the two participants, Kati and Pong, were
recruited in this project by chance. One day, one of the students of mine made a
call to seek an advice about his internship problem. From the dialogue on that
day, I considered this case very interesting. Thus, their views were noted and
reflected in this study.

5. English literacy autobiography. This participant, Pan, took one of my classes.
Having a conversation with him and observing him in class struck my interest.
Therefore, he was invited to participate in this project. His assignment was to
write an English literacy autobiography to reflect upon his English learning since
early ages.

Table 6.1 Participants’ profile

Participants Profession Language use Affiliation

Saijai Novelist, poet Thai, English Bangkok

Kampol Business columnist Thai, English Bangkok

Pim Business journalist Thai, English Bangkok

Ladda Environment journalist Thai, English Bangkok

Tang Chinese instructor Mandarin, English, Thai Nakornsrithammarat
Kim English instructor Thai, English Mahasarakham

Pan Student Thai, English Nakornsrithammarat
Chai Project consultant Thai, English Bangkok

Kati Student Thai, English Phuket

Pong Student Thai, English Krabi
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The language of communication in the field is both Thai and English. This
depended on the participants’ free choice. Overall, the interviews, the online discussion,
and conversations lasted between 90 and 120 min. The interviews and the discussion
on Facebook were conducted only one time while the telephone and face-to-face
conversations were conducted three times.

Data analysis was based upon a grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin
1998). The focus of analysis was an examination of the participants’ self-positioning
in relation to English, Thai, and other competing discourses. A categorization
system was a significant discourse-analytic tool for text analysis. Emphasis in
conceptualization of the coding process was placed on research device building,
reconceptualization, interrogation, and analysis of raw data under investigation
(Coffey and Atkinson 1996).

5 Narratives of the Subaltern

Over the course of this study, the participants expressed different perspectives
toward the English and Thai language. The informants, in one way or another, situ-
ated themselves or sometimes were located by others as subalterns. In this chapter,
I refer subalterns to the oppressed or those who are socially placed in a marginal
position. That is, the majority of the participants showed a marginalized position
toward their English and Standard Thai. Their attitudes were greatly influenced by
discursive construct of standard language ideology and economic forces to use
Standard English or Standard Thai. All of the participants developed discourse of
negative construction of self that exemplified how they located themselves in an
unfortunate position. They illustrated not only a deep-seated inferior self-image in
relation to English. Some compared and contrasted a deficit status of their English
competence with Standard English varieties, namely, American English. Others
were evaluated by people through the myth of Standard Thai.

The following section presents the narrative of the self-marginalization of the
participants.

5.1 They Don’t Expect You to Go Off Like Singapore English

Saijai, a native of Thailand, is a renowned poet and a novelist. Her literary work is
mainly in Thai; some are in English. She spent a high school year in a convent
school in Penang, Malaysia, where she learned to appreciate English taught by Irish
nuns. Saijai revealed that this early literacy background made her strict with what
she called King’s English, which the nuns “drilled into her head everyday.” Thus,
this is the reason why she held a strong view toward the use of Standard English.
Her English educational background in Penang, as she described, framed her
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attitude into the dominant construct of Standard English. In response to her stance,
Saijai recalled her educational history:

Because when you’re taught by the nuns, the nuns taught you the perfect English. They
don’t expect you to go off. They don’t expect you to go off like Singapore English, like they
say ‘come come, don’t shy, come sit like that, you know. They don’t expect you to do that.
So I’'m very strict with my grammar.

Here, King’s English or Standard English seemed to be located at a higher
position than other varieties. In Saijai’s opinion, it appeared that even Singapore
English was perceived with relatively lower status than King’s English. This histori-
cal statement rationalized her assent toward the form of Standard English. As such,
Saijai affirmed: “I will try to write King’s English as much as I can.”

5.2 You Have to Make It Look English, Not Thai

Pim is a business columnist of English newspaper in Thailand. She strongly
supports the use of Standard English at her workplace. Her reflection clearly
demonstrates how non-Standard English varieties are trivialized. In response to a
question about her language ideology, she stated:

I’m writing for professional, for executives, for business in high ranking, people in high
level. Then I also write mainly for international people to read. That’s why you know they
don’t want to read something that they don’t understand although they very appreciate on
Thai. But when you write in English, you have to make it English. Don’t make it look Thai.

With such strong belief, Pim put herself in Standard English mode in order to
“upgrade” her English, as she further argued:

My boss keeps saying you have to make it looks like what you see in Wall Street Journal
and Financial Time, very professional newspapers of the world. So, I have to upgrade my
working to have a very high standard.

5.3 A Writer of a Beautiful Essay Must Be Educated
Jrom Abroad

Ladda is an environmental journalist writing for an English newspaper in Thailand.
Most of her articles illustrate how she has tried to bring voices to the powerless in
Thai society. Her attempt is echoed in her statement: “In this mainstream media,
what I’ve tried to do is speaking up on behalf of marginalized groups in Thai
society.” This passage implies that Ladda did not want to surrender her voice to
mainstream thinking. However, in terms of language use, Ladda learned that in
practice she needed to negotiate with dominant discourses and authority of the
newspaper editors. She mentioned that when her English was edited, it was adjusted
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to fit into a Standard English rule of usage. Regarding her stance in language ideology
in general and writing in particular, she succinctly put it: “When we come across
a beautifully written essay, we tend to assume that a writer must grow up or be
educated from abroad.”

5.4 My English Is Like a Country Song; I Still Can’t Make
It Classical

Kampol is a business columnist working and residing in downtown Bangkok. His
work is both in Thai and English. Taking his lower position toward Standard English,
Kampol devalued his English. The reflective statements illustrated a deep-seated
inferior self-image and how he located himself in a subaltern position. In light of
this, he compared and contrasted a deficit status of his English with the imagined
Standard English. One of the prominent statements related to such poor competence
was the belief that incapability to speak perfect English or Standard English was a
marker of lower intelligence and prestige. Kampol remarked:

My English isn’t perfect. I worry about my English a lot.... My English is too simple, not

that sophisticated, uneducated, something like that.... Speaking about Thai English, I've

noticed for example Khun [Mr.] Anan’s English. I think his English is so beautiful, classy

and sophisticated, but mine isn’t. I think my English is at a lower class level compared with
his English. (Translated from Thai)

Kampol was obviously aware and concerned with the fact that neocolonialism in
Thailand has been deeply rooted and affected Thai ways of life. On the one hand, he
raised the issue of brainwashing and the deep impact of Eurocentric ideology on
Thai people. On the other hand, Kampol’s positive responses in line with the
Standard English variety were reflected from time to time. He expressed: “If one’s
written language is beautiful, we tend to assume that the person is smart. I think my
English is too simple, not that sophisticated. My English is like a country song. I still
can’t make it classical.”

5.5 When I Speak English, They Respect Me More than When
I Speak Thai

Tang, a native of Taiwan, has been teaching Chinese in a Thai university for almost
8 years. She is a colleague of mine. Fluent in Thai, Tang has tried to fit in Thai
mainstream culture by learning to converse to local people in Thai. She, however,
felt that her attempt was not welcomed by the locals. She observed that when she
spoke Thai, the locals did not welcome her like when she spoke English. Her fluent
communication in the local language did not give her any privileged position in
Thai society.
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Thus, she gradually learned that whenever she needed Thais to socially accept
her, Tang switched to use English although she did realize that many of those locals
could not speak or understand English at all. Her remark about the status of English
is noted: “I just don’t understand Thais here at all. I know that they don’t even speak
English or understand English. But when I speak English, I feel that they respect me
more than when I speak Thai.” From Tang’s experience, language ideology played
out in a complex way. English discourse was compared with Thai along a discourse
continuum. In some of Thai people’s minds, according to Tang, Thai discourse, in
comparison with Standard English, seemed to have a secondary status.

5.6 People with the Perfect English Accent Are Always
Selected

A native of the Northeastern Thailand, Kim is now an English teacher and a doctoral
candidate. He shared his two episodes of linguistic discrimination based on nonna-
tive accents. These were situations when his English-Thai accent was not fully
accepted and his English was evaluated based on the native-speaker-like accent, not
the message.

It was the situation in some classrooms of mine or some international conferences in
Thailand where I was a MC. Thai audiences or participants in those conferences tend to
appreciate the native like accent, which is true I agree because I used to be one of them too.
But I am always polite and like to pay attention to listen to speakers with a strong English
Thai accent. Most of people I know might be slightly swallowed to swiftly judge someone’s
overall English competence by the accent they can mimic. For me, this can be termed
“unfair.”

Another incident sheds light on the professional language use context in relation
to linguistic prejudice. Kim addressed how the power of the native-speaker ideology
of “perfect English accent” played out in a job market. He wrote:

There are always some demands of native speaker’s accent, such as in the language school
or in the high class social events. People with the perfect English accent and pronunciation
are always selected. The less skillful ones are marginalized like second-class citizen.

5.7 You Were in Symptom of Thinglish (Thai English)

A fourth year English major student, Pan, felt frustrated to negotiate his English
discourse with the expectation of his American teacher. In his journal, he expressed
his miserable feeling of being judged by Standard English. Calling himself a rural
boy, Pan wrote:

For the first time I was not happy with studying English in university because I envied some
friends who were smarter than me. I folded myself to live alone and read the grammar book
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a lot. I went to work with teacher (foreign one) and tried to speak with them but I had to be
shocked because the teacher told me you were in symptom of Thinglish. For the first time,
I didn’t understand what the Thinglish is. But, after that I had chance to study Thai study
subject that taught about Thinglish too.

Grounded in native-like accent justification, Pan reflected two episodes that
caused low-self-esteemed feeling when his accented English was compared with
Standard English. He also mentioned the contrastive picture of those who speak
Thai with an accent. As he made a remark, “I always find this surprising. When
foreigners speak Thai, we think they are so cute even though they made grammatical
mistakes. But when we Thais speak mistakes in English, we think it’s a shame. We
feel insulted so badly.” In addition to speaking, Pan addressed anxiety: “I lose face
about English. I'm very poor about listening skill. Sometimes, I don’t understand
the accents and I can’t response the question suddenly. I must take my breath to
prepare the answer because I’'m afraid that it will be ungrammatical.”

5.8 I Had No Confidence and Good English to Spend
with Them

Chai is a native of the southern Thailand, holds a BA in English, and is now working
in downtown Bangkok. He recalled his two incidents of situational English usage
that made him feel depressed and stigmatized:

Once that I have welcomed my debater friends from international Bangkokian students,
they all have an excellent English like native. They spent their good English all time when
they were together with no exception and yes, they sometimes talked Thai to me as I had no
confidence and good English to spend with them. Another one is when I interned at
AMCHAM where all native speaker and Thai having an excellent English. At that circle,
they all were having a good chat. They laughed. They asked. They talked. But not me as
I just could pretend to understand them. Who knew? I just did catch not over ten words of
their conversation so badly.

5.9 We Failed Because They Said We Speak Thai
with an Accent

An outgoing from Phuket, Kati was a fourth year English major student. In the last
semester, she was on an internship mission for one semester. This was a requirement
of the English program. Therefore, she and her classmate, Pong, decided to choose
a public relation company in Bangkok as their destination. Both dreamed to be a
great PR. They went through an oral interview. However, their first application for
an intern failed. They did not pass it. Kati shared reason:

It’s really funny. We really want to work in this PR department so badly. We did an inter-
view. I think I did a good job. Pong did so too. We’re so confident. But we failed. They said
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we speak Thai with an accent. They need someone who can speak Thai fluently like
kon-krung-thep (Bangkokians). We have to accept this. We can’t speak Standard Thai but
thongdaeng (accented Thai). This is too bad!

6 Discussion and Conclusion

One of the central phenomena emerging from the result is the interaction of power,
discourse, position of authority related to dominant discourses along a continuum of
discourse hierarchy. The participants’ reflections on their understandings toward
their English and Standard Thai captured a paradox in negotiations and power rela-
tions. A number of theoretical and ideological emerged from my results. At this
point, three major concerns pertaining to the global proliferation of English are
worth articulating: (1) the global English hegemony in Thailand, (2) discourse of
self-marginalization, and (3) mythology and stereotype.

6.1 The Global English Hegemony in Thailand

The most salient research finding was that English use in Thailand was deeply
embedded in a colonial construct within the political and economic hegemony of
Western Anglophone powers. This result validates the notion that English language
usage is never apolitical and is always involved in global inequality and imposition
of ways of thinking (Phillipson 1992; Pennycook 1994). The way most of par-
ticipants conceived of Standard English in relation to Thai and Thai people viewed
Standard Thai unveiled the powerful construct of Standard form of discourse
hidden in language use.

The participants’ voices confirm that “the sociolinguistic reality of actual lan-
guage use is less important than the symbolic assertion of cultural and political
separateness which is embodied in the designation of English as the sole official
language” (Markee 1993: 351). This colonial construction of the mind illustrates the
unfortunate consequence of the cultural politics of promotion of English (Pennycook
1994, 1998; Canagarajah 1999). This chapter has reflected how the hegemonic posi-
tion of English is unconsciously and consciously constructed and enacted by the
participants.

6.2 Discourse of Self-Marginalization

Central to this English hegemony construct is the classic colonial production of an inferior
Self and a superior Other. Manifestations of the discourse of self-marginalization
refer to the way in which language learners on the periphery yield their voices and
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visions to the center and maintain marginalizing relations with English through an
“us-them” mentality (Kumaravadivelu 2006). Finally, this uncritical acceptance of
those on the periphery toward the dominance of the native speaker or the Eurocentric
norms results in legitimizing their own marginalization.

This study demonstrates that some participants who conformed to the Standard
English or Standard Thai and also those who were around with the participants
viewed the world from the perspective of colonial subjects. They placed themselves
marginally in the discourse hierarchy in relation to the dominant discourse and
Western ideology. Moreover, some created a colonized image of nonnative language
user and non-Western writers as inferior Self and the construction of the Standard
English and Standard Thai as the superior Other. The premise that the West or the
Western ideology or the Bangkokian or the capital ideology was more advanced and
sophisticated was deeply situated in the minds of some participants and those of
people around them. The hierarchical assumptions of discourse reflected in this
study reaffirmed that these informants had low self-esteem, even put down their
own discourse, and are put down by others.

For example, Ladda hoped that one day her opinion pieces could be published in
the way she wanted to without sacrificing her voices to her editors. Kampol, who
evaluated his English as “low class, too simple, not sophisticated, and uneducated,”
made these remarks about the root of the marginalizing social relationships in
Thailand: “T think after all it’s about perception. This is how most Thai people
perceive of English. We have a perception that if one’s written language is beautiful,
we tend to assume that one is smart.”

The discursive production of self-marginalization reflected the interconnectedness
of language, power struggles, and social class. In case of Tang, whenever she needed
Thais to socially accept her, she chose to switch to use English although she did
realize that many of those locals could not speak or understand English at all. Tang
realized that these people tended to regard English superior than Thai. The power
relation between dominant English and local discourse, Thai, were in place. Besides,
Pim and Ladda resonated their struggle to be accepted by their English newspaper
editors. In order to be published, their writing needed to be conformed to the
newspaper’s policy that preferred dominant Standard English to non-Standard
English varieties.

Besides, Pan’s episode of “my teacher says my English has a Thinglish symptom”
reflects an inferior position when his accented English was compared with Standard
English. Lastly, the story of Kati and Pong captured a phenomenon of marginaliza-
tion in urban areas of Thailand. Working as interns in Bangkok, both learned how
Bangkokians (kon-krung-thep) stigmatized countryside people (kon-ban-nok)
by judging them from an accent. Unable to speak Standard Thai fluently, both
southerners unfortunately failed an interview for a job. Their accented Thai became
a footnote of an outsider or Other.

I argue that this construct is embedded in ideological and political positions
toward English and Thai discourse. Canagarajah’s (2002: 256) work could be used
to problematize this phenomenon. He contends that “native speakers’ norms of
identity and proficiency disempower learners with a sense of inadequacy.” Therefore,
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no matter what scenarios regarding imperial constructs of English take place, the
most serious effect of English hegemony is the “colonization of the mind.” Simply
put, “you glorify English and its culture while stigmatizing and devaluing your own
language and culture. It may sound a bit too extreme, but you are enslaved to English
and its culture” (Tsuda 1997: 24-25).

6.3 Mpythology and Stereotype

In this study, English hegemony and self-marginalization were maintained through dis-
cursive construct of mythology and stereotype discourses. Regarding language myths,
the informants made stereotypical statements pertaining to language ideology and
language use. Over the course of data collection, the participants mystified language
usage. For example, as Pim put it, “English is universal language. So English is the lan-
guage that is understood by people from every country.” The second scenario maintaining
English hegemony was through discourse of stereotype employed against nonstandard
language varieties (Bhabha 1990; Bourdieu 1991). Basically, the point some participants
made was loaded with linguistic prejudice about privileging Standard English over non-
Standard English varieties. They legitimized the higher status English varieties such as
American English but disregarded Singapore English (Singlish). In this way, stereotyping
results in fixated form of representation, as Milroy and Milroy (1991: 3) put it:

Even though public discrimination on the grounds of race, religion and social class is not
publicly acceptable, it appears that discrimination on linguistic grounds is publicly acceptable,
even though linguistic differences may themselves be associated with ethnic, religious and
class difference.

Additionally, this stereotyping discloses a deep and pervasive underlying preju-
dice against not only accented English but also accented Thai or non-Standard Thai.
As presented in the participants’ narratives, this manifestation played out around the
linguistic discrimination in the job market. This biased discursive process indicates
that English seems to prevail everywhere yet it seems not equal to everyone
(Holborow 1999). In this respect, Ladda addressed the issue of prejudice toward
non-Standard English varieties. As she put it, “When we come upon poor or a
strange kind of English writing, we are likely to think that it was written by Thais.”
Her observation illustrated that this stereotypical discourse dies hard. Eventually, it
seems that such a discourse might keep buoying up the hegemonic position of
English in Thailand.

To conclude, this chapter has addressed the status of English and Thai languages
related to the notion of Other—marginalized voices—in Thailand. It has presented
narratives of nine language users from educational and media contexts in Thailand.
Although these people engaged in different language use situations, the episodes of
their experiences coincidently and interestingly echo the same phenomenon—the
marginalized positions in Thai society. The salient research finding presented thus
far is that language use in Thailand—the nation that is never colonized by any country
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during a colonization era—is embedded in a colonial construct. These conceptualiza-
tions of English concerning Thai by the participants demonstrate the impact of
English in the construction of colonial discourse not only in their written works but
also in their minds.

The research findings presented thus far theorize the cultural and ideological
domination of English and standard ideology and most significantly the powerful
construct of postcolonial English in Thailand. Most of the participants were linguis-
tically, culturally, and professionally marginalized within hegemonic mainstream
discourses—Standard English and Standard Thai. Suffice it to say that colonial
power still imposes its presence and potency in the participants’ minds even though
Thailand has never been a colony of a European nation.

7 Implications

This study has taken a small yet critical step in exploring English status in relation
to Thai language. It probes into the theoretical understanding of sociolinguistics in
Thailand. To a certain extent, the dominant discourse of English and Standard Thai
describes the phenomena of linguistic hegemony, power relations, and postcolonial
identity. Needless to say, this inquiry offers an interesting invitation to delve into
this line of research. The study is of paramount importance for understanding power
relations including the fundamental inequality of discourse, language use, and
postcolonial English in Thailand.

This chapter suggests that language, ideology, and power are intertwined. It not
only has offered a great deal of critical insights into the sociolinguistic context of
Thailand, but it also has allowed us to better understand the theoretical, conceptual,
ideological, and power-related concerns of English hegemony and standard
language. This research opens up future studies to explore the status of the global
English paradigm and language use in Thailand. Interestingly, it seems that more
questions are raised than answers given in exploring the ongoing complex relationship
between language use and postcolonial power in Thailand.
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Chapter 7

Digital Revolution and Its Discontents:
Thai ‘“Underground Metal” Scene

and Their Love-Hate Relationship
with New Technologies

Athip Jittarerk

1 Introduction: After the Great Digital Divide

A specter is haunting the music industry—the specter of piracy. All the powers of
old music industry have entered into a holy alliance to exorcize this specter: major
labels and indie labels, Sonny Bono and Metallica, British rocks stars, and American
pop-dance queens. Now in 2012, it could be said that digital music piracy has
tremendously changed the way people consume music and the music industry itself.
We could see this change around the world, at least where ordinary people could
possibly establish a high-speed Internet connection. It is quite clear now that within
the reach of the high-speed Internet connection, CDs, and other tangible media that
contains music are now artifacts of the past or at least they are now collectors’ items
rather than general commodities as they used to be.

It is generally said both among the public and the music industry that piracy
contributes to the decline of CDs sales in the 2000s, and it is reasonable for the
music industry to take action. In the USA, where the struggle of the music industry
is most intense, there has been a constant struggle to end piracy from digital right
management (DRM) to mass suing of digital pirates. Recently, the attempt to pass
controversial Stop Online Piracy Act (SOPA) from late 2011 can also be said to be
part of this over decade struggle which fails to “improve” the situation of piracy.
SOPA threats to civil rights cause a public outcry that lead to a mass “blackout” of
various websites, leaded by Wikipedia, on January 19, 2012 which is now considered
to be the largest scale of Internet protest since its existence. Hence, the attempt
to “stop online piracy” is no small issue at all, and we have to note that one of the
largest supporters of this legislation is the US music industry. Why is music piracy
a bad thing?
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Most of the public discourses on music piracy come from the music industry
from a simple demonization of piracy as a kind of “theft” to more seemingly scientific
calculation about the job and economic losses caused by piracy. In the industry
point of view, piracy is always bad, but what are the other stakeholders’ points of
view? There are few studies that address the issue, and most of them just came out
recently and addressed it just indirectly. The data in these studies are also not quite
conclusive about other stakeholders’ points of view about piracy. So currently, there
are no other clear voices about piracy apart from the music industry.

My position in this chapter is to investigate this issue from the information
I gathered from the research I conducted in Bangkok from mid-2007 to early 2010
in Bangkok’s “underground metal” scene.! In the field, I always see both musicians
and other scene members expressing different attitudes toward piracy or even incon-
sistently at times. However, as the research progressed, what I found is that I cannot
single out piracy from the new musical production situation brought about by the
widespread usage of digital recording and the distributing of music and related
information through social network websites. At the first place, this may sound too
complex, but my point here is that we cannot just ask people about their attitudes
toward piracy without asking their attitude about the whole new musical world that,
what I call “digital revolution,” brought about. People may subjectively say they do
not like or even oppose piracy while, objectively, they enjoy all the by-products of
piracy without knowing that all they enjoy will not be possible without piracy.
So, the new and more appropriate question is about the attitudes of the people
toward this whole new musical world brought about by piracy and other aspects of
digital revolution.

2 Backgrounds: The “Negative” Impact of Digital
Revolution, Music Industries, and Piracy Studies

My initial question about the merit of piracy in general is shaped by the public
discourses on piracy and what I would like to call here “piracy studies.” I will elabo-
rate here why most, if not all, studies miss the aspect of the piracy question that
I found in the field.

Coming to the level of the research, piracy is, most of all, an economic question.
What I mean here is that there are possibilities of other aspects of piracy to be
researched, such as ethics, but most of them that come out are based on economic
questions which make the researches quantitative in nature. The reason here is quite
simple when we look at the major sponsors of these researches which are the music

!'Scene here refers to the site where the music production and consumption took place. I initially
use the term “field of cultural production” to refer to what I refer to here as “scene” in previous
work for different emphasis. For more details of the research, see Jittarerk (2011).
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industries.? The music industry in the USA as well as most part of the developed
world sponsored this kind of research to focus on economic losses of a particular
industry due to piracy. The aim of the research is to demonstrate to the public and
interest groups how bad piracy is and sometimes they have clear political implica-
tion to support some laws or state policies to combat piracy. The number of job
losses and the number of CD sales losses are highlighted in this kind of research
which many times came out as an annual report or factsheet of the music industry
and other copyright-related associations.?

The industry-sponsored kind of piracy research dominated the study of piracy
throughout the 2000s. However, in 2011, more academic types of research came
out. Media Piracy in Emerging Economies (Karaganis 2011) is a multi-authored
volume that has a number of researchers to research on the piracy situation in various
developing countries. What is significant is that this research is a very first comprehen-
sive multidisciplinary study on piracy that is not sponsored by the copyright-related
industry, and it is also the very first English publication to show various aspects of
piracy in some of the third world countries. The broad scope of this research ranges
from the relationship between the international trade agreement and local legal
aspect of copyright infringement to the social life of piracy on the streets. Different
chapters focus on different aspects of piracy. Nevertheless, music piracy is one of
the constant topics that each chapter always contains.

The interesting parts of this research are the parts that directly intend to argue
with the validity of the previous researches sponsored by the industry. The overall
arguments that are relevant here are that Media Piracy has said that the industry-
sponsored research data are mostly unreliable and the ones which use reliable data
tend to overstate the negative impact of piracy (Karaganis 2011: 1-73). The basic
mistakes those studies made are the overstatement of economic loss originated by
piracy. Media Piracy points clearly again and again that these researches tend to
maximize the calculation of loss by multiplying the number of pirate copies with the
actual sale price. This is based on the assumption that every pirate copy implies one
actual sale loss. This is a questionable assumption that is even dropped by later
industry-sponsored researches.* However, the bigger mistake about these losses
claim is the inconvenient fact that piracy does not reduce the overall consumption
in the whole economic system at all. This means that the losses from piracy in a
particular sector must also mean the gains in other sectors.

21 later found out that this kind of industry-sponsored research should be complemented with the
academic research about piracy from the economist (these works are reviewed in Dejean 2009).
These economic researches are quite quantitative in nature as industry-sponsored piracy studies.
Two kinds of research asked the same question; they just conclude qualitatively different, and both
leave the structural transforming impact of piracy untouched. (Anyway academic research that
reaches a similar conclusion as industry-sponsored research, but with less moral overtones, also
exists (see Liebowitz 2006).)

3This kind of research is generally available for downloading in the website of the copyright industry
interest groups. For example, see http://www.ifpi.org/

4Later research use, for example, production cost instead of sale price which make the calculated
loss dropped tremendously.
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To put in a more technical term, the question is “what are substitution effects
created by piracy?” This is a very complex question that requires a detailed and
elaborate answer for each particular case that one might not be able to expect on a
macro study of piracy. We will not know clearly how reduction in consumption in
the intensively pirated sectors, such as music, movies, software, and computer
games, would result in the increase in consumption in which sector unless we conduct
a more detailed study on this specific issue, and I have not seen any research that has
taken this path.

Nevertheless, in the musical sector, it is widely believed from late 2000s that
the large part of the budget shift away from CDs consumption more or less goes
to the concert consumption (Karaganis 2011: 43). The data that supports this belief
is the tremendous growth in the total concert industry revenue about the time that
the record sales decline. The more empirical connection about this causality does
not exist yet, but if we accept this connection, the way to evaluate the total economic
merit of piracy is to measure the increase in the concert revenue with the decrease
in the sales of records. If the two have about the same amount, we can initially con-
clude that the budget shift is just within the music industry from the recording music
sector to the live music sector.

However, are things this simple? Even the weights of the two are the same, the
point that the calculation misses is the issue of the distribution of musical income.’
To put it simply, even if the revenue of the concert industry increase about the same
as the decrease in the recording industry revenue, the potential recording income
loss of a particular artist does not necessary mean that he will automatically gain
that income by playing at the concert. From the current situation, it is more likely
that the potential record income loss of the newer musicians goes to the pocket of
the older superstars and concert organizers.’ Nevertheless, it is still too simplistic to
rush to the conclusion that this lower income distribution among musicians is “bad”
even among the musicians themselves. As I mentioned earlier, the whole issue for
the musician is not about piracy, but it is about the whole new world the digital
revolution brought into being against the old world. If we want to really evaluate the
merit of piracy based on the people point of view, we have to investigate their
attitudes toward this new world. However, what is this new world? I would like to
confidently say that people engaged in different music genres in different places
and times will perceive this new world differently and I have no intention here to
propose a general theory of this new musical world that could be applied across
place and time. Instead, I shall explain the overall impacts of the digital revolution
based on the given local situation.

*Income distribution is a very basic issue in development economics which research from any
industry normally neglect.

This seems to be true since there are data that suggest that in the period of increasing total concert
revenue in the USA, the number of the concerts and concert attendance is actually decreased.
What made the total revenue increase is the rising concert ticket price, and this makes the concert
industry revenue concentrated in the smaller amount of concerts than the previous period. See
Krueger (2005).
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3 “Productive’” Impacts of the Digital Revolution

When I was in the field, I learnt that piracy is always something of a spectral quality.
People know it exists, but no one wants to talk about it openly. But, as I make the
diachronic comparison between the scenes in the 1990s and late 2000s, it is clear
that piracy’ changes the way people consume and make music. As the CD sales
decline, specialized heavy metal record stores faced the similar fate as other record
stores in Thailand’s capital city.® They closed down one after another continuously.
The independent heavy metal music labels existed before the advent of piracy
closed their operations one by one.

These are the worst dreams possible for the people from the 1990s who are not
familiar with the digital technology. The closing down of the record stores means
that there would be no place to buy heavy metal records and interact with other
“metalheads.” The closing down of the labels means that there would be no metal
records being released by those records. In short, this is a disastrous destruction of
the ways of the 1990s to maintain the scene and to keep underground metal music
being produced.

While this “disaster” would make a perfect sense in the 1990s, the situation is
much more complex in the late 2000s. Now, the distributive and interactive functions
of the heavy metal record stores are transferred to small “underground” heavy metal
shows and social network websites.!® The recording financing functions of the
music labels are now in the bands’ own hands because of the reduction of minimum
recording cost due to the affordable prices of digital recording devices. If we want
to judge the quality of the scene based on the number of the bands producing heavy
metal music and the shows devoted to heavy metal music, the late 2000s is far from
dystopia of underground metal music. The time can even be best described as the

7Or rather new form of piracy since the Thai hard rock/heavy metal scene in the past is no stranger
to cassette piracy. In fact, cassette piracy is really the main material that created the scene in the
first place (Jittarerk 2011).

8 Normally, the scene member refers to the music they related to shortly as “metal,” since they have
to distinguish different subgenres such as heavy metal, thrash metal, death metal, black metal,
power metal, and gothic metal. However, in this work I do not want to emphasize on the sub-
categorization of “metal” music, and I will use “heavy metal,” the generic term for outsider,
throughout.

9“Metalhead” is an internationally common term to refer to the member of contemporary heavy
metal subculture or scene. This term is sometimes used in Thai context. However, the scene mem-
bers understand the term even if they do not use it.

0The term “underground” is used in the scene frequently by the member both among themselves
and to outsiders for referring to the name of the scene. We have to note that the scene is not “under-
ground” in the sense that the musical activity is illegal, but in the sense that it is outside “main-
stream.” This is true for Thailand where the scene has always been outside the radar of the authority.
The term underground is also used as an adjective such as “underground metal” to signify that
heavy metal music is outside mainstream. It has to note that although there are some heavy rockers
in “the mainstream,” which could be seen in public media, these heavy rockers are never counted
as part of the underground scene and their music is not part of “metal” in the scene member’s
perspective.
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highest point of the scene since it started to exist.!' There are more bands than ever
which produce more music and having more shows than ever. The origin of the situation
is what I called digital revolution where piracy only plays a negative part to free
more time and take more money from the people so these resources can be shifted
toward musical production instead of consumption. Here, I shall return to the question
raised about “what are substitution effects created by piracy?” I will look at “substitution
effects” in the broadest sense, which is not limited to just substitute consumptions
but also substitute productions. I will also answer it by comparing the behaviors of
the members of the scene in the 1990s that I interviewed and the behaviors of the
members of the scene in the late 2000s who saw in the field, or, in short, by comparing
the pre-piracy people with the post-piracy people.

3.1 The Rise of Digital Recording and Its Impacts

Digital technology has transformed many cultural production sites in the late 2000s,
and one of the sectors that received this impact of digital technology is the musical
sector. Not only digital musicians specialized in synthesizers are benefitting from
the technology, but those producing music in the rock music tradition of recording
live instruments also receive lots of impacts from digital recording. In the 1990s,
analog recording is the rule of making the rock recording. The cost of building the
studio is practically unaffordable for the lay musicians. It would probably cost a
million, if not millions of baht to create the recordable studio in the 1990s. I cannot
gather the rental rate of the commercial studio at the time, but there is an interview
which indicated that the recording of the very first underground metal album in
Thailand, released in the mid-1990s, costs 200,000 baht (Donpheebin 2008). We
also have to note that his is the cheapest recording because it was initially meant to
be only the demo recording, so the quality of the recording is not quite good when
compared to commercial recording of the time.

Now, the situation is much different. The musicians in the late 2000s I interviewed
did not have to invest a large amount of money for recording compared to the 1990s.
The bands that finance their own recording in the commercial studio in the late
2000s might have to invest only 20,000 baht for all the recording and mixing process
to get their tracks ready for the album.!? Looking only at the price, this is ten times
cheaper than the 1990s recording.!®* Examination of the quality of the tracks shows

"' There are conflicting opinions about the beginning of the scene (Jittarerk 2011).

2The bands I have talked to have various ways of recordings. Those who record their music at
home might invest for their audio interface, use pirated musical software to program drums, and
have lower cost of production than 20,000 baht. Still, some richer musicians use more budget than
100,000 baht for their recording, but I would say that this is quite a rare case that also astonished
other musicians when I told them.

BTf we include the impact of inflation between the mid-1990s and late 2000s into calculation, this
gap would even be larger.
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that they are considered better than 1990s underground recording because of the
clarity of the instruments.

This kind of recording is possible because the rehearsal studios around Bangkok
adopted digital recording and extended their business to include recording service
in the mid-2000s. The digital recordings of these studios provide a budget alterna-
tive for the musician who wants to make a recording in the late 2000s. It makes
sense to assume that the price is affordable since the recording budget 20,000 baht
is shared among band members as all the bands I interviewed asserted. Given that
the average number of most metal band is four members,'* the average cost of
recording per member for each album recording is 5,000 baht per member. The
price is affordable for sure since it is less than the cost of the musical instrument the
members have to use in playing live."

The affordability of recording makes the bands’ recordings compulsory for
the promotion of the band and to get the show.!'® The bands have to present them-
selves through the bands pictures and their music in public places where they can
meet the show organizers and fans. This is where social network sites come into
the picture.

3.2 The Rise of Social Network Sites and Its Impacts

There is more reason than financial issue that 1990s bands have to rely on recording
labels. It is distributional issue. Not only is it almost impossible for a band to finance
an album recording in the 1990s, to get the music being heard is equally difficult.
Cassette tape was the dominant vessel of music in the 1990s. Music had to be put in
cassettes to be sold and heard. Producing cassettes in the 1990s required more
investment than bands could afford. So, there was a need for finance from the label.

In 1990s cassette regime, 100,000-200,000 cassettes sale for each album is con-
sidered a loss even for the indie labels of the time (Sukosol Klapp and Potisaratana

14Most underground metal bands in Bangkok consist of 3-5 members which is the same as metal
bands elsewhere in the world as far as I know. The variation of the members is mostly due to the
number of guitarists in the band (can be either 1 or 2) and whether the vocalist is playing any
instrument or not.

The minimum instrument necessary for playing live for a band is the guitar and a distortion
effect, the bass guitar and the double-bass drums pedal, and snare drum. The total price of all the
instruments is more than 20,000 baht for sure. I would assert that people who could afford to buy
these instruments could also afford the recording cost in the late 2000s.

1There are some bands trying to get a record deal in the period I study, but they are the minority.
Most bands accept the situation of no label existing to give them a deal and making a recording on
their own budget. However, there are not many albums recorded in this period. Most, I would say
70-80 %, recordings that came out in the late 2000s are either demo or EP consisting of not more
than 5 tracks. This is a big contrast with the 1990s recording that more than 90 % of recording is
album recording. This shift from album making to demo and EP making is interesting and needs
more discussion I cannot properly give here.
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2008). But, the best-selling underground metal cassettes could reach only about
70,000 copies.!” This creates a big loss of investment to most labels who signed
underground metal bands which either eventually bankrupted them or made them
get rid of all underground metal bands from the label.

The whole situation starts to change in early 2000 when CD sales start to decrease
and finally the whole recording business reach a similar situation. One of the famous
Thai popular song composers from the biggest Thai label claimed in 2011 that, in
the past, the sales less than 500,000 copies was a disaster, but now, if any record can
sell more than 10,000 copies, it is something to celebrate.'® The sales of contempo-
rary underground metal decrease similarly. For all that I know from the field, the
best-selling underground metal album that reached the highest sale in the late 2000s
cannot even reach 2,000 copies, and normally any record of underground metal
bands cannot even sell more than 1,000 copies. For the bands that I know, it took
them many years and lots of effort to sell all 500 copies of the album."

Even the recording cost is much cheaper in the late 2000s. This is still not a good
situation to invest in metal bands. The bands now have to finance their own recording
as mentioned above. However, what replaced the old way of getting music out to the
public via tangible media such as cassette and CD is the Internet. When I started
conducting the research in 2007, I could say that 95 % of the bands had their band
pages on www.myspace.com.’ On the show, I participated bands even announce
their Myspace addresses on stage.

Myspace basically provides everything that bands need to promote themselves
on the Internet.?! Bands can upload their songs and their pictures on the site to show
on their pages and they can even customize their page to fit their image. Myspace is
also the site where bands, their friends, their fans, and show organizers interact.
Bands post the advertisement of their latest releases on each other’s profile. Show
organizers find new bands for their show via Myspace and invite them to play. When
the show poster comes out, it is normal for both the organizer and bands to put the

17Estimated from one of the widely known Thai underground metal album which is Donpheebin’s
second album Sen Tang Sai Morrana (The Way of Death) (see Donpheebin 2008).

8The composer’s name is Nitipong Hornak. He claimed the number on the news show “Joh Kow
Den” (Investigating Hot News) of Channel 3, which is a public TV channel, on January 19, 2011.
19 Actually the album is also used in the practice known as “trading” which is exchanging album
with foreign metal band via mail. This chapter is too short for discussing the detail of transnational
CD exchange which provides more outlet of the CD produced in various locations. Only a faction
of bands in Bangkok have this practice, but the practice creates a connection that both brings
foreign underground metal to play a show in Bangkok and makes Bangkok’s underground metal
bands get the show abroad.

2T actually encountered more than 100 bands in the field, both online and offline. I found only one
band that has no Myspace page. But it has its page on another social network site—Multiply.

21 By late 2009, Myspace is quite obsolete as almost all interactions between bands, organizers,
and fans move to Facebook. But, the overall functions are quite the same. Bands still promote
themselves through Facebook pages, organizers post the show posters around various “walls” in
Facebook, and fans still interact with bands, or even band members, in their pages or personal
accounts.


http://www.myspace.com/

7 Digital Revolution and Its Discontents: Thai “Underground Metal”... 119

poster out as their profile picture and when other scene members see the poster they
go to the show for support. Finally, we reach the most important component of the
scene, the show.

3.3 The Rise of the Shows and Its Impacts

The show is the most important component of underground metal scene. Some
bands in the scene even heading toward playing in the show while they are still playing
only cover songs of famous foreign metal bands. It has to be noted that an underground
“show” is different from what is called “concert.” In the Thai language, concert
generally means a big commercial concert, normally in a big hall or a stadium.
However, when scene member refer to what is equal to underground “concert,” they
will use ngarn taidin. Taidin means underground, literally under the ground, and
ngarn generally signifies a trade fair or exhibition. As far as I have heard, the scene
members never refer to the underground “show” as “concert” and referring to the
show as concert signifies the nonmembership of the scene.

Underground shows in Bangkok mostly took place in small pubs around Bangkok
that have 100-300 capacity. The organizers normally rent the place in daytime and
use the pub’s instrument that is used for their nighttime live music, namely, the
microphones, the amplifiers, the drums set, the mixer, and the PA. Normally, the pub
will not be selling anything at the daytime show and will not allow any drink to
enter the door. The common picture of the underground show is the scene members,
and even the bands, getting drunk in front of the pub.

The profitability of organizing the show is quite mysterious for most of the scene
members or even the bands. However, I also did a research with the organizers and
even organize the show with the group of “friends” I find in the field.?* I can assert
that it is quite impossible to make any profit in the late 2000s show and in the early
2010s the situation is getting economically worse.

I know from talking with various pub owners and organizers that the rental price
of the pub for a show normally ranged from 15,000 to 25,000 baht. The average
ticket price for all the shows of all Thai bands was about 150 baht in 2007. At that
time, the shows that get the most people in the beginning of the field is “metalcore”?
show, which is trendy music at the time. It might get 200 ticket sales at most for the
25,000 baht venue. This means 5,000 baht profit at most for each show. The less
trendy shows of “old school heavy metal”? in the same period and same venue
could not even get 100 ticket sales. This means a loss of more than 10,000 baht.?

22The group is called “Bangkok Thrash” and still organizing a yearly thrash metal show.

2 Metalcore is this sense is a music that is a mixture of 1990s’ New York style hard-core punk
music and early 2000s” Swedish style death metal. The subgenre is very popular in the USA in the
mid-2000s and its popularity came to the underground scene in Thailand shortly.

%4The term normally means heavy metal subgenre that emerged in the 1980s in the USA and UK.
2 The rough calculation of this profit and loss is based on the assumption that most of the show did
not get additional revenue from the sponsors. But if they had a sponsor, each sponsor tended to give
few thousand baht only, and all Thai band shows normally do not get more than 1-2 sponsors.
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As time passes, metalcore is slower sliding out off the trend and the show also gets
less than 100 sales in a matter of few years.?® This situation reflects the general situ-
ation of the underground show in the late 2000s. Every show attracts not many peo-
ple and keeps making loss. In my opinion, the key cause of this situation is that
shows keep increasing constantly in the late 2000s. As shows increase, if there are no
additional scene members and the present scene member did not attend more shows,
the number of attendance and ticket sales of each show seems to inevitably decrease.

What is quite strange for me is that in the period the ticket price for each show
seems to decrease too. In 2007, the normal price range is between 150 and 200 baht,
but by 2010, the normal price range is between 100 and 150 baht. This reduction is
price may originate from the price competition between organizers. However, even
where there is the reduction is price there is no significant increase in demand for
attendance and the result is disastrous for those who cut their ticket price down.

Even if there is no significant demand for watching the show, there is a constant
demand in playing in the show. I notice that new bands keep entering the scene since
the first day of my research and it does not seem to have stopped. It may be a too big
question for this chapter to speculate why people keep producing this unprofitable
music. However, if we assume that this drive to make underground metal music is
relatively constant for the last 20 years, we may see clearly that the digital revolu-
tion is the precise structural condition that brought the whole situation. There are
always people who want to make underground metal music; digital revolution just
enables them to do so in the late 2000s. This leads us to the last point of evaluating
digital revolution from the musician’s point of view.

4 To Pay or to Be Paid, That Is the Question: Digital
Underground vs. Traditional Underground

Nowadays, shows keep increasing to the extent that some organizers collect some
money from the bands participating in the show to finance the show. This musician
paying to play instead of playing to be paid situation might be weird in the first
place, but it is the very logical outcome when the organizers of the shows are keep-
ing on making losses at the same time as more bands are willing to play.

The pay to play problem is scandalous in the scene for a while in late 2010 to
early 2011, and there was even an online campaign against the organizer who orga-
nized the show this way. The campaigners even tried to organize the show where
“good” bands can play without having to pay any money. The issue finally faded
away. The organizer who collected money from musicians when organizing the
show disappeared from the scene and the campaigners who tried to give a good
band a free chance to play also disappeared without their show being organized.
But, the whole monetary issue points the gap that separates two generations of
musicians.

26T observed this in 2009, not more than 2 years since I entered the field.
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Getting money from underground musical activities or not is the issue that marks
the generation gap of the pre-digital revolution musicians and post-digital revolution
musicians.”’ Even if I mention how unprofitable underground music used to be in
the 1990s, the musicians of that generation still expect to be paid for their unprofit-
able musical work. The labels mostly are not able to pay them and end up with bitter
relationships toward musicians who accused them of cheating and ripping off.?
Even if the label does not exist as an active component of the scene, the musicians
of this generation have the tendency to request the paying fee from the organizer
and normally when they know they will not get paid, they will refuse to play. It is
interesting to note that the musicians of this generation are normally acting as
“professional” musicians in the sense that they act the same way as those living by
playing music even if they’re not. It is quite understandable since musicians of this
generation tend to have gained money from their musical activities for at least some
part of their lives, so they continue the same monetary demand even if the whole
scene is making losses.

The post-digital revolution generation of musicians tends to be accustomed to
not being paid for their musical activities. As I have said above, this generation has
to finance their recording on their own and actually some of them have to organize
their own show. This is the generation that is normally investing in their musical
activity not finding the investors to invest and take risk for their musical activities as
previous generations. Furthermore, given that this generation mostly starts playing
shows in the mid-2000s, in general, they have no experience of being paid for playing
in a show.

When it comes to the evaluation of the current situation, both generations see the
current situation of the scene differently. Even the members of the older generation
who appreciate the productive impact of digital revolution to be appropriated by
them look at the situation of the whole scene negatively in various ways. Some
members of this generation still keep complaining about “piracy problems” that
destroy the whole label system which in fact destroy the appropriate system of making
the music, where the duties of the musician are composing songs, rehearsing, and
recording, leaving everything else to be the duty of the label. Many musicians of the
generation are quite happy with the opportunity that digital technology provides,

27Of course, there are shades of differences and exceptions. The two categories could be read only
as Weberian “ideal type.” It is also noted that sometimes the attitudes of the pre-digital revolution
musicians exist in post-digital revolution musicians too, but this is rather a marginal phenomena to
reject the generation-based explanation of the difference in attitudes. Furthermore, this kind of
exception can be explained by the transference of attitude through association between some parts
of the musicians of both generations.

28This is quite a complex and sensitive issue. There are some interviews that bands accused labels
of ripping off (Donpheebin 2008) and the 1990s musician I talked to told me disappointingly that
he “never got any money” despite “a lot of records being sold.” So far as I know, most of “under-
ground” metal label that are accused of “ripping off” tend to not have any signed contracts, and it
is impossible to know the deal between the bands, or some members of the bands, and the labels.
Given the fact that labels tended to make losses when they released an album, it is unclear whether
they really “rip off” or not.
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but they say disappointingly that newer bands have great technological possibility
to produce albums but fail to produce anything more than an EP with few songs.
Some even go so far to say that now it is too easy to be in a band and to play a
show today to the extent that the whole scene is flooded with bands that do not have
musical quality, especially in terms of musical skill. They add that it would be better
if there are fewer bands on the scene with better quality of music enough to deserve
to be paid for their show.

Normally, the newer generations have a different attitude toward the current
situation of the scene. They do not see competition at all among bands and they are
very supportive of new bands being formed. They view the show as a place for a
band to improve to be a better band not the place where only the best bands in the
scene share the stage. This generation looks at the digital technology very posi-
tively. Most of them acquire new music by downloading® and distributing their
music through the Internet.*® They have no problem with the bands having to finance
recording themselves or even having to make a recording themselves. Actually,
when some bands make recordings themselves, they are proud to take the role of the
recording engineer and producer of their own album. In short, they see that digital
technology change the scene in a good way.

In summary, it is not possible to conclude that the whole musical community
have positive or negative evaluations about the total effect of digital revolution in
general or even piracy in particular. Even most of the musicians agree that newer
digital resources give more possibility to create music, not everyone agrees that it is
good that this possibility is available to everyone, and this complicates the evaluation
of piracy which is a major component of this revolution.

5 Conclusion: Technophilia or Technophobia? Yes, Please

Some people believe that Internet access can be separated from piracy, and this is a
heated political debate of today about whether the measures are abolishing online
piracy would equal the destruction of the Internet or not. As far as evidences around
the world goes, Internet access always goes hand in hand with piracy. I do not see
that it is appropriate to separate the current “piracy problem” from the overall
impact of Internet connection, and since it is digitization of data that is a crucial link
of both, the analysis should also include the digitization aspect. The systematic
connection of the three aspects is what I call “digital revolution” and I have analyzed
it through this chapter.

2This does not mean that this generation of musicians does not buy CDs at all. Buying CD and
other merchandises becomes more like a duty to support other bands rather than the only way to
get the music to be listened to as in a previous era.

3This does not mean that most of the bands give their music for free but means that they at least
make their music available for streaming on the Internet.
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In short, for underground metal bands in Bangkok, digital revolution makes what
is previously unaffordable unnecessary and make what is previously necessary
affordable. The traditional way of analog recording and getting music distributed
through traditional distribution channels that was unaffordable for a band is now
unnecessary. The new digital recording and digital distribution of music make what
is previously unaffordable production and distribution of music available for every
individual band. Piracy first brought the old intermediaries such as labels and record
stores down. Digital recording provides an alternative way for making the recording
independent from label’s investment on recording. Internet connection provides
both distribution channel and interactive functions gone with the record stores closing
down. The new production situation drives more bands to emerge in the scene creating
more music, but at the same time, more production of music drives the profitability
of each producer in the whole scene down. The merit of the situation depends on the
background and perspective of the beholders in the scene. The pre-digital revolution
generation sees things getting worse as unqualified bands flood the scene and qualified
bands do not get the payment they deserved. The post-digital revolution generation
sees things getting better as there are more people who are serious enough about
metal music playing in more and more bands, making records and improving themselves
by performing in the shows.

It might all be too easy to finally conclude that the merits of piracy after all
depend on perspective, but it is necessary since the public discourse keeps on asserting
that piracy is some kind of absolute moral issue. This clash on perspectives about
piracy brings it back to political issue where it always belongs. Piracy is no small
issue in 2012. It becomes a highly politicized issue as the copyright industry is trying
to regulate the Internet. Even if the battle started a long time ago, this might be the
first period in history that the majority starts to feel that they are in the midst of the
battle and, as good Weberian academic, I might have no task other than shedding
some light on this politicized battle.
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Chapter 8

The Thawiphop Phenomenon: Reimagining
Nationalism in a Contemporary Thai Novel
and Its Stage and Screen Adaptations

Morakot Jewachinda Meyer

1 Introduction

In the late nineteenth-century Britain, Alice — the famous children’s book character
created by Lewis Carroll (2006) — enjoys time galore in the fantasy world down the
rabbit hole and in the looking-glass house. Across the Indian Ocean in the late
1980s, Thailand witnessed the debut of Maneechan or Manee, the protagonist of the
novel Thawiphop (Parallel Worlds). A beautiful young lady, Manee uses a standing
mirror to travel back and forth between the present and the fantasized past of
Thailand or Siam as the country was known before 1939. After her adventures in the
fantasy world, Alice comes back to her house and presumably goes on to enjoy her
life in the British Empire of her times. By contrast, Manee never returns from her
final sojourn in the parallel world. She makes a conscious decision to live her life in
the fantasized past of the mid-nineteenth-century Siam, where she has developed
genuine love for Dhep, a young noble who works in the royal foreign affairs service.
Manee’s and Dhep’s relation, however, cannot be reduced to romantic love; they are
also bound together by their passion for defending the nation from the encroachments
of Western imperialism.

This chapter offers a textual and contextual analysis of Thawiphop and its
adaptations. Scholars have so far shown little interest in the novel and its various
stage and screen versions although Thawiphop has been widely acknowledged for
its significance in revealing certain aspects of contemporary Thai social and cultural
life. Chaochuti (2009, 2012) offers literary criticism and a psychoanalytical
account of the novel and one of its adaptations, the film The Siam Renaissance
Harrison (2010) also studies this picture along with other productions by Thai direc-
tors released between the mid-1980s and the early 1990s. She argues that these
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works represent ways of constructing Thainess through presentations of the West.
Thawiphop and its various adaptations have nevertheless remained understudied, in
particular as regards their relation to middle class identity.

Winichakul (2011) suggests in passing that Thawiphop and its cultural practices
may be the most prominent examples of the promotion of “Thai royal-nationalist
history” in popular consciousness. In particular, according to Winichakul, they
reflect a persistent myth surrounding the Thai nation and its independence that
extols the kings of the Bangkok Era (1782 to the present) as saviors who rescued the
nation with their diplomatic talents from falling into the hands of Western powers.
A close reading of Thawiphop, however, discloses that the novel does not simply
reinforce the “official” line that the kings of Siam/Thailand are to be credited with
this success as Winichakul claims. Instead, the novel portrays and celebrates
upper-class and middle-class elites as preservers of the nation’s integrity.

I argue that the Thai public’s consumption of Thawiphop in its various versions
reveals a new terrain of interrelation between forms and practices of entertainment,
on the one hand, and the dynamism of nationalist culture in modern Thailand, on the
other. The novel and its adaptations are products of wider developments in Thailand
during the late Cold War and the following two decades. Thawiphop takes
Lewis’s legendary books Alice in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass
(2006) as its inspiration and becomes itself a mirror of the Thai middle class’s iden-
tity' and of the interaction of middle-class Thais with national, regional, and global
developments. At the same time, the Thawiphop phenomenon shows that the culture
of nationalism is not exclusively fostered by state power. Entertainment also pro-
vides sites for negotiating nationalism (Holdsworth 2010; Lam 2012; Smith 2000;
Schlesinger 2000; Story 2010; Inglis 2005), especially through representations of
the past (Bhabha 1990).

2 The Emergence of Thawiphop as a “Looking Glass”

In the last three decades, no other novel received as much praise in Thailand as
Thawiphop. Social and political developments in the country as well as the impact
of regional and international changes help to explain why the novel has never lost
its appeal for the Thai public.

Thawiphop is the work of female novelist Wimol Siriphaiboon (2008), who is
best known by her pseudonym Tamayanti.> The novel has become a part of Thai
popular culture through a rather traditional channel. The weekly literary magazine
Sakulthai® (Thai Family or Thai Nation) printed the work chapter by chapter shortly
before it was published as a book in 1987. Sakulthai was launched in 1954 and

'On the construction of class identity, see Thompson (1968) and the contributions to the volumed
edited by Lopez Ricardo and Weinstein (2012).

2Note that Wimol has also used a number of other pseudonyms.
3Other popular literary magazines include Banggog, Kwan Ruan, Ying Thai, and Satrisan.
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gained popularity with the growth of new middle class in the following decades.
The magazine served as an affordable and accessible means of entertainment
targeted at educated urban women.

From its first publication in Sakulthai, Thawiphop proved immensely popular
with female readers of all ages from the upper and lower middle class, both in
Bangkok and in the provinces. Since its original release, the novel has been
republished more than 15 times. As a novelist, Tamayanti is a master of her craft.
In Thawiphop, she tells the story of an individual love using a “Thai way” of
expressing emotions through short conversations and narration. The novel continues
a literary tradition that combines love stories with historical narratives of the
Bangkok Era seen through the eyes of women. The genre was pioneered by Kukrit
Pramoj’s Four Reigns (2007), first published in the daily newspaper Siamrat in
1953. Thawiphop, however, also departs from the model set by the Four Reigns.
Kukrit’s work follows the tradition of royal chronicles and traces the development
of the country through successive reigns. It emphasizes the centrality of royal power
as a source of physical and emotional well-being for the female protagonist, a tradi-
tional wife and mother living her life in a domestic sphere. Thawiphop, by contrast,
does not emphasize the role of the kings and features a female protagonist who has
the desire and ability to take action in order to shape the nation’s destiny.

The differences between Kukrit’s and Tamayanti’s novels reflect a transformation
in what I propose to call “the emotional culture of Thai nationalism,” which capitalizes
on widespread nostalgia while changing in tandem with the development of the Thai
entertainment industry. The late 1980s saw a renewed interest in the consumption of
the past through entertainment, which has continued ever since. This fascination
with history has coincided with the global boom of retro consumption in areas such
as music, design, advertisement, and film (Brown 1999).

Thawiphop tells a humorous and witty love story with a happy end and a positive
outlook. These features suit Thai audiences, which favor comedy and lighthearted
content and show less interest in “art for society.”* This preference results from the
political culture of the Cold War and the Indochina Wars when Thailand identified
itself with the democratic West even though the country itself lacked democracy
(on this latter point, see Baker and Phongpaichit 2002; Wyatt 2003). Even after the
wars, government infringements of free speech and the media promoted a flourish
of entertainment evoking a life free of serious cares and conflicts (Siriyuvasak 1998;
Wyatt 2003).

In spite of this overall conservative tone of entertainment, love stories and
cheerful plays leave authors and artists some room for political commentary and
innovation, for making fun of power and society, and for reproducing, reinterpreting,
and shaping “Thainess” and ideas of the nation (see also Chap. 1 in this volume).
Tamayanti makes use of this maneuvering space. The plot of Thawiphop uses familiar
elements to address the unfamiliar. Through a story of romantic love, a critique of
present conditions can be made in a lighthearted way.

*A new category of artistic creativities which became popular after the student uprising on
October 14, 1973, a revolution that ended 14 years of military rule.
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The popularity of Thawiphop inspired Cherd Songsri, a well-known Thai film
director, to produce a movie based on the novel in 1990. Cherd’s ambitious project
and its selective cast gave a short fresh breath to the waning Thai film industry,
which had lost out to Hollywood and the rise of the television (Jiratikorn 2003).
In 1994, army-run Channel 7 broadcasted a TV version of Thawiphop produced by
Dara Video. Possibly, this adaptation was the first to reach a wider rural public
because the channel used a new transmission technology that extended the
availability of its signal to much of the national territory.

In the aftermath of the 1997 financial crisis, Thawiphop came to life once again.
In 2004, Bangkok Films released The Siam Renaissance, a new adaptation of the
novel for the silver screen. A year later, a company called Scenario launched a musical
play based on Thawiphop at the new Thailand Cultural Centre in Bangkok. In 2011,
Scenario’s play was put on stage again at Rachadalai Theatre in Bangkok, where it
was performed 42 times between June 29 and August 7. In the same year, Channel
7 ran a new serial adaptation of Tamayanti’s novel realized by Dara Video. The two
2011 versions of Thawiphop are inextricably linked with the Thai-Cambodian
conflict and military clashes over border areas claimed by both countries.

The novel Thawiphop and its on-screen and on-stage adaptations have become
sites of open discussions among writers, producers, and their readers and audiences
about their fears, their dreams, and their interactions with domestic, regional, and
global changes. In other words, Thawiphop has become a phenomenon in which
sociocultural, economic, and political changes intersect with nationalism and
entertainment.

3 The Thai Wonderland “Through the Looking Glass”

While Thawiphop and its adaptations focus on the Siamese past of Thailand, they
also offer a brief glimpse of the present, more precisely the social conditions in
Bangkok from the late 1980s to 2011.

The novel and its adaptations cast aspersions on the fast speed of modern life.
In the original version, Manee tells Dhep that she lives in Bangkok in 1986.
The narrative of her life in and between the parallel worlds portrays conditions in
the capital as cheerless, notwithstanding the modern lifestyle and the impressive
cityscape with its skyscrapers. The cars and bustling streets of Bangkok represent
the anxiety caused by the high speed of modern life.

The restlessness of the middle class is another point raised by Thawiphop and its
adaptations. It is a local response to the unprecedented process of globalization that
drastically changed Thailand beginning in the 1980s (Baker and Phongpaichit
2002). Manee’s life in 1986 unfolds mostly in her home but also in her car as she is
rushing home through the streets of Bangkok. Manee is obsessed with staying home
or getting home so as to be in front of her standing mirror in time for catching the
unpredictable moment when the gateway between the two worlds is opened for her.
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The passage through the mirror does not simply denote a chance of refuge from the
present, but signifies a strong belief in the power of the middle class who can seek
and seize opportunities and deal with the uncertainties brought about by global
changes and turbulences. The opportunities of passing between the two worlds are
rare, however, and exclusively reserved for Manee, who stands for middle-class
women more generally. This gender aspect of Thawiphop is linked with the increasing
opportunities and numbers of women in higher education, a development that began
in the 1960s (Wyatt 2003).

The novel and its adaptations also highlight the power of motherhood. Possibly,
the promotion of Queen Sirikit as the mother of the nation has contributed to the
prominence of this issue in the various versions of Thawiphop. In an effort to foster
national unity through social service, the National Council on the Social Welfare of
Thailand decided in 1976 that the queen’s birthday on August 12 should be observed
as mother’s day in the kingdom — a practice that has continued ever since. On the
occasion of her 53rd birthday in 1985, the queen herself suggested that “the growth
of the nation flows from motherly love” (Matichon, August 13, 1985).

Thawiphop echoes the concern about the erosion of traditional family ways that
underpin the official discourse on motherhood. At first glance, Manee may seem to
lead an enviable life. In the charming house that she calls her home, maids attend
her every need. Manee, however, feels unhappy, lonely, and melancholic much of
the time because her father’s career as a diplomat makes a normal family life difficult.
She is often separated from her parents, and the big and elegant house looks empty.
While Thawiphop vividly evokes motherly love as a source of emotional comfort
and security for Manee, the novel also shows that the power of this love is threatened
by modern life.

The dangers evoked by the original Thawiphop in 1986 have undermined Manee’s
family in The Siam Renaissance, produced by Bangkok Film in 2004. The film
presents Manee’s mother as a powerless, sad-looking woman, who is suffering
from her divorce. This somber view no doubt reflects the impact of the Southeast
Asian financial crisis of 1997, which severely affected daily life.

In The Siam Renaissance, Manee’s impotent mother stands for the shock and
hopelessness of the middle class who were overwhelmed by the economic downturn.
Unlike other adaptations of Thawiphop, the film does not present the belief that only
motherly love can save the family. Instead, it gives more prominence to Manee’s
father, a character who plays a marginal role in other adaptations. The creators of
the film portray him as a historian rather than a diplomat. Therefore, he is familiar
with the parallel world to which Manee is moving. Although he loves his daughter,
he finds it difficult to express his feelings for her because of his marriage problems.
One of the last scenes shows Manee’s parents holding one another’s hands as a ges-
ture of overcoming their personal conflicts and consoling one another over the loss
of their daughter to the world of the nineteenth-century Siam. However, the
shot focuses on the woman’s hand with two plain golden rings on one finger, a
symbol of widowship or separation. Unlike other adaptations of Thawiphop, the
film does not present the belief that only motherly love can save family.
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4 The Siamese Wonderland ‘“Through the Looking Glass”

After some journeys to the past, Manee becomes more and more estranged from
her existence in modern Thailand while growing ever more bewitched by life in
the late nineteenth-century Siam. The present evokes nostalgia for the past, more
precisely an awe of Siam under King Chulalongkorn. But, this nostalgia goes
hand in hand with what Aeusrivongse (1993) calls “a new middle-class cult of
worshiping Chulalongkorn” as a father of prosperity, a new view of the monarch
that emerged in the late 1980s. The Thawiphop phenomenon reveals how the
identity of the middle class and their nostalgia for the past are connected through
the construction of gender roles and the interpretation of political conflicts.

4.1 Nostalgia and the Construction of Gender Roles

In Thawiphop, the tale of the parallel world attributes the progress of Siam to the
wisdom and hard work of women as represented by Manee and Dhep’s mother Sae.
Sae signifies the idea of “mothering the nation,” whereas Manee stands for the
modern women who first appeared in Thai society in the 1960s. These two characters
demonstrate conflicting ideas of gender roles held by Thai middle-class women and
men alike. Modern schooling and the experience of work outside of the household
empower middle-class women to realize their potentials and to assert their rights
beyond traditional social practices and expectations. At the same time, however,
women are still tied down by traditional roles in the family, which are sustained by
the conservative discourse on motherhood and family as essential elements of
Thainess and as foundations of the Thai nation.

Although first articulated in the 1980s, the idea of “mothering the nation” results
from a social trauma dating to the preceding decade, which led to nostalgia for an
imagined “Thai family.” The 1976 massacre at Thammasat University hit hard at the
very essence of Thainess, which was believed to stand for a peaceful and harmonious
way of life anchored in Buddhist principles, in particular, in the Buddhist prohibition
of killing. In this view of Thailand, students were considered dek (i.e., children or
young people) of the big family constituted by the Thai nation. The killing of
students in the 1976 massacre exposed this vision as mere propaganda and caused a
social trauma in the country.

In the 1980s, Thailand enjoyed political stability and economic prosperity,
achieved by a political compromise between the monarchy, royalists, the army,
businessmen, and the middle class. This compromise resulted in a semi-democratic
system, which was established at the beginning of the decade and shaped by the
government of General Prem Tinsulanonda (1981-1988) (see also Chaps. 10, 11,
12, and 13 in this volume on political issues in Thailand). Prem’s rule not only had
to address various challenges in international politics, the question of national unity,
and social problems, it also had to deal with fears of a loss of identity in the face of
the new culture and lifestyle that came with globalization and economic growth.
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These fears led to efforts by the government to promote Thainess. In this context,
highlighting the decline of the “Thai family” served as a rallying cry for fostering
a renewed sense of Thainess and unity. In 1986, the Bangkok daily Matichon
published a series of stories portraying supposedly good and warm families, all of
which represented the lifestyle of the middle class.

From 1990 to 2011, new social and economic anxieties of the middle class
sustained the nostalgia for the “Thai family” and fostered support for the idea of
“mothering the nation.” The affluence and confidence of the middle class had
increased with the rapid economic growth of the 1980s. As a result, the military met
with a middle-class uprising when it attempted to usurp power in 1992. The uprising
set the country back on the track of democratization and led to the rise of civil society
(Baker and Phongpaichit 2002). The 1997 financial economic meltdown in Asia,
however, prevented Thailand from settling down. From 2001 to 2006, the premiership
of Thaksin Shinawatra escalated existing conflicts of interest between the country’s
old and new elites. Although Thaksin had been elected and reelected by large
majorities, a military coup toppled his government in September 2006, ostensibly
because he was corrupt and pursued policies that were undemocratic, too capitalistic,
and directed against the monarchy. The new military regime sponsored a new
constitution that places serious limits on democratic rule and was adopted in a
controversial national referendum in 2007. The figure of Thaksin has become the
focal point of a conflict that pitches discontented poorer groups of mainly provincial
voters, the so-called Red Shirts, against parts of the affluent middle class in Bangkok
who are willing to support restrictions on the democratic process or even authori-
tarianism in order to defend their interests. Confrontations between these groups
had taken place before September 2006 and returned with renewed force between
late 2008 and the first half of 2010. In April and May 2010, military crackdowns
ended massive Red Shirt protests® in Bangkok at the cost of 94 lives. The persistent
opposition and demonstrations against the authorities and the army demonstrated
the discontent of those who were disenfranchised by the 2006 coup and demanded
that their political rights be restored. In this period, violence seemed ubiquitous,
and the military crackdown on protesters in May 2010 exacerbated social tensions
and political divisions. See also Chaps. 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14 in this volume.

Against the backdrop of these developments, the world of the nineteenth-century
Siam evoked by Thawiphop appeared far more pleasant and attractive than Thailand’s
troubled present. In particular, motherly love and care provides life in the parallel
world with a constant and reliable thythm. Sae’s late husband, a high-ranking
nobleman, left her to take on the weighty responsibilities of caring for a large house-
hold and for the well-being of their yet unmarried son. The task Sae has to undertake
is demanding as the family provides the very foundation for the nation, which is
patterned in turn upon the model of a great family. Sae skillfully runs a large
household in which social stratification and order are observed and maintained as a
matter of course in the relations among family members and between nai (master)

3The demonstrations may not have been so much in support of Thaksin as in protest against a
government lacking in democratic legitimacy and acting against the interests of the protesters, who
had voted, with a majority of the electorate, for a different administration.
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and kha (serfs). Her position as head of her household requires and at the same time
bestows “male” qualities associated with strong leadership. This aspect of her role
reconciles traditional views of gender relations with the aspirations of modern
middle-class women in Thailand. Sae’s leadership derives from acting in lieu of
her late husband; therefore, it does not challenge the conservative vision of the
role of women. At the same time, the skills with which Sae discharges her duties
demonstrate that women can take over and succeed in roles of leadership; therefore,
her character also holds appeal for the ambitious middle-class women who make up
much of the readership and audience of Thawiphop and adaptations.®

Furthermore, Sae serves as a source of knowledge on Thainess, which covers
social skills and etiquette as well as “Thai ways” of living, exemplified in the novel
by clothing, foodways, and fragrance making. Sae’s expertise helps to maintain the
identity of Siamese/Thai national society. Unlike other adaptations of Thawiphop,
The Siam Renaissance omits Sae, the mother figure, from the parallel world. Sae, in
this version, is substituted for by the monarch, who represents the essence of
Thai identity. Significantly, the launch of this adaptation coincided with the celebra-
tions of King Bhumibol’s diamond jubilee in 2006.

4.2 Nostalgia and the Interpretation of Political Conflicts

Thawiphop and its adaptations also evoke nostalgia for the fight against colonialism,
which is represented by Siam’s confrontation with France in the crisis of 1893.
Initially, Manee does not find the prospect of living her life in the parallel world
appealing. She comes to realize, however, that in the late nineteenth-century Siam, she
will be able to help save the country from French aggression. By comparison, her
life in Bangkok in the 1980s seems useless. The Thawiphop phenomenon, then,
can be seen as the process in which the new Thai middle class have appropriated the
heritage of anticolonialism. The memory of the struggle against France has long
been enshrined as a defining moment in the master narrative of Thai national
history. Through the figure of Manee, the middle class seize the episode of 1893
and use it to highlight their role in the fight to preserve national pride, integrity,
and independence. This is not merely a matter of historical interpretation or
imagination. Nationalistic propaganda portrays the nation as ever threatened, be it
from an offer of election monitors by the European Union (Meyer 2007) or from
disagreements on border demarcations with Cambodia. As defenders of the nation,
the ruling elites claim to be entitled to political power. By highlighting their part in
the defense, the middle class therefore assert equality with the ruling elites and their
share of power in Thai domestic politics.

The crisis of 1893 took place in the heyday of French and British colonial
expansion in Southeast Asia. In order to consolidate its territories in the region,
France claimed Siam’s tributary states on the eastern side of the Mae Khong River.

Sae’s role as head of household may be understood in analogy to that of queens in the early
modern European tradition; see Schulte (2006) and Kantorowicz (1997).
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To realize this claim, France sent cannon boats to the mouth of the Chao Phraya
River and threatened Siam with blockading its access to the open sea. As the
Siamese government failed to secure British support and lacked the means to
defy French naval power, it was left with no choice but to comply with the French
demands (Wyatt 2003).

Historical writing and knowledge is a representation of the past. It does not
reveal the truth of what has actually happened in the past but reflects power relations
in creating and conjuring up certain memories. The Franco-Siamese episode of
1893 has become a key theme of the master narrative of Thai national history
(Winichakul 1994; Kasetsiri 2012). Following the 1932 democratic revolution, the
questions of constructing a national society and of legitimacy assumed new urgency.
Phibun, the leader of Thailand during World War II, responded to these challenges
by introducing a nationalist project which featured modernity, the cult of constitu-
tionalism, and an agenda for regaining the territories Thailand had presumably lost
in consequence of imperialist aggressions. This latter theme was likely inspired by the
French reaction to the loss of Alsace-Lorraine to Germany in 1871 and especially by
the rhetoric and policies of George Clémenceau. It has also become inseparable from
the increasing role of militarism in Thai society and from what Chaloemtiarana (2007)
calls the “politics of despotic paternalism,” which began during the premiership of
Marshal Sarit Thanarat (1959-1963).

Why did the crisis of 1893 capture the imagination of the middle class in the late
1980s and in the 1990s? The new interest in the episode forms part of a more general
infatuation with Thai history, which marked the 1980s as a decade of nostalgia. Against
the backdrop of the period’s unprecedented economic boom and soaring foreign
investments, the Rattanakosin Bicentennial in 1982 and royal celebrations, especially
King Bhumibol’s 60th birthday, helped foster a sense of unity and created a nostalgic
atmosphere in the country. Yearning for the past, argues Peleggi (2002), gave rise to
heritage and nostalgia business, tourism, and state activities. The dynamics of nostalgia
that emerged in the 1980s have remained an important part of Thai politics ever
since and continue to play a role in the promotion of national unity.

From its very beginnings in the 1980s, the politics of nostalgia has been domi-
nated by royal and official versions of the past that gave prominence, e.g., to the
glory of the Kingdom of Ayutthaya and its struggle with Burma. Images of kings
and even of a queen fighting on elephant back epitomize this kind of historical
memory (Wyatt 2006). Elephant wars were the prerogative of monarchs and thus
put a limit on the historical imagination — especially in Thailand, where the educa-
tional system promotes the ideology of “nation, religion, and monarchy,”” and free
speech is encouraged only as long as it remains within this framework. In this con-

"By the turn of the twentieth century, international and domestic developments had led to the
adoption of the Siamese national ideology that is still promoted today. The collapse of authoritarian
monarchies in Europe at the end of World War I served as a warning to King Vajiravudh against
similar threats to his own rule in Siam. Furthermore, the political and financial support the
Thai-Chinese community gave to the Chinese overseas movements cast doubts on their loyalty to
the crown and the Kingdom of Siam. Their activities appeared all the more threatening to Siam as they
played prominent roles in the country’s economy. Against this background, the king promoted the
ideology of “nation, religion, and monarchy” in an effort to protect his power.
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text, the middle class not only sought to participate in the politics of nostalgia but
laid claim to nationalism, seeking a gap in the master narrative to insert their pres-
ence into the past. Thawiphop (2008, Vol. 2: 372) makes clear that

Siamese-Burmese warfare is a royal diversion, but granting [the French] rights of extrater-
ritoriality under coercion means maiming the country.

The ambitions of the middle class are reflected by Cherd’s 1990 silver-screen
adaptation of Thawiphop, which features the following conversation between
Manee, her mother, and Dhep:

Manee’s mother: My dear, can’t you just stay here [in the present]?

Dhep: Siam is undergoing a time of seuk [hostility], and thus needs
karn prabprung prathet [modernization or reform]. Living there
[in the parallel world], we can work better for the benefit of the
nation than here. [...]

Manee: I am happy there, mom. And there...I am recognized as somebody
important.

[After Manee’s mother has listened to her daughter, her face brightens with happiness.]

The parallel world, as understood by Dhep and Manee, is a place where commoners
can join the old elite in advancing the nation and thus find opportunities for a
meaningful life. This view can be easily integrated with the narrative of the crisis
of 1893 in official history and popular memory, which do not feature any hero.
King Chulalongkorn is conspicuously absent from the standard account of the crisis
due to an illness that is commonly explained as the result of the country’s helplessness
in the face of the French threat.

Manee questions the failures of the Siamese ruling class in dealing with the
French, wondering in her thoughts whether or not the old generation had really done
their best. Her conclusions, however, do not challenge the official version of the
past. She determines Siam succumbed to the military technology and power of
France in spite of the best efforts of the country’s leaders. In the absence of prestigious
hero, Thawiphop and its adaptations promote an upper middle-class heroine who
uses her proficiency in French and English to help save the nation. Manee’s efforts
can thus be construed as part of the attempts of the middle class to assert their
equality with the ruling elites, especially in saving the nation.

In 1994, anew TV series of Thawiphop vividly portrayed the power of the middle
class and its heroic role in a narrative that challenges official versions of Thai history
with their focus on the monarchs as leaders of the nation. In spite of this somewhat
subversive slant, the series swept six of the 1994 domestic Mekalha Awards for
outstanding TV productions. Ten years later, by contrast, The Siam Renaissance
failed to win recognition for its attempt to defend the role of Chulalongkorn and the
ruling elites in the crisis of 1893.

By the turn of the twenty-first century, the new middle class seemed overwhelmed
by the invisible hand of the global financial markets. In this context, The Siam
Renaissance articulates another version of the parallel world. The Siam Renaissance
creates a solemn-looking Manee who is not at all an active participant in the parallel
world but a lost and exotic oracle, whose knowledge on the future independence of
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Siam helps to allay the fears Western encroachments caused among the Siamese
elites. Unlike the Manee of the 1990s, the protagonist of The Siam Renaissance
does not stand for the progressive female element of the middle class. Instead, the
film promotes the power of masculinity through Manee’s relations with ruling-class
men. Interestingly, the Manee of the 1990s falls for a Dhep who is gentle and
diplomatic by nature. By contrast, it is a tactless and combative Dhep who wins
over Manee’s heart in The Siam Renaissance, sidelining another suitor who
bears resemblance to the Dhep of the 1990s. More importantly, the powerless
middle class cease to declare their talent and ability in their fantasy of the past.
Instead, they search emotional stability and assurance in the myth of erudite and
visionary monarchs.

The new adaptations of Thawiphop and the middle class’s claim to nationalism
coincided with a flourish of official and royal nationalism, which also manifested
itself in well-funded movie projects. The first production of this kind was The
Legend of Suriyothai, released in 2001. The film is directed by Prince Chatichalerm
Yukol, a veteran of his trade, who had already announced his plans to take up the
subject in 1997. The film tells the story of Queen Suriyothai of the Ayutthaya
Kingdom who died in a sixteenth-century battle with Burma as she tried on elephant
back to rescue her husband. Suriyothai has long been recognized as a national
heroine in Thai school textbooks and official history (Winichakul 2001). But, it was
only in the wake of the 1997 financial crisis that the entertainment industry began
to promote the legend of the heroic queen. In 2006, the celebrations of the dia-
mond jubilee of King Bhumibol gave a further boost to the official version of Thai
history with its characteristic blend of royalism and nationalism. Prince Chatichalerm
contributed once more to this discourse, this time through memorializing King
Naresuan whom the master narrative of Thai history enshrines as the greatest ruler
of Ayutthaya because he liberated his kingdom from Burmese domination. Prince
Chatichalerm has produced a well-funded series of films entitled The Legend of
King Naresuan, which as of this writing comprises four parts. Emphasizing the
significance of the monarchy to the country, the films contribute to the promotion of
the monarchy as a source of national unity, which has intensified since the 2006
coup.

In 2011, Thailand witnessed a revival of Thawiphop both on stage and on screen,
which was linked with the political upheaval in the country since the overthrow of
Thaksin. In 2006, ultraroyalists, businessmen, the army, and the Democrat Party
sought to suppress the political forces that had rallied around Thaksin (see Chaps.
10, 11, 12, and 13). This mission proved impossible. As a result, supporters of the
2006 coup promoted a new wave of hyper-nationalism to distract from the domestic
conflicts of interest. This hyper-nationalism manifested itself in daily life, in political
movements in parliament and in the streets of Bangkok and other cities, and in
Thailand’s relations with its neighbors, in particular, in its policies toward Cambodia
(Rungswasdisab 2011; Chachavalpongpun 2012).Thus, the postcoup government
escalated a long-standing dispute with Cambodia over the ruins of Preah Vihear
Temple on the border between the two countries. The International Court of Justice
and UNESCO, which have become involved in the conflict, were accused of being
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hostile to Thailand. Supporters of the coup skillfully conjured up the ancient specter
of a threat to Thai territory. Defending the integrity of the kingdom became once
more an implicit justification for authoritarian rule.?

Against this backdrop, Manee embarks yet another time on her journey to the
parallel world. A musical play put on stage by Scenario has Manee make it clear
that she wants to take part in the nationalist enterprise. Her wish comes true in a
spectacular scene in which she fearlessly confronts French soldiers, trying to stop
them from arresting and torturing a Siamese nobleman. Scenario’s interpretation of
Thawiphop evokes the love of the nation held by Bangkok’s middle class. By high-
lighting Manee’s active contribution to the defense of Siam, the musical tries to ease
the anxieties that the conflicts at home and at the borders caused among its
audience. At the same time, the play uses Manee’s journey to the parallel world to
celebrate the monarch as the light of hope and the solution to the country’s problems.
The song Golden Land evokes a utopian Thailand where the monarchs are given
from heaven and bring happiness to their people. The land of the Thai will always
remain free as long as “we” remain committed to “our” monarchy, united in
purpose, and ready for sacrifice.

The second adaptation of Thawiphop in 2011, a TV production by Dara Video,
adopts a different brand of nationalist imagination. The script has Manee criticize
Bangkok’s new yuppies for their useless lifestyle and their ignorance of social and
national problems. At the same time, it offers an alternative construction of self to
young members of the urban elites, showing them how they can participate in
the patriotic enterprise. The Manee of the TV screen is as witty and lively as her
character on stage but more playful. Her feminine qualities illustrate conservative
ideas of how women can exercise their charms in times of love and war. This inter-
pretation of Manee is possibly inspired by Diao Chan, a character in the novel
Samkok, the Thai translation of the Chinese Romance of the Three Kingdoms
(Pra Klang [Hon] 1973). Interestingly, the producer of this version lets the audience
deal with the “territorial losses” in lighthearted and moderate ways. Furthermore,
the series suggests that faced with the challenge of colonialism, the Siamese proudly
held up their traditional culture and civilization and successfully used their
diplomatic talents to secure the kingdom’s independence as a buffer state between
the French and British colonies.

The Manee of the Dara Video’s 2011 TV series was criticized for not being “a
good Thai lady” because she shows her affection for Dhep too often and too openly.
The production nevertheless won the year’s Mekalha Award for promoting
Thai culture. This award illustrates the significance of Thawiphop as a site where
modern Thai nationalism has been repeatedly reimagined and renegotiated.

8In 1959, Cambodia attempted to settle its dispute with Thailand over Preah Vihear Temple by
turning to the International Court of Justice. Marshal Sarit Thanarat exploited the case in an effort
to legitimize his dictatorial rule.
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5 Conclusion

Thawiphop tells an entertaining story of two young lovers eventually united in spite
of all obstacles. But, the novel is much more than a simple romance. It takes the
readers to a parallel world created by Thai nationalism. Combined with Tamayanti’s
talents as a storyteller, this is the key to the success of Thawiphop. Since its first
publication in 1987, the novel has appeared in more than 15 editions and been
adapted several times for television, the silver screen, and the stage. Thawiphop has
thus become one of the most popular works of Thai literature as well as a social and
cultural phenomenon.

Thawiphop demonstrates the discontent of the middle class with the country’s
present condition, which leads to nostalgia for the Siamese past. The various
versions of Thawiphop depict a society straining under the high speed of modern
urban life and suffering from the erosion of traditional family life, which is a
mainstay of official ideas of the nation and of motherhood. By contrast, the Siam of
1893 is fantasized as a land where “Thai” traditions are vigorous and the natural
environment pleasant. At the same time, this fantasized land also offers significant
opportunities for women to take an active role in shaping and saving the nation.

The Thawiphop phenomenon reflects the attempts of the middle class to
participate in the politics of nostalgia that have emerged in Thailand since the 1980s.
In Thawiphop, this participation is achieved through the refashioning of gender
roles and the reimagination of colonialism. The nationalism the middle class seek
to claim reflects their aspirations in the country’s political life. At the same time, the
success of Thawiphop shows the conservatism of the Thai middle class. At first
glance, their brand of nationalism seems novel as Thawiphop features a modern and
Western educated woman, Manee, who tries to save the nation. However, Thawiphop
gives the story a conservative twist by turning Manee into a well-behaved lady of
the nineteenth-century Siam, which may be interpreted as an attempt at taming
modernity and the modern lifestyle of Thai women.

Acknowledgment I wish to thank Claus K. Meyer for his comments and our discussions on
this essay.
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Chapter 9
Relatedness: Capitalism and the Sufficiency
Economy in Rural Northeastern Thailand

Ratana Tosakul

1 Introduction

During my field visit to Bamrung Kayotha’s organic farming in the Northeast
(locally known as Isan) of Thailand in August 2007, I was struck with his idea and
practice of combining the organic farming with the market economy. Bamrung is
one of the most famous farmer leaders from Northeastern Thailand and a consultant
to the Assembly of the Poor at the national level. Bamrung is a middle-income
farmer from Kalasin province in Isan who has practiced organic farming according
to the philosophy of sufficiency economy over the past 20 years.

My research team and I visited Bamrung at his farm residence several times in
2007. His organic farm was surrounded by various kinds of trees in a rather peace-
ful, shady, and cool environmental setting. His house was built by a big pond where
there were lots of fish. On his farm, there were a range of varieties of plants, trees,
and home-grown vegetables, as well as pigs and poultry.

Bamrung and his wife produce chiefly for home consumption and for sale in the
local market. They rarely buy any food for their daily consumption, ritual ceremonies,
and social contribution. They also warrant that their family will never encounter a
problem of food shortage for at least a few continuous years. They believe they have
enough food supplies. Bamrung further reiterates his belief that his organic farm is a
vivid exemplar of a farm family in Isan putting the philosophy of Thailand’s suffi-
ciency economy into practice over the past few decades (see also Chaps. 31 and 32 for
discussions on sufficiency economy in Thailand).

Similar to many farmers elsewhere in Isan who have adopted sufficiency economy,
about 30 years ago, Bamrung went bankruptcy because he had depended substan-
tially on mono cash crop production, such as of cassava for his family’s income
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generation. Nonetheless, his family had no debt, because they had non-farm production
to support. Receiving a fellowship in Japan to study about organic farming, Bamrung
returned home in Isan and began to put it into practice, mainly for home consump-
tion and for local sale. Still, the family retains some plots of farmland for rice
cultivation for export and home consumption.

Likewise, in 2010, during my revisits to Ban Phra and Ban Koke' of Khon Kaen
province in Northeastern Thailand, I was also struck with the coexistence of suffi-
ciency economy (which I consider as a part of traditional village economies) and the
market economy of global capitalism albeit different intensity.

In this chapter, I argue that similar to many villagers in Isan and elsewhere in
Thailand, villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke have combined various modes of
economic production to pursue their families’ economic interests. In other words,
there is a coexistence and relatedness of capitalism and sufficiency economy in the
pursuit of their families’ economic interests albeit structural political and economic
constraints at the national and international levels.

2 Embracing an Opportunity to Participate
in the Expanding Market Economy

Since the 1960s, Thailand has supported development ideology that favors modernizing
and industrializing the country through capitalist expansion of the economy. Since
then, the country has grown substantially,> but the rural growth rate has declined
relative to Bangkok. The penetration of global capitalism into the rural countryside
has been widespread through the commercialization of agriculture (Tosakul 2013).

T first did my ethnographic field research for my doctoral dissertation entitled “Contested Concepts
of Development in Rural Northeastern Thailand” in these two communities where I resided for 18
months between 1994 and 1995. The names of Ban Phra and Ban Koke are pseudonyms as to
protect their identities. This is because they were very pointed in their political criticisms toward
the state development policies and practices.

2 An economic crisis began in mid-1997, however, delayed attaining the goal of Thailand’s becoming
the newly industrialized country of Asia. According to the Office of the National Economic and
Social Development Board of Thailand, NESDB (2011), and the World Bank Report (2011),
Thailand gross domestic product (GDP) has been growing substantially over the last few decades.
Between 1960 and the Asian crisis of 1997, GDP annual growth oscillated between 5 and around
10 % per year. From 1988 to 1990, there was growth substantially higher than 10 %. The Asian
economic crisis of 1997 caused the first and extensive drop into negative zone. Afterward, growth
overall seems to drift around 5 % per year. A second plunge into negative zone occurred with the
global crisis of 2008—-2009 with negative growth of 2.3 % in Thailand in 2009. Growth in 2010 was
measured at 7.8 %, this despite significant political chaos. At the end of 2011, it appeared that the
economic growth was quite low about 0.1 % much lower than the expected growth rate of 3.5 %
due to the severe damage from the historic flooding in September and October. This made
progressive downgrades unavoidable. In 2012, the Thai economy is expected to grow by 5.5-6.0 %,
a slight recovery from the last year’s flooding. GDP per capita (current US$) in 2010 was 4,613
USS$ (source: www.Thaiwebsites.com/, accessed October 1, 2012).
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Keyes (2008) traces the changes in Thailand over the past 40 years. He suggests that
Thai villagers had left behind what has been called “the sufficiency economy” to
undeniably embrace the global capitalist system, but their economic decisions, aspi-
rations, and life choices remain significantly tempered by Buddhist teachings based
on moderation and self-reliance. Keyes’ (1991, 2008) reminder of the economic world
of rural villagers in Thailand provides a good framework for the ways I develop my
arguments in this chapter.

I argue that the “sufficiency economy” is not completely abandoned by villagers in
Isan and elsewhere in Thailand. The sufficiency mode of production, albeit very small
in farming production scale and movement, exists within the framework of the market
economy. Although villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke can no longer be considered
as subsistence farmers, they do combine the sufficiency economy (primarily in the
sphere of food crop production) with the market economy for their economic security
reasons. In my view, the sufficiency economy does not replace or is in conflict with
the market economy but does exist within the framework of the market economy.

3 Village Profiles

The villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke do share some similarities. They live in the
same administrative province of Khon Kaen and share a similar pattern of Thai-Lao
culture, village size,® access to local economic markets, and other infrastructural
facilities, such as being located next to provincial highways. When comparing with
these two communities with other villages in the remote areas of the Northeast,
these two are relatively better off pertinent to rural economic infrastructure develop-
ment, as both are located in the core development zone of Khon Kaen, the center of
the Northeast for regional development, bureaucratic administration, and higher
education. Yet, when considering these two villages within the wider society, they
share a similar socioeconomic location within the Northeast, a region situated at the
peripheries of the national culture and polity and subject to profound transforma-
tions as a result of the modernization and industrialization of the country.

Villagers of these two communities are of Lao origins who share similar linguistic
and cultural traits with those living in lowland Laos rather than central Thailand.
Since the turn of the nineteenth century, people in the Northeast have been inte-
grated into the political and administrative domain of Siam or Thailand today.
Similar to most people of the Northeast, villagers of these two communities often
consider themselves citizens of Thailand. They often refer to themselves as khon
Isan, literally means people or persons of the Northeast, when talking about Thais
in other regions of the country. They also refer to themselves as khon Lao when
talking about other ethnic groups. They use Lao language among themselves but use
Thai in public discourse.

31In 2010, there were 296 and 200 families in total in Ban Phra and in Ban Koke, respectively. Ban
Phra was about 200 years old and Ban Koke was approximately 165 years old.



144 R. Tosakul

Like the majority of the Thai population, villagers of these two communities
follow Theravada Buddhism. Their primary religious beliefs and their ways of life
have been largely influenced by a combination of the beliefs in Theravada
Buddhism and spirit cults. Similar to most Thai-Lao villagers in other communi-
ties, villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke practice a custom of uxorilocal residence
after they marry. Land is customarily inherited through the female line. However,
with the scarcity of available land at present, there is a tendency for many new
couples to inherit land from both matrilineal and patrilineal lines. Usually, the
youngest daughter marries and lives with the parents and will inherit the parental
house and land. In Ban Phra and Ban Koke, kinship relations have laid a very
important foundation for village cooperation. I agree with Tambiah (1970) that the
basic relationship between kins is organized around economic, political, and ritual
matters. Marriage of a couple combines the descent groups of the two families
together. All of them will turn to be kinsmen of one another. When problems in life
occur, an individual will turn to his/her family and household, then go to the circle
of kinsmen, then distant kinsmen, and neighbors and friends. Thus, a Thai-Lao vil-
lage is characterized by mutual reciprocity and cooperation among kinsmen and
neighbors. In Ban Phra, there are four core family names and most people are
somehow connected to one another through these four family names. Similarly,
most people in Ban Koke are linked through kinsmen.

Pertinent to regional economic disparity, rural villagers in the Northeast have
been perceived by the general Thai public as living in poverty, since the Northeast
is the poorest region when compared to others, as shown in the following.

Region GDP per capita (Thai baht)
Bangkok and vicinity 327,321
Central region 241,297
Eastern region 332,798
Northern region 69,773
Northeastern region 42,968
Southern region 98,743
Western region 105,851
All of Thailand 136,511

Source: Office of the National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) (2008)

There is no question that the average household and per capita income of
Northeastern people have progressed over the past four decades of development.
Nonetheless, the regional disparity between the Northeast and other regions, par-
ticularly to the Bangkok and city core, still persists.*

“The statistical data for 2008, as provided by the NESDB, show that there are great differences in
gross domestic product (GDP) per capita between the different regions and provinces. The gross
provincial product in the Northeast and to a lesser extent in the North is considerably lower than in
Bangkok, the Central region, and the Eastern region. The gross provincial product of the Southern
and Western regions is placed in between GDPs in Bangkok, and its surrounding provinces are
almost eight times bigger than in the poorest (and most populated), the Northeast region of
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Economically, most villagers in both communities perceive that the majority of
them just have enough for living and eating. The majority of villagers in both
communities are small farmers and landless peasants. There is a tendency for the
number of small farmers and landless peasants in both communities to rise due to
the scarcity of land available and to the breakup of land into smaller pieces through
land inheritance. Farmland through tenancy and share-cropping arrangements has
existed in the two communities since the 1980s. There are no large landlords in
these two communities, but absentee landlords who are wealthy people from Khon
Kaen and Bangkok do exist.

Villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke have engaged in both on-farm and off-farm
production. Ban Phra is characterized as a low flood paddy area. Its topography
comprises a gentle land slope down to the east and south of the community where it
forms part of the floodplain of the Chi river and where the soil is more suitable for
rice and vegetable growing than in the northern and western areas. Rice production
in Ban Phra has been under irrigation since 1967. Villagers also produce fresh
vegetables for the Khon Kaen city market the whole year through because they have
access to irrigation water. Women play a key role in producing and selling vegetables
in Khon Kaen city. Actually, women in both communities, like many other villages
in the Northeast, have played a prominent role in petty trading in and outside their
communities (Kirsch 1982). Small shops with food and grocery items in both
communities are run and supervised by village women.

In contrast to Ban Phra, Ban Koke is an undulating area. Its topography is char-
acterized by rolling hills and a gentle land scope down from the northeast to southwest
of the community. The community is bounded on the south by the Kok Hin Khao
area and the Nam Phong river. Aside from growing rice, farmers of Ban Koke have
engaged in cassava and sugar cane production, which have provided the major
income for village families since the 1960s.

Rice is the most important cash crop grown in both communities, especially the
glutinous rice is the staple food diet of Thai-Lao villagers. Rice is produced for
home consumption, although some surplus rice is sold when a family needs cash.
Rice production is one factor to determine how wealthy a family farm is, that is, a
family farm that cannot produce rice enough for annual consumption and has to
purchase rice to eat at a certain period of the year. Many villagers considered this

Thailand. Note that the data provided here are expressed in Thai baht and indicate real GDP. In
short, real GDP has reached about 4,000 US$ per year for the whole country, while gross domestic
product by purchasing power parity method is equivalent to about 8,000 US$. GDP growth in
Bangkok is rather modest. The two regions with the fastest GDP growth are the Central and Eastern
regions. Also the Northeast and the North are growing more than 1.5 to 2 times faster than Bangkok.
Instinctively, we had thought that Bangkok would be ever getting richer when compared with the
countryside, but clearly this is not the case. While the Northeast and the North of the country still
have an enormous way to go, the development is promising. The rural development policies of the
government between 2001 and 2006 including the universal health care, a farm debt moratorium,
village micro-credit programs, entrepreneurial programs, and rice price-pledging schemes likely
have been beneficial (source: www.Thaiwebsites.com/, accessed October 1, 2012).
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type of family as kon thuk kon yak which means people who do not have enough
resources to make their ends meet.

Similar to others villagers elsewhere in the Northeast, villagers of Ban Phra and
Ban Koke see off-farm production as an important means to earn money for family
expenses. As a result of rapid economic growth in Thailand and the Northeast during
the past 40 years of development, villagers have embraced an opportunity to partici-
pate in the expanding market economy. Khon Kaen city has prospered with land
estates and housing development projects during the last 15 years, and the demand
for construction has increased. Many people from Ban Phra and Ban Koke commute
daily to work in Khon Kaen city and mostly work as construction workers. Many
village men are skillful workers and craftsmen. In addition, service-related busi-
nesses such as restaurants, hotels, karaoke pubs, pubs, shopping malls, discotheques,
and massage parlors have expanded in the city.

In addition, some medium-scale agricultural-based industries, such as fishnet
making, fish canning, ice cube making, noodle, sugar, cassava pellet, liquor, gar-
ment, and paper factories, have expanded. Similar to what Mills (1999) has found
in her work with women from Northeastern Thailand, a number of young women
and men in both communities and in other villages of Khon Kaen are motivated to
come to work and stay in the city where they come to feel that their lifestyles and
identities are different from their parents. Some few young women and men in
Ban Phra have migrated to work in industrial factories in Bangkok, whereas in
Ban Koke, more have worked in Bangkok. Although Thai-Lao villagers have
migrated to work abroad, a small number of villagers in Ban Phra and Ban Koke
have done so, for this requires large investment. Based on my village survey in
1995, about 14.5 % of the total families in Ban Phra and 7.5 % in Ban Koke
migrated to work abroad. In 2010, the number of international migrants remained
more or less the same as in 1995, about 15 %, whereas it was increased to 12 % in
Ban Koke. Many have migrated to Japan, Taiwan, and Singapore. Many of those
who went abroad mortgaged their farm land for loans. Some were fortunate to
make a fortune out of it, and some could pay off their loans and make their ends
meet; however, others did not and lost their land.

Like many other rural Isan villagers, villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke do not
live in isolation. They are profoundly involved with international and national mar-
kets through the sphere of production (in terms of both farm production and the sale
of their labor as a commodity), distribution, and consumption. They have undergone
rapid change from being subsistence farmers to becoming commercial farmers
through the expansion of the market economy, the development of rural-urban com-
munication and infrastructure, and changes in ecological conditions. People no
longer produce only for their families but also for local, national, and global
markets. They also rely on the markets for necessary farm inputs such as fertilizers,
seeds, pesticides, fuel, tractors, and new machinery and the necessary consumption
items such as medicines, clothing, processed food, toothpaste, soap, and shampoo.
Fluctuating farm prices in the global market have resulted in the poverty of small
rural agricultural producers in Isan. Most villagers have complained about insuffi-
cient money for home expenses, farm investments, and debts. In 1995, many poor
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and middle-income family farms had debts charged by merchants in Khon Kaen
city or districts with exorbitant rates of interest varying from 5 to 15 % per month.
Even debts to kin and neighbors could carry high interest rates, from 2.5 to 5 % per
month. Today, this problem still persists. Loans from the Bank for Agriculture and
Agricultural Cooperatives (BAAC), which charge varying interest rates from 9 to
12 % per annum (whereas about 12—15 % per annum is charged by a commercial bank),
are possible only for certain crops or projects that the government promotes. Most
families in both communities have debts to either the BAAC, private users, or both.

Ban Phra and Ban Koke are perceived by local authorities as homogenously
poor but relatively better off when compared to remote Isan villages. The trans-
formation of the two communities through improvements of rural infrastructure
by the state has promoted local production for the market. The communities have
access to district and city markets, nearby public hospitals, provincial highways,
electricity, and public wells. In addition, the people in Ban Phra have access to
irrigation for farming despite their complaints of irregular water supplies and the
conflict between water users at the head and tail of the irrigation canals. In addi-
tion, a water pipeline system for home use has been installed in Ban Phra since
the beginning of 1994. During my field work in 1995, the first private home
telephone was installed in Ban Phra, whereas in Ban Koke, people have access
to two private radio telephone units. In 2010, all families in both communities
already had access to mobile hand phones. Villagers have regarded these infra-
structural improvements as signs of progress and modernity.

4 Village-Based Sufficiency Economy Approach

By the 1980s, a call for sustainable development through “sufficiency” farming
techniques as a development alternative to modernizing rural agriculture in Thai
society emerged, the initiative primarily of some NGOs and village leaders, many
of them from Northeastern Thailand. The sufficiency economy approach has,
however, been subsequently modified and developed by Thai elites for political
and economic reasons. The self-sufficiency approach patronized by His Majesty,
the King, has been nationally and internationally known. King Bhumibol has also
been credited with a socioeconomic theory of self-sufficiency (see also Chaps. 31
and 32 in this volume).

Local and international NGOs working primarily in the field of integrated rural
development to promote the well-being of rural communities in Isan and elsewhere
in Thailand began to play a significant role in providing a critical view of the state-
led capitalist development approach. They perceived that such a heavily market-
driven approach could undermine the well-being of rural communities at large.
They argued that commercialization of farm production for export was not a feasi-
ble strategy for poor farmers, especially for small farmers in Thailand. This was due
to unfavorable market price mechanisms, which were not in favor of the rural agri-
cultural farming sector. Small farmers were victims of the exploitative capitalist
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relations of production and consumption via market price mechanisms. Also,
commercialized farming depended heavily on the use of chemical substances which
were harmful to humans and the natural environment. These NGOs and some
village leaders initiated the idea of sufficiency farm production for rural poor farm
households as a development alternative to improve their disadvantaged position in
the wider market economy.

The idea of village self-sufficiency economy was initially influenced by European
international NGOs, which were major financial donors to several local Thai NGOs
between the 1980s and 1990s. These local NGOs were later also exposed to ideas
and practices of some Japanese NGOs and farmer movements focused on organic
farming, alternative markets, and sustainable development.

The essence of sufficiency economic farming, as practiced by villagers in Ban
Phra and Ban Koke and elsewhere in Isan, is that it gives priority to integrated
organic farming, growing diversified food crops in combination with animal
husbandry instead of growing mono-crop agriculture, such as cassava and sugar-
cane plantations as usually emphasized in capitalist farming in Thailand. The selection
of diverse crops to be grown and animals to be raised with sufficient integrated
organic farming depends first on the farm family’s consumption needs, not driven
by market motivations as in capitalism. Whatever is left over from home consump-
tion could then be sold in the market. Additionally, the use of decomposed fertilizer
and herbs for agricultural production has been strongly promoted.

It was in the late 1980s that a network for alternative agriculture was formally
established among local NGOs and farmer’s organizations in Thailand, and later in
1998, the Sustainable Agriculture Foundation (Thailand) was set up to act as a coor-
dinating body for promoting sustainable agriculture in rural development as an
alternative to capitalist farming production.’ The local movement for sustainable
development in Thailand also originated in the broad “anti-neoliberalism” feelings of
some local NGOs and farmer leaders, particularly from Isan. Nonetheless, individuals
and groups in the larger overall movement cannot be seen as homogeneous. They each
manage their own economic activities relating to sufficiency farming independently.
Some are quite different from others in their approach when it comes to definitions,
ideas, and practices. Generally, all do share a common orientation of antiglobalization
(Bell cited in Walker et al. 2008) and a common belief system, based on Buddhist
principles, emphasizing moderation, self-reliance, hard work, patience, and self-
restraint in the face of material temptations and desire (Keyes 1983).

According to a database for groups involved in sufficiency economy activities
in Thailand, organized by Pipat Yodphruttikan in 2006, there were 626 groups
involving in activities relating to sufficiency economy throughout Thailand, pri-
marily at the grassroots level. Of these, 448 were classified as having minimal
involvement, 126 as actively engaged in both philosophy and action, and 12 con-
sidered as model farmers (Yodphruttikan 2006: 7). The distribution of the total 626
groups by regions is as follows: Central Plains, 140; West, 9; East, 11; North, 51;
Northeast, 259; and South, 156 (Yodphruttikan 2006: 5). Economic activities

3Source: www.sathai.org/, accessed on May 9, 2008.


http://www.sathai.org/ 

9 Relatedness: Capitalism and the Sufficiency Economy... 149

relating to sufficiency economy can be classified as follows: 25 groups in royal
development projects, 64 groups as farmer models, 117 groups as community
models, 4 groups as private businesses, 339 groups as community enterprises, 43
groups as saving groups, and 34 groups classified as “others” (e.g., local knowl-
edge masters) (Yodphruttikan 2006: 6). Albeit small in number, the movement
indicates a significant historical moment in Thailand where grassroots movement
began to emerge, calling for sustainable development in agriculture and providing
a development alternative to Thai modernity.

In line with the sufficiency economy philosophy and practice, Bamrung, the
prominent farmer leader of the Northeast, is a good role model. He is obviously in
favor of the sufficiency farm approach, which his family has practiced over the past
20 years. He believes that this idea can help address the four basic human needs: for
food, clothes, shelter, and medicine. If farmers could produce at least 80 % of what
they need to consume and use in their everyday lives, this would be the best guaran-
tee of basic security. Nonetheless, Bamrung feels that farm production based on the
concept of sufficiency economy alone is not sufficient to help farmers survive. There
should be alternative markets for producers and consumers of organic products. This
would redress the problem of unfavorable market prices that are biased against the
agricultural sector. The state should step in to help organize this. Organic farming
production does not aim at profit maximization as in capitalistic farm production. For
him, organic farming aspires to enhance peaceful coexistence between humans and
nature. Building environmental awareness in the public to help protect our natural
environment is a must. Also, this type of farming production stresses the farmers’
sufficiency economy. It aims to provide security for both farmers and consumers by
promoting a system where producers receive a fair share of the economic distribution
and consumers pay a reasonable market price. Thus, direct sale from producers to
consumers is a major component of the alternative market. He also believes that the
alternative market has to be combined with an alternative way of living, which should
correspond to the philosophy of sufficiency economy, highlighting moderation, self-
reliance, simplicity, perseverance, moral values, and knowledge, as well as health
and environmental concerns.

In addition, Bamrung has mentioned that the philosophy of sufficiency economy
would benefit farmers best if it was accompanied by policy support and advocacy to
make farmers’ problems known to the state and to the public. Farmers in Isan and
elsewhere need to catch up with the current political-economic issues and be
informed on implications of policy and how it impacts local communities.
Organizing farmers to defend their political and economic interests is necessary to
establish a proper platform for farmers (especially small farmers) to negotiate with
other concerned parties, such as state policy-makers and businessmen.

Finally, Bamrung believes that in pursuing their economic interests based on the
philosophy of sufficiency economy, farmers need to have allies from different orga-
nizations to support their work and to exchange knowledge, skills, and information
for updating their organic farming movements, as well as other related activities.

At this point, I agree with Bamrung that the approach may work to guarantee
food security of farmers, at least at a certain level. In the case of Bamrung’s family,
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after 20 years of applying the approach, they are not wealthy. They live moderately.
I wonder how his family would support the higher education of their only child and
what they would do if a family member got ill and needed special medical care in a
hospital. As to maximize the contribution of the sufficiency economic approach, the
government and other concerned parties need to draft and implement a holistic
program to support the initiatives and efforts of farmers at the village level.

The critiques of sufficiency economy approach by Walker et al. (2008) are worth
considering. Visiting Bamrung’s farm convinced me that the approach places all
responsibility for poverty eradication on the farmers themselves. This has made it
possible for the government to avoid or play a low profile in addressing any redistri-
bution of resources or income to the rural population of Thailand. Also, I feel that it
is possible for Bamrung’s family to pursue the sufficiency economy approach
because his family currently has no debt. They love what they have been doing on the
farm. They do not have many dependents. They are hard working and self-reliant and
live moderately.

Let us now turn to the villagers in Ban Phra and Ban Koke who are commercial
farmers in contemporary village life. Still, most villagers of these two communities
object to neither the market economy nor the sufficiency economy. Approximately
10 and 15 % of the total families in Ban Koke and Ban Phra, respectively, have
adopted the sufficiency production through the introduction of NGOs, the media,
and the Office of Agricultural Extension in Khon Kaen.

As aresult of the commercialization of agriculture patronized by the state devel-
opment policy since the First Plan in the 1960s, farmers in both communities and
elsewhere in Thailand are profoundly involved with the market in the sphere of
production, distribution, and consumption (see also Chap. 32 in this volume).

Since the early 1960s, farmers in Ban Koke and elsewhere in Isan started to grow
maize, beans, and kenaf for the market. When the price of kenaf had been low, they
switched to the newly introduced cash crops: cassava and sugar cane. By the late
1970s, the good prices of cash crops motivated most farm families in Ban Koke to
engage in cassava and sugar production. Adding to this, Muskat (1994) points out
that the opening of the international market, especially the European Economic
Community in the 1970s, motivated Thai farmers to actively engage in cassava
production for the market. Yet, most farmers in Ban Koke complained that subse-
quent fluctuation of cassava prices and other farm products caused their families
poverty. For instance, a poor farm family told me that in 1994 she invested about
3,100 baht (US$124) in cassava production and by the end of harvesting she received
a total of 8,000 baht (US$320) (before the investment cost deduction). She and her
husband worked on cassava farm for about 1 year until it could be harvested.
Migration has been the best alternative for her family since the 1980s. Her two teen-
agers commute daily to work in a fishnet-making factory in Khon Kaen city.

As a minor supplement, her family has set aside some parts of farm land for food
crop production (such as rice, chili, lime, onion, and green vegetables), for fish
pond, and for pig and poultry raising. They primarily rely on their family labor and
simple tools and techniques for food crop production. Hired labor is mainly for cash
crop production such as rice and cassava. The idea of sufficiency production is first
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and foremost to produce for home consumption and for sale when the family needs
cash. Some farm families also collect some wild native leaves and plants from
forests and catch fish, paddy crabs, and frogs from paddy fields, rivers, and canals
nearby. In my view, occupational diversifications including working on-farm via
engaging in both capitalistic market economy and sufficiency production and work-
ing off-farm via migrating to work in industrial factories in urban areas locally and
internationally are prominent strategies of family farms in Isan to guarantee their
economic survival and pursue their economic interests within the structural con-
straints of political-economic policies and practices nationally and globally.

Villagers in both communities told me that the philosophy and practice of the
sufficiency economy are not entirely new to them. Since their forefathers’ times,
people produced mainly for household consumption rather than for sale. In the early
periods of village settlements by the nineteenth century, their forebears grew gluti-
nous rice, chili, and various kinds of vegetables mainly for home consumption, and
surplus left would be for exchange locally. They also grew cotton to obtain thread
for weaving materials. In other words, they produced mainly for household use
rather than for sale. Producing glutinous rice has been their main farming activity
until today. In the past, they relied on rainfalls for farming production with the use
of family labor and simple technology including water buffaloes for plowing, tradi-
tional rice varieties, and manure fertilizers.

Today, this paddy farming production in both communities continues with a
change to irrigation technology in some areas such as Ban Phra, modern rice
varieties, chemical fertilizers, and the use of some machinery for rice harvesting,
winnowing, and milling. Also, today they produce rice for both export and con-
sumption. In times of fluctuating prices for cash crop production, many farmers
have chosen migration to be their best alternative. Some chose to strengthen their
food crop production based on the idea of the sufficiency economy as a supple-
ment for food security reasons.

Similar to the case of Bamrung, many family farms in Ban Phra and Ban Koke
use food products from farms to provide them with some economic security so that
they are able to participate in the market economy more effectively. Traditional
social relations through families, relatives, and friends have provided young female
and male migrants from both communities and elsewhere in Isan with job employ-
ment information and initial settlements when they go to work in Bangkok or in
other major cities in Thailand and abroad. Most migrants remit some money to their
parental homes. These young migrants told me that occasionally they brought some
rice, dried food, fermented fish, and chili paste from home to Bangkok or abroad as
to reduce their food expenses while working in industrial factories or in the service-
related business in urban areas. They need to live economically to save some money
for their future and to support their parental homes. Buddhist principles play a
significant role in shaping village social life. Some young migrants in both com-
munities have mentioned the keys to their success including moderation, self-reliance,
and restraint from material temptation and desire.

Food available from their farms helps reducing their food expenses at a certain
level, thus being able to partake in the expanding market economy and accepting
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low wages, especially in an initial stage of industrial development in the 1960s.
The market economy has become the most predominant mode of farm production
in contemporary village life. Most villagers in Isan and elsewhere in Thailand
produce rice for both export and consumption. They also produce cash crops for
national and global markets. A traditional economy involves in subsistence agricul-
tural production for home consumption primarily with the use of family labor and
simple tools and techniques. Traditional village economies may be based on
religious beliefs and existing traditional social relations, with economic decisions
based on the traditions of community, family, and religion.

5 Conclusion

In this chapter, I discuss the cultural logic of economic action by farmers in the three
communities of Northeastern Thailand who have opted to embrace the sufficiency
approach in combination with the market economy. Following Meillassoux (1981),
I assert that capitalism and a traditional village economy are not in a binary opposi-
tion. In pursuing their families’ economic interests, most villagers in these two com-
munities are participating and taking advantage of the expanding market economy
while making use of their agricultural domestic economies and traditional social
relations to enhance the expansion of capitalistic economy. Specifically, I look at
economic behaviors of farmers in Isan through the case of Bamrung Kayotha, a
farmer leader from Kalasin, and villagers from Ban Phra and Ban Koke as expressed
in their daily life. I explore how villagers of Ban Phra and Ban Koke regard the suf-
ficiency economy approach and the market economy and what their economic ratio-
nality has been in relation to it.

I argue that the sufficiency economy approach as understood and practiced by vil-
lagers in Isan does not entirely negate capitalism, as the general public in Thailand
might have thought. Although the approach proposed by some local NGOs and some
farmer leaders, particularly from Isan, starting in the 1980s, could be regarded as a
critique of Thai state-led capitalist development policies, the sufficiency economy
approach, surprisingly, does exist within the framework of capitalism.
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Political Aspects in Thailand Today



Chapter 10
Party-Social Movement Coalition
in Thailand’s Political Conflict (2005-2011)

Aim Sinpeng

1 Social Movement and Party Politics

The literature on social movement and party politics remains largely separated.
Social movements are defined as sustained sequences of contentious collective
action utilized by those who have new or unaccepted claims and who behave in
ways that challenge authorities (McAdam and Tarrow 2010). Social movements
are often seen as parallel to parties for they are bounded by different sets of incen-
tives and constraints. Since movements largely come about as a result of lacking
regular access to institutions, it stands in sharp contrast to political parties which
are bounded by their access to and their roles in formal institutions. In addition,
scholars of social movement have long focused more on the disruptive form of
contention, thus neglecting other forms such as electoral politics. McAdam and
Tarrow (2010) argue in their think piece, Ballots and Barricades: On the
Reciprocal Relationship Between Elections and Social Movements, which
reviewed the development of the field of contentious politics in the past four
decades, that scholars ought to make concerted effort to systematically link the
studies of elections and movements.

To this end, this chapter seeks to explore the conditions under which political par-
ties and social movements become linked. Thailand provides an excellent case study
for a number of reasons. First, there are two social movements that operated parallel
to one another but at the same time allowing certain variables, such as socioeconomic
and political structure, to be held constant. Second, both movements differ in the
extent of their relationship with political parties. Examining the variation between
the movements can reveal some valuable insights into the issue of party-movement
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coalition. Third, there is also a variation within each party-movement relationship
over time (see also Chaps. 11, 12, and 13 in this volume).

2 Key Assumptions

The main assumption of the research on which this chapter is based is regarding
politicians’ motives. Politicians are motivated by votes (office-seeking), specific
agenda (policy-seeking), or a combination of both. In the office-seeking model,
political actors are concerned about rewards, such as “power, prestige, or a place in
a lime light” (Budge and Laver 1986: 485). Others are motivated by policy pursuit,
which denotes their participation in the policy process in order to further particular
policy objectives. Parties, by the same logic, are motivated by office and will take
actions that would increase their chance of garnering votes in the next election.

Opposition parties have far less influence on the policy-making process than do
their parliamentarians in the government counterparts. As such, oppositional politi-
cal parties are the candidates most likely to take on extra-parliamentarian strategies
to achieve their political end (Almeida 2010). Taking to the streets is, however, a
risky business, with many associated high costs. Parties or individual politicians
could lose popular support, especially their electoral support base that they would
need to maintain (or secure) in order to be reelected. Moreover, they could risk
alienating themselves from their fellow party members, who could affect their
future party nominations. Since there are many unpredictable variables and uncer-
tainty, they could potentially fail in their objectives.

A key factor that reduces the cost of mobilization is to have a reliable source of
popular support. There are two major ways that parties could achieve this: first, estab-
lish coalition or alliance with existing anti-government forces (often with various
organizations or student groups) and, second, mobilize their existing electoral support
base. Key individuals and leaders who participate in both oppositional political parties
and social movements act as brokers bringing the movements into closer collabora-
tions with electoral parties (Mische 2008). Such individuals promote the mutual inter-
ests of the party and movement in working together on economic policy issues.
Membership overlap promotes the coordination of meetings, protest campaigns, strat-
egies, resource exchange (Diani 2004), and shared goals among movements and
oppositional political parties. In the absence of such interpersonal ties, there would be
much more distance between these two distinct types of organizational arrangements,
making alliances costlier in terms of the time needed to build mutual trust.

3 Thailand’s Political Conflict: Background

Since 2005, Thailand has been trapped in cycles of mass demonstrations, street
violence, marshal laws, and unstable societal conditions. “The most recent clash
between the two opposing forces was, by far, the worst ever seen in a 100 years,”
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claims renowned Thai historian Charnvit Kasetsiri (2010, May 20). The battle of
colors — between the Red and the Yellow Shirts — in part centers around a highly
popular yet polarizing figure, Thaksin Shinawatra, a former prime minister who was
ousted in the coup d’état of 2006. The mass demonstrations led by the Yellow Shirts
since 2005 sought to expel Thaksin, whom they regard as highly corrupt, manipula-
tive, and authoritarian — a major threat to the country’s democracy, monarchy, and
national security as a whole. On the other hand, the Reds, the majority of whom
were Thaksin’s electoral bases, saw the ousting of their much beloved leader as
unjust, illegitimate, and a clear regression of democracy.

At the heart of the social movement against Thaksin has been the People’s
Alliance for Democracy (PAD), or the Yellow Shirts. This is a movement that has
brought together a broad range of groups whose interests were adversely affected by
the Thaksin regime. This includes some sections of the media, teacher’s union,
labor, religious groups, nongovernmental organizations, and activists (Songthai
2008: 99). After a rocky start in 2005, the PAD officially formed an alliance in
February of 2006 — just months before the September coup. The Yellow Shirts drew
mass support from largely the Bangkok middle class,! Democrat Party supporters
(at various times), and royalists.>

The United Front for Democracy against Dictatorship (UDD), or the Red Shirts,
was formed in response to the September 2006 coup and the dismantling of the Thai
Rak Thai Party. They have become one of the most powerful social movements in
recent Thai history. The Red Shirt movement represents what Taylor (2011: 3)
describes as “a number of broad interest groups brought together by a desire to see full
representative democracy.” The class elements within the Red Shirts, while multilay-
ered, are best understood as largely representing “an emerging class of urbanized
villagers that straddled both urban and rural society” (Thabchumpon and McCargo
2011: 999). Well-respected public intellectual, Nithi Aeosriwong (2010), has argued
that the Red Shirts are largely “lower middle class” — not the poor, but the poorer
section of the middle class. As will be detailed below, the Red Shirts were indispens-
able to the electoral success of Thaksin-backed parties — Palang Prachachon (PPP)
and Peau Thai Party (PTP) — and have mastered such broad-based popular support
unmatched by any other movements in recent memory (see Chaps. 8, 11, 12, and 13).

4 The Yellow Shirts and the Democrat Party

The Democrat Party and the PAD are loosely related and only coalesce under spe-
cific conditions to achieve short-term objectives. The Democrat Party is not a mass-
basedparty andhasalwaysbeen “conservative” whenitcomestoextra-parliamentarian

"'Note: On various occasions, PAD leaders and their media call their movement to be urban based
and composed of urban dwellers that are middle class. Kraisak Choonhavan, former senator and
one of the most vocal members of the anti-Thaksin 40 Senator Group, now Democrat MP, went
further: “PAD is the uprising of the middle class” (interview, Bangkok, July 19, 2011).

2See Pongsudhirak (2008) and Kitirianglarp and Hewison (2009).
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opposition. By nature, the Democrats have a rather elitist approach on politics and
would get involved with contentious activities, such as street protests or movements,
only when the benefits are obvious. As such, the relationship between the Democrat
Party and the Yellow Shirts waxes and wanes over time, depending on expected
rewards for mutual support.

4.1 Phase I: Mutual Sympathy, Tacit Support (2005-2006)

The first phase of the PAD-Democrat alliance was marked by mutual sympathy
but also ambivalence. There was a recognition of a shared objective, but each
pursued different strategies. Before the coup, the Democrats’ position toward the
PAD was supportive but not overtly so. Frustrated by its inability to check the
power of Thaksin, due to institutional constraints, the Democrat members felt
they shared similar deep resentment and dissatisfaction toward the Thaksin gov-
ernment as the PAD.

Parliamentary mechanisms for checking the executive were crippled...We in the opposition
couldn’t launch the no confidence motion on Thaksin. When his cabinet ministers couldn’t
respond during questioning period, his MPs did not vote against the motion. In fact so many
times parliamentary sessions had to be cancelled because not enough MPs showed up.
Thaksin did not respect parliamentary procedures. The Upper House couldn’t do anything
either. This is a total parliamentary tyranny.?

The frustration of the opposition party drove the Democrats to look for allies
outside of parliament. The Democrats took some initial steps to mobilize against the
Thaksin government, including their planned anti-Thaksin rally and the boycott of
the 2006 election, much of which either failed to materialize or proved ineffective.
Eventually, some Democrat MPs began to frequent PAD rallies, and some even
going on stage to show their support toward the movement.* “What the PAD leaders
said on stage resonated very much with how we felt in parliament. We saw eye to
eye on a number of issues.”

The PAD’s motivations were clear from the outset: to oust the Thaksin gov-
ernment. Jermsak Pinthong (2008, September 29), one of the earliest and most

3Dr. Witaya Kaewparadai, Democrat MP and former minister, interview, Democrat Party July 12,
2011.

‘Democrat MPs that went on PAD stage (various times) include Kasit Piromya, Somkiat
Pongpaiboon, Khunying Kalaya Sophonpanich, Anchalee Thepabutr, and Kraisak Choonhavan.
Dr. Witaya Kaewparadai, former minister and Democrat MP, confirmed this during an interview:
“Democrat Party considered PAD as an ally...indeed some of our members joined PAD and
engaged in their activities. Some went on stage, others donated food and money” (interview,
Democrat Party, July 12, 2011). This statement is corroborated by the PAD side (interview Somsak
Kosaisuk; also Dr. Thamrong Sanegsuriyachan, July 10, 2011; Prapan Koonmee, interview with
Khao Sod, reprinted in PAD (2009); Chaipan Prapasawat (Academic, frequent PAD speaker),
Interview, June 24, 2011).

SInterview with various Democrat MPs, Democrat Party Headquarter, Bangkok, July 2011.
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vocal opponents of the Thaksin administration, sums up the anti-Thaksin sentiment:
“The Thaksin regime may look like a democracy from the outside, but it is
authoritarian because it monopolizes power, interferes with independent institu-
tions, centralizes power in the executive, uses populism to create popular senti-
ment, makes laws to suit the leader and his cronies, violates human rights and
threatens free media.”

4.2 Phase II: United (2007-2008)

The second phase of PAD-Democrat alliance is marked by a growing recognition of
mutual benefits and expected rewards. The astounding victory of the PPP, a proxy
of Thai Rak Thai, pushed both the Democrats and the PAD to the brink of destruction.
The PAD changed their strategy. In what their leaders termed “the last war”
(Limthongkul 2008), the movement engaged in the longest, most violent anti-
government rally to date. The 193-day protest began soon after then Prime Minister
Samak Sundaravej of the PPP announced he would seek to amend the 2007 consti-
tution, which the PAD saw as a “national crisis” and that the Thaksin regime was
very much alive and remains a threat to Thailand’s constitutional monarchy (Katasila
2008). While not engaging directly with the Red Shirts’ class-based Prai versus
Ammat discourse,® the PAD believes democracy in Thailand will not work like in
Western countries because politicians are corrupt, while many citizens sell their
votes. For the PAD, elections are essentially steeped in “money politics” (PAD
2008). After a long drawn-out rally that included raiding the Government House,
occupying the country’s main airport, among others, the PAD declared its “victory”
in December 2008 when the PPP was dissolved by the court, paving the way for the
Democrat Party to cobble together a coalition and ascend to power.

This period saw the PAD and the Democrats on the united front. As Somsak
Kosaisuk, PAD’s former core leader, argued “we turned our eyes blind to the differ-
ences among us, and focused on our common goal: to rid of the Thaksin regime.”’
The PAD-Democrat alliance ran from top to bottom. At the leadership level, we saw

5The term “Ammat” was adopted by the UDD leaders, following Thaksin’s reference to “extracon-
stitutional power” (poo meebaraminokrabob) who was responsible for his overthrow. The UDD
leaders often use the term “Ammat” loosely to refer to powerful individuals who supported the
coup. In a Red Shirt publication, Thailand in the Hands of Ammat, Ammat instigated the coup by
utilizing the military-bureaucratic mechanisms within the policy, supported by intellectuals,
NGOs, and the media who “created conditions for a coup.” While Ammat is often used broadly,
some key individuals have been targeted by the UDD as the core Ammat: Prem Tinsulanonda, the
army chiefs (Sonthi Boonyaratglin, Anupong Paochinda, Prayuth Chan-ocha), Abhisit (and the
entire Democrat Party), Sondhi Limthongkul, PAD, etc. For more discussion on this, see Pongsawat
(2011). Kwanchai Praipanna, leader of the We love Udon People Club, explained in an interview
that Thaksin is not an Ammat because even if he was corrupt, he gave money back to people. That
makes people happy (interview, Udon Thani, July 11, 2011). For more discussion on this, see
Pongsawat (2011) and Aeosriwong (2010).

7Somsak Kosaisuk, interview, New Politics Party Headquarter, Bangkok, July 11, 2011.
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a number of Democrat MPs frequented the PAD protest site; many were regular
speakers on the PAD stage. Prapan Koonmee, the party’s executive member at the
time, became part of the PAD’s leadership structure. It is an open secret that he is a
close friend of the Democrats® MP and one of its largest financiers — Khunying
Kalaya Sophonpanich — indicating the coalition approval at the highest level.
Indeed, some PAD frequent protesters revealed they have seen Abhisit, the leader of
the Democrat Party, visiting the rally site, offering “support” to the PAD leaders
backstage.® The biggest contribution the Democrat Party could make to the PAD
movement has actually been to provide mass support. In fact, Democrat Party lead-
ers admitted mobilizing their mass to PAD rallies — most notably the infamous 193-
day protest. While figures vary, according to party estimates, the Democrat Party
forces accounted for at least 50 % of total PAD mass.” “Democrat Party members,
mostly southerners, mobilized the mass to join PAD rallies.”'® Democrat southern
MPs, particularly Suthep Thaugsuban, have been instrumental in bringing in the
masses from party supporters from its stronghold.

What is clear, however, is that their memberships overlap, which means that the
extent to which they support each other’s objective has an impact on their popular-
ity. “Officially the [Democrat] Party does not have a specific policy to endorse the
PAD. Abhisit told us not to go on PAD stage and let the mass movement take its own
course. Unofficially, however, if you [Democrat MPs] want to attend PAD rallies
you do it on your own terms,” argues Dr. Pusadee Thamtai, Democrat MP and for-
mer party executive.!! The end result of this strong PAD-Democrat alliance is not
only sheer mass, but it contributed significantly in bringing down both Samak and
Somchai governments and allowing the Democrats to form a government coalition.
“It’s a victory for the PAD...we are rid of the Somchai government...Abhisit can
bring us the new kind of politics with policy innovations and good people to govern
the country,” proclaimed Limthongkul (2008).

4.3 Phase I11: Breakup (2009-2011)

The honeymoon period between the PAD and the Democrats was over soon after
Abhisit came to power. The Democrat Party was, in PAD’s view, reneging on their
promises they made when they fought together against the Thaksin regime.
Resentment began to build up as the PAD felt they were not getting their share of

$Based on interviews with various PAD demonstrators during the 193-day rally and the 2011
round.

°Dr. Witaya Kaewparadai, Democrat MP and former minister. Interview. Democrat Party
Headquarter, Bangkok, July 12, 2011.

"Thawil Paison, Democrat MP and former minister and a longtime party member (30 years).
Interview. Democrat Headquarter, Bangkok, July 12, 2011.

""Dr. Pusadee Thamtai, Democrat MP and former party executive. Interview. Democrat Party. July
12, 2011.
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what they wanted even though they were responsible for Abhisit coming to power.
The straw that broke the camel’s back, which became the key issue of the third wave
of the PAD protest, was the one involving the Thai-Cambodia territorial dispute.
The more radical wing of the PAD included the ultranationalist and ultraroyalist
groups.'> The PAD began to hold anti-government rallies during the Abhisit admin-
istration, and the mass of PAD dwindled significantly. One by one, Democrat MPs,
who used to vocally and proactively support the PAD, began to distance themselves
from the movement.!?®

In the 2011 elections, the PAD’s most notable action was the “Vote No”” campaign,
in which the PAD called on voters to check “none of the above.” Although the “Vote
No” campaign was a resounding failure, with less than 3 % of the constituency vote,
it created a massive rift between the Democrats and the PAD, as well as the latter’s
breakaway from the party, New Politics Party. The fallout between the PAD and the
Democrat Party did make a difference in some constituencies as the “Vote No”
campaign took away votes that could have gone to the Democrats and could have
meant a victory for the Democrat Party in a tight race.'* The PAD suffered addi-
tional setbacks internally, including dwindling financial support, leadership
breakup,' poor coordination, and fatigue; losing the Democrat Party support was
severely detrimental to PAD mass appeal (Nelson 2011).

5 The Red Shirts and Peau Thai

The UDD came together as a more organized movement in 2007 comprised largely
of two groups: the pro-Thaksin supporters (whose electoral base is in the North and
Northeast) mobilized by former Thai Rak Thai politicians and the anti-coup civic
groups/NGOs. The latter was the first to mobilize immediately following the
September 2006 coup — protesting what they believed was the country’s unaccept-
able democratic reversal.'® This section of the Red Shirts includes NGOs, activists,

12For example, the Thai Patriot Network and Santi Asoke.

13Kasit Piromya, foreign minister during Abhisit Administration, took part in the PAD’s occupa-
tion of Suvarnabhumi Airport. He gave an interview to the Telegraph on December 21, 2008, say-
ing that the airport protests were “fun with good food.”

4 A Democrat incumbent from Bangkok reveals, “Before the coup I was attending PAD rallies
everyday because the majority of people in my constituency went...I went to garner votes...now
the Vote No campaign really hurt the Democrat Party...I was even kicked out from some houses.”
Interview, District Office, Bangkok, July 14, 2011.

15Somsak Kosaisuk, one of PAD core leaders, left PAD in early 2011. He is now the head of the
New Politics Party (NPP), a new party formed after the PAD general meeting in 2009. Today the
NPP and the PAD are no longer officially affiliated.

!*Notable groups to protest against the coup in the aftermath of Thaksin’s overthrow were the 19
September Anti-Coup Network, Saturday People Say No to Tyranny, Red Sunday Group, White
Pigeon Group, 24 June Group, Temujin Network (Chanapat Na Nakorn), and various academics.
For a good chronology of protest events since the September Coup, refer to Crisis 19 (Wad Rawi).
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intellectuals, students, and some sections of the “idealistic”” middle class.'” The former
group, the grass roots supporters of Thaksin, was initially mobilized by the Veera-
Nattawut-Jatuporn trio'® through People’s Television (PTV) talk shows and subse-
quently through a series of Truth Today rallies between 2008 and 2009. While the
three leaders were first and foremost former Thai Rak Thai politicians, it was clear
that the plight of Thaksin played center stage in the struggle of the Red Shirts.

The UDD solidified their movement between 2008 and 2010 through “social-
ization in a common struggle,” as they quickly found themselves in opposition
once again.'” Immediately following the dissolution of Thaksin-aligned PPP
following a controversial court ruling that the party had engaged in corrupt activi-
ties, the UDD leaders set up the “Red Land Network™ (Dang Tang Peandin) and
declared “war” on the “Ammat.” By 2009, in what later would be termed “Bloody
Songkran,” initially peaceful anti-government protests in Bangkok began to
spread to several provinces nationwide. The UDD leaders set April 8 as the
“D-Day” when more than 150,000 Red Shirts turned up in Bangkok (Raksaseri
2009). As protesters clashed with state authorities leading to two deaths and hun-
dreds injured, Abhisit declared a state of emergency with scores of Red Shirt
leaders arrested. After the April 2009 crackdown, the UDD turned to a less con-
frontational means to channel their grievances. They collected over five million
signatures to petition for a royal pardon for Thaksin. Subsequently, the UDD col-
lected 100,000 more signatures to petition for the return to the 1997 constitution,
while pressing ahead with nearly weekly anti-government rallies.

The trigger for arguably the largest mass protest ever in contemporary Thai
history came as the Supreme Court seized $1.4 billion of Thaksin’s assets. The
UDD leaders quickly finalized what they termed “the last battle” — a mass anti-
government demonstration where over a million Red Shirts were expected to turn
up (Bangkok Post 2010, February 23). What was planned as a 7-day rally® turned
into 64 days of drawn-out protest’' that ended with a violent crackdown and the
deaths of 91 people and more than 2,000 injured. This was the worst episode of

7Sombat Boon Ngam-anong, founder of the Red Sunday Group. Interview. Red Sunday Group
Office, Bangkok, June 2011. The Red Sunday Group was founded in 2010 after the Ratchaprasong
crackdown. The group collaborates closely with the main UDD but is not directly under UDD
supervision. The Red Sunday Group’s main activities are civil disobedience, campaigns, and work-
shops that focus on raising awareness about democracy, injustice, and human rights.

18Veera Musikapong, Jatuporn Prompan, and Nattawut Saikua (the “Trio”) emerged as Red Shirt
leaders through their talk/comedy show, “Truth Today” (Sam-Kleu), in 2008. The show was a
meant to mobilize Thaksin supporters to oppose the military-installed government and to continue
their fight for justice. The show was initially broadcasted on PTV via satellite, then subsequently
via DTV. Truth Today was hugely popular and had a mass following, helping to raise the profile of
the Trio.

19 Jatuporn Prompan. Interview. Klong Prem Remand Prison, Bangkok, July 8, 2011.

20¢“We thought we would succeed in pressuring Abhisit to dissolve parliament and we would all go
home after a week,” reckoned Kamol, head of Red Shirt newspapers, People Channel online.
Interview, People Channel headquarter, Bangkok, July 9, 2011.

2 The Bloody May lasted from March 14 to May 19, 2010.
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mass violence that Thailand has experienced. The incidents of Bloody May 2010,
however, were instrumental in pushing the Democrat government to call for house
dissolution about a year after the protests. Following Abhisit’s announcement in
early May, the Red Shirts switched gears and retreated from the street and work to
campaign for Peau Thai. Nattawut Saikua (2011), one of the UDD’s core leaders
and also a party-list MP candidate of Peau Thai, said “because of this Peau Thai
would win a landslide in Isan and the North.”

The landslide victory of Peau Thai, sweeping 53 % of the seat shares, was without
a doubt due to the strength of its Red Shirt supporters. From political rallies to the
dissemination of voter knowledge, the Red Shirts served as a powerful wing of Peau
Thai and were instrumental in the Thaksin party’s resounding victory. Despite the
risk of running afoul of rules that may limit the relationship between the Red Shirts
and Peau Thai, the Red Shirts were deeply involved in the campaign. Red Shirt
leader and Peau Thai candidate, Jatuporn Prompan, noted that “this election [2011]
the Red Shirts are fighting for Peau Thai...the Reds don’t take orders from the
party...they support the party on their own initiatives. Without the Red Shirts there
won’t be Peau Thai today.”?> Kwanchai Praipanna, leader of one of the largest UDD
subgroups, “We Love Udon Club,” echoed similar concerns: “Peau Thai campaign
trails are full of Red Shirt supporters* and without the Reds Peau Thai would have
long been crushed” (Krungthep Turakij 2011, April 27).

The direct and most immediate beneficiaries of the Peau Thai-led coalition
government are undoubtedly the Red Shirts. Since Yingluck was sworn in as
Thailand’s 28th prime minister just a little over a month ago, her party has secured
the release of 132 Red Shirts from various prisons throughout the country a priority.>*
In addition, scores of Red Shirt leaders, be it at national or local levels, became MPs
themselves and were given advisory positions in the government. Most importantly,
Yingluck made it clear from the very onset that her government would seek ways to
bring her exiled brother, Thaksin, back to Thailand — a prospect of which looks
increasingly plausible.

6 Discussion and Conclusion

Political parties and social movements have different sets of incentives and constraints.
Parties are far more bounded by institutional frameworks, such as party regulations
and electoral laws, than movements that they would only ally with movements under

22 Jatuporn Prompan. Interview, Klong Prem Remand Prison, Bangkok, July 8, 2011.

ZFieldwork observations, Peau Thai campaign trail in Bangkok, May-June 2011. Many Red Shirt
supporters attended every function where Peau Thai candidates would attend. Based on our obser-
vations, they often came in groups of more than eight people, wore red, and often had hand clap-
pers with Yingluck photos on.

2Note that thus far only those on charges of terrorism have been granted bail — not those on
charges of lese majesty.
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specific conditions. The organizational structure of the movement matters to the
likelihood and degree of the movement’s coalition with a political party. Both
the Democrat Party and PPP/PTP became closer to the Yellow Shirts and the Red
Shirts, respectively, when they were in opposition and both increased their degrees
of separation from the movements once in government. Nonetheless, the UDD-PPP/
PTP alliance has been far closer than that of the PAD-Democrat counterparts for the
reasons outlined above.

The Democrat Party remains a completely separate entity from the Yellow
Shirts. The Democrats, the longest established party in Thailand, is first and fore-
most a party and does not have any established relationships with movements
before 2005. Indeed, prior to the current conflict, the last time the Democrats sup-
ported a movement was during mass demonstration in 1992 against the coup gov-
ernment of General Suchinda. Yet, even in that case the Democrats stance was very
guarded and not fully in line with the movement. In this conflict, however, the
party’s failure to win elections, particularly after Thaksin was ousted and his party
dissolved, along with the growing strength and popularity of the PAD drove the
Democrats to seek an alliance with the movement. Constrained by a set of factors
as a political party, officially the Democrats cannot endorse the movement. It, thus,
sought indirect ways to support, most importantly through financial and mass con-
tribution. The fact that some of the high-profile Democrat MPs moonlighted as the
Yellow Shirt vocal supporters was indicative of the extent to which the party was
willing to go to achieve its short-term gains. However, as soon as they became
government, their stance completely changed. The party could no longer engage in
oppositional politics (or should they have to) in the same vein as they did previ-
ously. Since the PAD-Democrat alliance was loose and temporary, it was easy for
either to create a distance and eventually they parted ways.

On the contrary, the overlapping organizational structure and the shared de facto
leader meant that the Red Shirts and the PPP/PTP are tightly linked. The Reds, the
majority of whom are Thaksin supporters,” could be counted on as a loyal electoral
support base. During electoral campaigns, the UDD switched gears to a campaign
mode by endorsing Thaksin-backed parties. Despite the risk of running afoul of
rules that may limit the relationship between the Red Shirts and Thaksin-aligned
parties, the Red Shirts were deeply involved in campaigning. In times of opposition,
the Reds engaged in a number of sustained contentious activities, at times violently,
to tip the balance of power in favor of Thaksin and his allies. Over time, the grassroot
support that underpins the Red Shirt movement along with sustained shared expe-
rience of repression and common struggle has both deepened and strengthened
the movement. Red Shirt-aligned parties reciprocated to the movement continued
support through the promotion of its leaders into political positions, securing some
of the movement demands, such as victim compensation. However, the relationship
between Peau Thai and its Red Shirt supporters is without challenge. The ties that
bind the party and its Red Shirt counterparts have moved beyond the electoral realm.

2 This statement is confirmed by various interviews with Red Shirt protesters conducted between
2009 and 2011 also Red Shirts’ own publication, Singthong (2010).
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Increasingly, Red Shirt leaders from national, provincial, and local levels are
demanding more from the party in return for their votes. The Reds want Peau Thai
to see their electoral support as “conditional,” not automatic. Subnational Red Shirt
groups are beginning to act like special interest groups — lobbying MPs on behalf of
their members.
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Chapter 11
“For King and Country”? Thailand’s Political
Conflicts as Dynamics of Social Closure

Allan Lee

1 Introduction

For a country with a rich history of social movements,' the recent People’s Alliance
for Democracy (PAD) movement appeared to be different from other social move-
ments in Thailand’s history in several respects. Firstly, despite the heterogeneity
within the PAD (Pye and Schaffar 2008), a large portion of its support base consists
largely of the urban middle class. This differed from the middle-class-led movement
in May 1992, which has been touted as an epitome of democratization in Thailand
(see Hewison 1996; Pathmanand 2008). Secondly, never has any movement in the
country’s history resulted in such a drastic political polarization of Thai society.
Empirically, the question of why the Bangkok middle class supported such a move-
ment spills over to an important theoretical question of the relationship between
class, democracy, and social movements. This chapter, then, aims to address these
concerns by advocating a theoretical framework that allows for a more dynamic
appreciation of both historical and empirical realities.

Following the 2006 coup d’état, much work has been done on this political
conflict (see Tejapira 2006; Ungpakorn 2007; Case 2007; Ockey 2008; Connors
2008; Connors and Hewison 2008; Phongpaichit and Baker 2008b; Pye and

' Somchai Phatharathananunth (2006) examined the struggle of the Small Scale Farmers’ Assembly
of Isan (SSFAI) in Northeast Thailand from 1993 to 2002. Consider also Suthy Prasartset (1980)
who looked at nongovernmental group’s (NGOs) movements in Thailand since 1969 with the
establishment of the Thailand Rural Reconstruction Movement (TRRM), the first nongovernmen-
tal development group in Thailand. Jim Ockey (2002) highlights the protest of 22 January 1956,
arguing that the protest that took to the streets has been forgotten despite its influence in shaping
much of the political sphere in Thailand for a couple of decades after the event itself. The point is
that Thailand has a rich history of social movements that spans over at least half a century, yet none
of them involved the taking over of airports.
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Schaffar 2008; Winichakul 2008; Pathmanand 2008; Funston 2009; Kitirianglarp
and Hewison 2009; McCargo 2009; Montesano 2009a; Nostitz 2009%; see also
Chap. 12 in this volume). While these were certainly commendable, there are
several points that ought to be addressed. Many have attempted to answer the
important questions of why and how the movement emerged: these explanations
revolve around two broader themes of intra-elite struggle and Thaksin’s corrup-
tion. Albritton and Bureekul (2007: 23), for instance, suggest that Thaksin was
seen as competing with the king, by “insinuating himself into ceremonies hon-
oring the 60th year of the king’s accession to the throne.” Similarly, Connors
(2007: 252) emphasized that the movement was a consequence of Thaksin
attempting to replace the “old power group — a network based around the palace,
Prem, elements of the Democrat Party, members of prominent establishment
families and senior bureaucrats — with his own network of intimates and associ-
ates” (see also Ungpakorn 2009). On the other hand, scholars such as
Pongsudhirak (2008: 142) highlight the “controversies, contradictions, and cor-
ruption allegations” of Thaksin’s administration and how these contributed to
the displeasure toward the ex-premier (see also Case 2007; Connors and
Hewison 2008; Phongpaichit and Baker 2008b; Pye and Schaffar 2008;
Pathmanand 2008; McCargo 2009 for more explanations?). See also Chaps. 8,
10, 12, and 13 in this volume.

Next, in conceptualizing the movement as one about democracy, or even royal-
ism, from the onset, I contend that it limits the appreciation of the phenomenon on
hand. In other words, the explicit focus on democracy (see Pongsudhirak 2008;
Kitirianglarp and Hewison 2009) assumes that the movement had little to do with
issues deeply embedded in Thai society, such as class interests. Many authors, pop-
ular media, and pundits have tended to assume and refer to a middle class — usually
understood as occupying the “middle” of the socioeconomic spectrum. This prem-
ise confuses and conflates more than it clarifies, by representing the PAD movement
as consisting of the Thai middle class. This has left those who are less attuned to the
developments of the movement with the notion that the Thai middle class, as a
whole, supports the PAD movement.

This (mis)representation of the PAD supporters has, in turn, placed serious
limitations on seeing the movement as one for democracy or even royalism.

2Kevin Hewison (2010) provides a relatively balanced review of Nostitz’s book, noting that while
this written account is “not scholarly, [but] nor is it meant to be” (Hewison 2010: 523), it is influ-
ential enough to become “a book that anyone who has a serious interest in Thailand’s politics
should have” (Hewison 2010: 525). It is important to note as well that, as Hewison highlights,
Nostitz’s account is not “an entirely non-partisan account as he shows sympathy for the red-shirted
campaigners” (Hewison 2010: 523). Nevertheless, the attempt to capture the developments of
events places it as one of the foremost accounts on the movement to date.

3In addition to these articles, others have attempted to offer a perspective that focused on Thaksin’s
mistakes in isolating the Bangkokians and his policy mistakes (see, for instance, Tejapira 2006;
Connors 2007; Hewison 2008; Pongsudhirak 2008; Montesano 2009b). Nevertheless, I maintain
that these explanations are seldom divorced from the idea of a conflict of interests between the
Thai elites, such as military leaders and the ex-prime minister.
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I maintain that this is an unintended consequence of considering class as a set of
fixed categories — usually economic ones — rather than a dynamic outcome of social
and economic processes, and conflicts. A weakness of this perspective is that we
are unable to move beyond understanding class as “mere incumbents of positions,
or embodiments of systemic forces” (Parkin 1979: 4). This is especially salient
when we consider how the presence of cross-class alliances among members of
both the Yellow and Red Shirts does not negate it from being a class conflict, as
some scholars have argued (see Montesano 2009a; Nostitz 2009; Prasirtsuk 2010;
see also Chaps. 8, 10, 12, and 13 in this volume). It is precisely because there are
groups of people from similar socioeconomic status contesting for dissimilar inter-
ests that it would be more useful to think of several groups — or classes — occupying
the “middle” stratum of society. Accordingly, a Weberian perspective of class
seems particularly appropriate.

In that light, I maintain that a perspective that privileges the Marxian conceptu-
alization of class hinders us from fully appreciating it as a dynamic concept. More
importantly, it limits the appreciation of the Yellow Shirts movement to a matter of
intra-elite conflict, overlooking the significance of the participation of the masses.
Following Parkin’s (1979: 13) argument that “the relations between classes are to
be understood as ‘aspects of the distribution of power,”” this chapter proposes a
neo-Weberian perspective be included alongside the predominant Marxian stance
in examining political conflict in Thai society. In essence, this chapter suggests two
things: first, that a neo-Weberian stance offers us constructive insights to appreciat-
ing the concatenation of political conflicts in Thai society, and, second, that the
recent PAD movement can be understood as an attempt by particular groups of
people to secure their interests in response to the social exclusion experienced.
This chapter presents a more nuanced understanding of the dynamics between the
military, monarchy, and capitalist groups — key actors in the Thai political sphere —
as well as the masses, allowing for the involvement of actors from various social
positions in society to be included in this struggle for social, economic, and political
inclusion. In doing so, I suggest that the occurrences of social movements and
political conflict reflect the process of class formation in Thailand as members from
various strata of society attempt to consolidate and solidify their social positions, as
we shall see.

In other words, this chapter aims to utilize and apply the concept of “social clo-
sure” to making sense of the political conflict throughout Thailand’s history as well
as the recent movements.

2 The Efficacy of “Social Closure’ as Theoretical
Framework

A Weberian paradigm sees classes and social groups being connected within the
sphere of power and attached to the important notion of the distribution of
power. For Weber, multiple overlapping dimensions of wealth, power, and prestige
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determine social stratification (Gerth and Mills 1958). In fact, “the term ‘class’
refers to any group of people that is found in the same class situation” (Gerth and
Mills 1958: 181). Simply put, people displaying similar lifestyle patterns and occu-
pational class and who enjoy similar prestige and privilege constitute members of
the same class.

In addition, Weber (1978) argues that there are three features of class: economic
interest, life chances, and markets (see also Gerth and Mills 1958). The concept of
interest is especially useful for not only does it “create[s] ‘class’” (Weber 1978:
928), but it is among the “most fundamental and universal components” of human
behavior (Weber 1978: 601). Furthermore,

the concept of divergent sectional ‘interests’ cannot be limited to economic interests, but
must be extended to other spheres of social life. Thus political parties, for example, have
interests which derive from their situation as aspirants to, or as wielders of, power, and such
interests do not necessarily rest upon shared class situations. (Giddens 1971: 195)

The concept of status groups — defined by the specific lifestyle shared by mem-
bers of the group —is especially relevant for it not only makes up the social order but
is determined by the distribution of social honor. Rather than rely on economic
indicators, such as income, occupation, and assets, in stratifying society, status
groups consider noneconomic qualities such as political power too. In short, status
groups allow us to integrate social, economic, and political power into determining
one’s social position. More significantly, Weber says that entry into these status
groups is often restricted, what he calls social closure.

This concept has been elaborated on by Parkin (1979: 44-45) who conceptual-
izes this process as an exclusionary relationship in which

social collectivities seek to maximize rewards by restricting access to resources and oppor-
tunities to a limited circle of eligibles...securing for itself a privileged position at the
expense of some other group through a process of subordination.

Parkin also notes that any group attribute may be emphasized for

the monopolization of specific, usually economic opportunities. This monopolization is
directed against competitors who share some positive or negative characteristics; its pur-
pose is always the closure of social and economic opportunities to outsiders. (emphasis in
original)

Just as dominant groups seek to exclude others in order to preserve their
advantage, groups who have been dispossessed will also attempt to amass oppor-
tunities for themselves (see Tilly 1998). In doing so, Parkin (1979: 74) suggests
that groups in such an outsider position will mount “usurpationary actions” with
“the aim of biting into the resources and benefits accruing to dominant groups in
society.” For Parkin, “usurpationary closure tends to rely on the public mobiliza-
tion of members and supporters, as in the use of strikes, demonstrations, sit-ins,
marches...and the like.”

This concept is especially useful if we were to reexamine the historico-political
antecedents in Thai society where we will find important players attempting to
exclude and usurp both power and opportunities in the political arena.
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3 Social Closure in Thai Political History

From the onset, the fall of absolute monarchy at the start of the 1930s paved the way
for a political sphere that has been characterized by the frequent involvement of the
military, coups d’état, and the wrestling of power between the army and the state.
Led by a group of Western-educated military officers and civilian bureaucrats (Leow
2002), the absolute monarchy was overthrown in the name of democracy in 1932
(Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001) and came to bolster the political and economic
power of Bangkok (Glassman 2010). The royalists did not remain silent, however,
following the fall of the absolute monarchy. In fact, they fought for a monarch* with
as much power as possible within the framework of democracy, albeit with little
success (Winichakul 2008). Yet by 1938, the military was, more or less, in full con-
trol and began introducing authoritarian policies, this time under the leadership of
Plaek Phibunsongkhram (Hewison 1996). The fall of the monarchy ushered in a
new economic and political era for Thailand. By the end of the 1930s, Thailand had
a well-established “commercialization, monetization, and commodification of the
economy” despite not having a full-fledged capitalist system (Hewison 2006: 83).
This paved the way for the eventual emergence of the domestic capitalists.

The fear of a growing Chinese-dominated business class, coupled with the poten-
tial threat to sovereignty, led Phibun to adopt a “nationalist clientelism” (Ramsay
2001: 61) approach to address this concern. Apart from closing down Chinese-
language schools and the mandatory taking of Thai names by Chinese in Thailand,
anti-Chinese economic policies were imposed as well (Ramsay 2001). By the end
of World War II, the culminated effects of the world depression which forced many
Western businesses to withdraw from the country left the Sino-Thais with even
more economic influence (Ramsay 2001) while Thailand’s economy fell behind the
rest of Southeast Asia. The economic surplus remained in the hands of a small
group of economic elites — including the Sino-Thai businessmen as well as the “old
nobility, tiny new segment of businessmen, professionals and officials” (Phongpaichit
and Baker 2008a). Comprising a small proportion of Thai population, this group of
elites came to take firm control of Thai economy, controlling the financial and
industrial sectors (Hewison 1993). Due to the prevailing animosity toward the
Chinese, this group did not, or could not, as a “class,” “effectively or adequately
control the state and its apparatuses” as the economic and political condition limited
the growth of this group after World War II (Turton 1984: 29). This enmity left them
fairly small, limiting their wealth as well as political influence (Anderson 1990).
With the military government in charge, little protection was given to domestic
capital as business families had to subject themselves to the patronage of political

*In Thongchai Winichakul’s talk entitled “Thailand’s Crisis and the Rise of Asia,” delivered on
June 7, 2011, he made the distinction between monarchy — which he defined as the “network mon-
archy” (McCargo 2005) — and monarch, referring to King Bhumibol. In this chapter, I borrow these
definitions as well to differentiate the various actors. Specifically, in this chapter “monarch” refers
to HM King Bhumibol and “monarchy” refers to the institution.
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leaders in order to negotiate individual protection (Phongpaichit and Baker 2008a).
The Phibun regime eventually faced challenges in 1956 when thousands took to the
streets. This incident was touted as a victory for democracy for it signaled that the
people were ready to exercise their views and political power (see Ockey 2002).
While he was to remain in power for two more years, General Sarit, with the support
of students, the monarchy, and the Democrat Party, carried out a coup that finally
removed Phibun from power in 1957° (Ockey 2002).

This event was to be, in Chaloemitiarana’s (1978) opinion, the most important
event in the revitalization of the monarchy as it not only marked the removal of the
men behind the 1932 revolution but also meant that Sarit, one of the first leaders
since 1932 to consistently and consciously build up the monarchy’s prestige, was
back in a prominent position. The king, concerned about the threat of communism
and anti-royalist opinions, allied himself to the military and demonstrated this visi-
bly — dressing in military uniform and adopting the role of the natural leader of the
military for instance. The military reciprocated by incessantly promoting the royal
family through the celebration of its deeds and highly publicized events (see also
Handley 2006; Hewison 2008). Throughout this period, the Chinese business class,
perhaps still struggling with the prevailing hostility against them, remained small
and lacked substantial political influence (Anderson 1990).

With the influx of foreigners and accompanying investment due to increasing
globalization, Thailand began experiencing economic growth and unprece-
dented modernization in the 1960s (Maisrikrod 1997). The resultant economic
growth drastically changed the sociodemographic conditions of Thai society,
posing challenges to the authoritarian regime (Ockey 2004). As the economy
developed, the demand for education grew alongside the expansion of the mid-
dle class that had emerged as a result of the economic boom (Ockey 2004; see
also Hewison 1996; Robison and Goodman 1996). These changes meant that
politics could not remain authoritarian for long, as the capitalists rode on the
new economic wave and capitalized on the government’s policy and developed
various industries.

The open economy was also “beneficial to democratization” as it threatened to
subvert authoritarian repression of democratic ideals (Laothamatas 1996 cited in
Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001). As the economy opened up, the new Thai mid-
dle class, emergent from the growing economy, joined private corporations or
became entrepreneurs instead of joining the civil service as they had previously
done. This departure from government employment, coupled with the liberalization
of Thailand’s economy, strengthened both the middle class and bourgeoisie class,
paving the way for the alliance between these classes in the 1980s. Overall, the
development and growth of the economy furthered the cause of the capitalists
through the economic expansion as well as the political influence of the business
group, securing further protection from the state.

SSarit was seen as having cynically manipulated public opinion through his criticism of “dirty
elections” and then installed a regime that did away with most of the political system completely
(Chaloemitiarana 1978).
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By the turn of the decade, the influence of the capitalists had grown, gaining
ground in economic policy-making and becoming politically independent and
assertive. The relationship between the state and capital was now forced to find a
new balance while taking into account the sociodemographic changes in Thai soci-
ety (Maisrikrod 1997). At the same time, the military appeared to be testing the
king’s authority when it killed off the parliament the king had pushed for 3 years
earlier in 1968. This incident demonstrated the extent to which the monarch had
actually cared about democracy — for “while the king had pushed for constitution in
1968, he ‘did little to enhance the legitimacy and status of the elected parliament,
participant politics...or the institutions created to implement Thai-style democ-
racy...leaving the parliament exposed and vulnerable to...the military’” (Morell
1974, cited in Hewison 2008: 197).

Up until the end of the 1960s, the military, monarchy, and the business “class”
had experienced several forms of exclusion, largely as a consequence and result of
socioeconomic developments in the region. Nevertheless, the relationship between
these historic actors has only gotten more entwined as each attempts to secure eco-
nomic and political power through various means. The domination of the military
and the monarchy, as well as its supporters, in the political sphere had begun to
accommodate the rise of the capitalists who had been in control of the economy,
effectively sharing a piece of the pie with them. While this tripartite relationship has
achieved a dedicated balance, it was in the early 1970s that the scale was tipped,
paving the way for an era of social movements that sought to exclude one or more
party, with the other attempting to usurp power and gain access to the exclusive
political and economic spheres.

The 1973 student-led movement was an attempt to overthrow the Thanom-led
regime that had been in power since 1963 (see Leow 2002; Anderson 1990). This
demonstrated how the exclusion of the “new middle class™ has come to be seen in
the attempts of usurpationary actions, usually undertaken by the marginalized and
excluded. The impetus behind the 1973 movement was the demand for an imme-
diate “promulgation of a new democratic constitution” (Neher 1975: 1103). The
implications of such a proliferation of democracy meant not only a conceding of
power by those in power but also the adoption of liberal-democratic agenda —
including an autonomous parliamentary system, safeguarding of human rights,
the decentralization of power, media freedom, and unbiased economic policy
(Phongpaichit 2004).

Most significant during the Cold War era of the 1970s was the recognition that
a military dictatorship would pose more danger, not only to the public but to the
economy as well. Members of the capitalist group then orchestrated a democratiza-
tion project (Phongpaichit 2004). Not only did this mark the division of the
military-capitalist alliance that had emerged post-World War II, the breakdown of
the alliance also signaled the advent of the economic middle class as a strong
political actor (Maisrikrod 1997) and ushered in a period of political instability as
elections failed to produce stable governments (Connors and Hewison 2008).
Another important development was the growth of the economic middle class and
the intellectuals along with the deteriorating strength of the military dictatorship as
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its legitimacy began to erode. The domestic capitalists thus distanced themselves
from the army and aligned themselves to the foreign investors who were adverse to
the military’s style of governance. This also meant the capitalists adopted a posi-
tion that placed them on the side of the middle class as this new alliance fought for
a democratic regime — one that essentially espoused an anti-military sentiment
(Maisrikrod 1997). The military was on the verge of being gradually edged out of
the Thai political sphere.

However, the espousal of socialist thoughts among the intelligentsia led to fear
among the capitalists, who were quick to re-embrace the capitalist system and main-
tain the status quo, putting an end to the alliance between the capitalists and intel-
lectuals (Maisrikrod 1997). The resultant consequence of this episode was the
ideological polarization of Thai politics between the radicals, allegedly out to
demolish the national pillars of “nation, religion, and king” (Maisrikrod 1997; see
also Niels 2000), on the one hand, and the conservatives, who mobilized the bureau-
crats and other religious groups, on the other. The events of this period demon-
strated the shift of Thai politics away from the elites to include the middle class.
Furthermore, it illustrates the presence of important social groups acting and inter-
acting in Thai society, contesting and asserting different forms of power in an
attempt to exclude other players. Anderson (1990: 23) sums this up by noting that
this period bears witness to the emergence of parliamentary democracy whereby
“ambitious, prosperous and self-confident bourgeoisies feel most comfortable, pre-
cisely because it maximizes their power and minimizes that of their competitors.”

After 1977, the military continued to exert strong political influence, albeit
within a parliamentary framework as Thailand was led by a constitutional and par-
liamentary regime under the leadership of former military leaders, the most promi-
nent was General Prem Tinsulanonda who was appointed to the position of prime
minister in 1980 (Cohen 1991), and the nation entered an era of “semi-democracy”
(Girling 1996), otherwise known as ‘“Premocracy.” Given the control the military
had, political stability and economic growth were accorded greater priority during
this period as well (Girling 1996). Although the inclination toward an authoritarian
regime was present, Prem chose a conservative style of leadership, one that was
acceptable to most of Thai society, and displayed much loyalty to the king, gaining
important royal support.

In April 1981, Prem was involved in the suppression of a coup staged by a sec-
tion of the Thai military — known as the Young Turks — who commanded a signifi-
cant segment of the armed forces (Cohen 1991; Leow 2002). This faction consisted
of younger, lower-ranking field officers who embraced a more radical belief in the
Thai military’s role in saving the nation and advocating socioeconomic reform — in
particular, a full democratic system — under the leadership of the military, not the
civilian government (Sirikrai 1982; Leow 2002). Supposedly, it was the internal
politics within the military — specifically the rumored transfer of the Young Turks
to less significant posts — that sparked off the coup (see Sirikrai 1982). With the
lack of support from higher-ranking officials, students, intellectuals, and workers,
the coup failed to gather sufficient momentum and was easily contained. An impor-
tant repercussion of the failed coup was the resulting schism within the Thai army
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into two main opposing groups led by General Amnart Damrikarn and Major
General Arthit Kamlang-ek, the latter having a crucial role in defeating the coup
attempt in 1981. However, Amnart’s influence continued to pose a serious threat to
Arthit’s power until his untimely death. Despite the demise of his main rival, Arthit
persisted in his efforts to weed out the Young Turks and securing his own position.
In a bid to conciliate the factions within the military, Prem called for an election in
April 1983 where he was reappointed as the prime minister. The army again
opposed constitutional clauses that would have accorded more power to political
parties (Cohen 1991).

Overall, the Prem era ushered in both political stability and economic growth,
demonstrating the ability of Prem’s “grand alliance” — a “new class formation” con-
sisting of capitalists, state bureaucrats and military officers, intellectuals, profes-
sional groups, and technocrats — in affecting the power balance of the state (Surin
1997). The Thai political sphere, for the first time, saw businesspeople running for,
and winning, parliamentary seats during this period as vote-buying began to spread
widely as a means of mobilizing electoral support (Maisrikrod 1997; see also King
and LoGerfo 1996). This period also saw the entry of young, well-educated and
politically idealistic middle class into influential roles in Thai politics, some of
which had migrated to Bangkok from the rural areas. This was especially significant
as their presence meant that they were no longer under a feudalistic-authoritarian
state apparatus and more importantly, they say saw democracy as an accessible tool
to express their opposition against state power (Maisrikrod 1997).

In short, while Prem and his alliance effectively controlled both the economy and
the state, the idealistic new middle class continued to pose political opposition from
time to time. This was especially so in the late 1980s and early 1990s where the
middle class began to demand their inclusion into the system. Prem’s “grand alli-
ance,” by virtue of its exclusionary nature, had failed to incorporate the politically
volatile middle class during its sovereignty. This led to pressures from the middle
class who wanted to be included. It did not help that Prem’s view of democracy was
merely a show of tokenism, with his perceived contempt for democratic institutions
and a lack of commitment to the ideology of democracy (Maisrikrod 1997). It was
no surprise, then, that the populist Chart Thai Party, fronted by General Chatichai
Choonhavan, was elected into power in the 1988 elections.

It was because Chatichai’s party’s stance coincided with the prodemocratic middle
class’ scheme that he was able to ride on that wave to power (Maisrikrod 1997).
Furthermore, the rise of Chatichai rested largely upon the prevalent anti-Prem,
prodemocracy sentiment of that time, which was so strong that practically anybody
in parliament could be accepted as the prime minister. In other words, support for
Chatichai was, in part, an effort to usurp power, albeit democratically, away from
Prem’s “grand alliance.”

However, the Chatichai government was inundated with blatant corruption —
earning the name of a “buffet cabinet” (Maisrikrod 1997; also in Hewison 1993).
The parochialism within the Chatichai government — where jao poh (or godfathers)
and local influential people were dominant (Maisrikrod 1997: 161) — sought to con-
solidate public power and wealth among members of the “alliance” and contributed
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to an overarching atmosphere of disdain among the middle class (Maisrikrod 1997,
also in Hewison 1993). What infuriated the people even more was Chatichai’s final
reorganization of the cabinet, which further promoted the financial interests of the
various coalition members while marginalizing those who are not part of the group
even more (Hewison 1993; Maisrikrod 1997). This led to the eventual downfall of
Chatichai just 2 years and 7 months after he first ascended into premiership as a new
political alliance emerged. This coalition consisted mainly of state bureaucrats and
“enlightened capitalists,” but was legitimated by the middle class (Maisrikrod 1997,
see also Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001). It should be noted here, though, that
there were variations among the middle class as up until the mid-1980s; they, on the
whole, benefited greatly from the export-oriented growth under the Chatichai gov-
ernment. Nonetheless, the military quickly capitalized on the prevailing discontent
and staged a coup in February 1991 (Neher 1992; King and LoGerfo 1996; Leow
2002). Support for the coup, as Hewison (1996) notes, was an attack on the Chatichai
government that was seen as threatening the balance constituting the state and the
political space. More importantly, the coup represented also the manifestation of
“Inter-clique rivalry®” as well as an attempt to reinforce the military’s increasingly
archaic position in relation to the advent of the new middle class (Hewison 1996).
Following the coup, the National Peace Keeping Council (NPKC) set up an
interim government led by Anand Panyarachun (Leow 2002). However, it was the
council that held onto the power while preparation was made for the elections in
March (Hewison 1993). During that election, many pro-military parties as well as
opposition parties participated, but it was the former that won, putting Narong
Wongwan in the prime minister seat (Leow 2002). However, Narong’s past returned
to haunt him and cost him the support of the military (King 1992). The subsequent
nomination of General Suchinda Kraprayoon by the military leaders faced much
criticism from the public as it indicated a return to military rule (King 1992). More
importantly, it was a direct violation of Suchinda’s earlier promise that things would
be turned back over to the civilians to resume democracy with new leadership.
While the vocal and aggressive middle-business class alliance that brought
Chatichai down earlier played a similarly significant role in opposing the Suchinda
regime in May 1992 (Maisrikrod 1997; Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001), it is
important to note that for certain groups within the middle class, economic growth
and democracy were the perfect complements and the 1991 coup only interrupted
this progression. For them, the coup had direct and undesirable impact on the mid-
dle class’ economic interests. Thus, the appointing of Suchinda became the tipping
point in a long process of the military manipulating its dominance in politics.
Consequently, the middle class rode on the prevailing “democratization” wave and

®The 1991 coup was widely recognized as, partly, a result of conflict between different cohorts of
graduates of the Chulachomklao Royal Military Academy, starting as early as in the 1980 and
finally culminating in a major division between the military and the government. In addition, leaders
of the National Peace Keeping Council (NPKC), which staged the coup, were known to have
concrete political ideas and ambitions and wanted a larger share of the corruption pie (King 1992);
Pathmanand 2008).
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opposed the military-appointed Suchinda government. In other words, democracy
was not the end point. Instead, members of this middle class advocated democracy
insofar as it provided the political stability and economic development that they
desired. Ultimately, the middle class was fighting to protect the source of its privi-
leges — capitalism and development (Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001).

It was no surprise, then, that the May 1992 uprising — also known as the “Black
May” incident — came to be seen as a revolution of the middle and business classes.
Popular images from the protests depicted wealthy demonstrators — some carrying
mobile phones and arriving in cars (Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001) — taking to
the streets and challenging armed troops (Hewison 1996). From a political view-
point, it implied that classes that emerged during the postwar economic growth
were driving Thai sociopolitical change. Also, the protest appeared to be a revolt
against a “conservative, authoritarian, technocratic, and military-dominated cote-
rie” in order to reinstate legitimate political space and a democratic parliamentary
system (Hewison 1996). Indeed, it is easy to overlook the underlying workings
behind the rise of the middle class against the government and simply regard it as
a movement for democracy.

Following the violent suppression of demonstrations, another election was
scheduled in September 1992. This time, Chuan Leekpai emerged victorious. The
triumph of a civilian government confirmed the end of military rule in Thailand
(Leow 2002). While this meant that the military elites no longer dominated politics
directly, they maintain firm influence in the area of national defense and security
while the ties between them and their associates in the business sector remained
intact (Bunbongkarn 1996). However, soon after the Chuan administration assumed
office, they faced accusations of having abused a land distribution scheme in Phuket
(King 1996). With increasing pressure from the media — an institution owned by the
business class — and the lack of support from its own coalition members, Chuan’s
government was eventually brought down in May 1995 (Phongpaichit and Baker
1997) after the parliament was dissolved. A subsequent snap election was scheduled
for July 1995 (King 1996). That particular election saw extensive vote-buying
despite efforts from the Poll Watch Committee to curb such actions (King 1996).
Eventually, Banharn Silpa-archa became the new prime minster. However, almost
as soon as he and his cabinet took office, criticisms began to surface — again, from
the privately owned media — claiming that they lacked the technical expertise and
qualifications, claiming “infighting among and within government coalition parties”
as well as criticizing Banharn’s lack of international stature and sophistication
(King 1996: 137). Meanwhile, shuffles were made within the military as the Defense
Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh balanced out the internally competing factions
(King 1996). On the one hand, it demonstrated the extent of civilian control over the
military. On the other hand, this was in largely motivated by Chavalit’s attempt to
build up support for himself among the military officers as he prepared for a shot at
the premiership in the future (King 1996). True enough, Chavalit took the premier-
ship in the November 1996 election after increasing pressure and conflict within
Banharn’s coalition took its toll on the Banharn’s government, forcing him to resign
(King 1996). Chavalit did not last long, however, due to a combination of the Asian
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economic crisis in 1997 and his failure to manage the country in the midst of the
financial crisis (Punyaratabandhu 1998), and Chuan regained the seat of prime
minister. It was toward the end of this decade of political instability that Thaksin’s
Thai Rak Thai (TRT) Party was formed and eventually rose to power (see also
Chaps. 10, 12, and 13).

4 Social Closure Under Thaksin’s Regime

Broadly speaking, Thaksin’s populist policies that resonated with and benefitted the
poor meant that they were no longer marginalized. As witnessed by the power of
Thaksin’s supporters to reelect him into power in the 2005 elections, the implication
of this support was that the middle class’ votes no longer carried as much influence
as it used to. Thaksin’s populist policies which translated into mass support and
manifested in election votes (see Pongsudhirak 2008; Phongpaichit and Baker
2009) meant that politically and socially, the rural poor were gaining more recogni-
tion and regard by Thaksin’s government. Politically, the middle class had suffered
a minor setback in exerting its voice; economically, it could neither transform its
economic wealth to political or social power, nor could it depend on political sup-
port to attain economic success. This loss of social and political power together with
the declining economy was indicative of the exclusion the middle class was to be
subjected to. It also was evident that Thaksin and his associates were beginning to
enforce some social closure on the economic and political power they had access to.
But, because access to economic and political opportunities was still available to
the masses, support for Thaksin’s party remained fairly stable and strong: those in
the rural areas appreciated his policies, while the middle class seemed satisfied
with the actions taken in the handling of the uprising in the South and against
alleged drug dealers at that time (Phongpaichit and Baker 2009).

It was acts of nepotism that signaled Thaksin’s increasing monopolization of the
political domain. With growing dominance and influence, backed by supporters in
the military and the police, Thaksin began attacking his critics and gaining control
of sections of the media. The extent of his power became further evident in the way
he responded to criticisms, using state power unabashedly and treating his oppo-
nents with contempt (Hewison 2008; see also Case 2007). Not only was Thaksin
monopolizing political power through his influence in the economy, but he was also
hoarding alternative voices to his rule (see Chap. 12).

The support from the middle class began to decline when the low-income group
was clearly benefitting more from the various populist policies designed and imple-
mented by Thaksin. These include the famous 30 Baht universal healthcare, the one
million village investment development funds, cheap loans, and other policies that
were extremely popular with the electorate (McCargo 2002; see also Charoensin-
o-larn 2009; Funston 2009). Having found that they gained nothing from these
policies but were paying taxes to support them, the middle class became more alien-
ated by these policies (Phongpaichit and Baker 2008b). In short, not only were they
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beginning to be excluded from the political sphere, opportunities for them to voice
their discontent were also dominated by Thaksin.

This control over political and economic policies not only restricted the access of
resources and opportunities available to groups not within Thaksin’s circle but was,
arguably, also the source by which he secured the position of privilege at the expense
of everyone else. Thaksin’s “policy corruption,” for instance, was clearly aimed at
benefitting his personal concerns and those closest to him (Phongpaichit and Baker
2009; Montesano 2009c). Perhaps the most appropriate of examples is the sale of
Shin Corporation immediately following the raising of the limit on foreign owner-
ship of telecommunications firms from 25 to 49 % (Montesano 2009b). In essence,
through his control over the state, media, and economy, Thaksin effectively limited
the ability of key groups in Thai society from influencing politics and opposing him.
His dominance over the economy, coupled by his power to change economic poli-
cies, kept the businessmen in check; his control of public space placed a limit on the
extent by which independent media and intellectuals could question him or his poli-
cies; his authority in the state allowed him to control bureaucrats through both position
and tradition (Phongpaichit and Baker 2008b). This thorough monopoly meant that
in order for any groups — be it the capitalists, economic, or affective middle class — to
obtain a share of the economic and political pie, usurpationary actions, such as social
movements, were the best option available. In sum, Thaksin effectively enforced a
social closure, alienating and excluding of groups in this social stratum.

Groups in the middle class were not the only ones to be excluded. Thaksin’s
tendency to appoint his cronies into seats of power meant that the old power
group — “a network based around the palace, Prem, elements of the Democrat Party,
members of prominent establishment families and senior bureaucrats” (Connors
2007: 252) — was slowly but surely being pushed to the periphery as well. This
increasing monopolization of political and economic spheres by Thaksin and the
resulting exclusion of the middle class, as well as other groups in Thai society,
demonstrate clearly the conditions for mobilization through dissent.

5 Conclusion

The interplay of power among the key players in Thai politics remains deeply inter-
twined and demonstrates the dynamics of social closure through exclusion by those
in power and social closure through usurpation by those marginalized as a conse-
quence of this exclusion. Given the history of Thai politics, it is easy to view the
2006 coup as yet another instance of struggle within the military and the capitalists.
However, in highlighting the heterogeneity within each class — such as the middle
class which featured strongly in the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s and the
division of the military following Prem’s rise to the premiership — this chapter sug-
gests that Thai politics has more to do with struggle by groups in society trying to
secure or improve their own advantages. To this end, democracy then becomes an
ideological tool to legitimize the advancement of both these interests.



182 A. Lee

In short, this chapter has demonstrated how social closure is a relevant and useful
analytical framework for the study of Thai politics for two reasons: first, its ability
to incorporate both historical antecedents of political conflict in Thailand, as shown
above. Second, in considering the dynamic struggle between forces of exclusion
and monopolization on the one hand, and the forces of usurpation and opportunity
hoarding on the other, as in the case of the PAD, the movement itself can be under-
stood as a contemporary manifestation of class conflict and contestation in Thai
society. More importantly, it allows for the inclusion of existing arguments of the
movement being an intra-elite conflict precisely by showing that such conflicts are
aresult of groups contesting for power, resources, and opportunities. In other words,
it explains contestations within and between social strata in society. With this in
mind, studies on Thai politics are best appreciated not with a categorical under-
standing of class but with employing a paradigm that allows for both nuances and
dynamism of class interests.
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Chapter 12

The Vulnerability of Thai Democracy: Coups
d’état and Political Changes in Modern
Thailand

Pei-Hsiu Chen

1 Introduction

Five major Southeast Asian countries underwent crucial political transformation
and democratic progress at the beginning of the twenty-first century: Gloria
Macapagal-Arroyo was reelected president of the Philippines among controversy in
May 2003; the peaceful transfer of the regime from Mahathir Mohamad to Abdullah
Badawi in Malaysia also took place in October the same year; the political rein was
passed over from Goh Chok Tong to Lee Hsien Loong in Singapore in August 2004;
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono beat Megawati Sukarnoputri in the Indonesian
presidential election in September the same year to become the new president.
The one that has attracted the most attention has to be the reelection of Thaksin
Shinawatra as Prime Minister of Thailand in February 2005, whereby an unprece-
dented absolute majority was obtained, thus fulfiling a “new political era” in
Thailand based on election politics.

The diverse connotations of post-financial crisis democratic transition in Southeast
Asia have drawn the attention of researchers as well as being labeled as the “new
democracy in Southeast Asia.”! Although democracy within these countries is fast
progressing, it is still highly unstable and its vulnerability is thus exposed. On the
contrary, authoritarianism still exists and monopolizes political power, forming an
alliance of conservative power with entrepreneurs and middle class against liberalism.

As to the vulnerability of the emerging democracies, Karl Popper (1992) suggests
that democracy is the best of all systems but also the most vulnerable. It is as vulnerable

"For example, a Conference on Political and Economic Transformation of New Democracies in
Southeast Asia was organized by the Academia Sinica of Taiwan on October 14, 2005 to discuss
systematically such progress, transformation, and predicament.
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as a thin piece of paper. If those within the democratic system cannot stay vigilant
at all times, then they will lose democracy even politics in the blink of an eye and
return to barbarian (Keuth 2004: 55).

The unique political system and democracy of Thailand cannot be clearly
defined by typology. Since its adoption of constitutional monarchy in 1932, the
framework of such system has remained the same fundamentally. However, in
terms of constitutional practice, the principle of figurehead and cabinet system
was never realized, and the King of Thailand becomes the ultimate arbitrator of
political struggles (see Chap. 11 in this volume). The Thai government was
often far from being made up of the constitutional convention of cabinet system
prior to 2000, which clearly illustrates that this is not a typical “Tudor” consti-
tutional monarchy and cabinet system of England (Case 2002; Suwannathat-
Pian 2004).

Thai democracy sprouted at the end of the 1920s. Many military regimes faced
legitimacy crisis as economies collapsed under the pressure produced by the Great
Depression in 1929, and Thailand was not exempted either. A semi-democracy
system (prachathipatai khrung bai)* came into being in Thai politics in the 1980s.
This was a phase of adjustment and compromise in the civil-military relations during
the transition from military authoritarian to civilian politics.

Frequent coups d’état were key influential power in Thai politics, whereas political
systems and party politics seemed rather weak in comparison. The “legitimacy” of
the Thai coups d’état was based on two sources: first was the incompetence of the
civilian government and the chaotic parliamentary politics; second was the approval
by the monarch. The Thai King determined the legitimacy of coups d’état based on
changes in political scenes and public opinion.

Thai politics was not a typical military regime. Based on the regime typology
proposed by Juan Linz (2000), the fundamental characteristics of a military regime
include military leaders or a group of military officers controlling governmental
decisions, ruling the society under military restrain, military elite occupying key
positions in the government, political power monopoly by the military, and politics
based on military violence and compulsion. Most Thai military did not monopolize
political power after the coups d’état, but monitored the civilian government instead
and pulled out soon after the elections and the establishment of constitution or
constitutional reform. It is apparent that the Thai coups d’état did not constitute a
military regime defined by Linz (2000).

Southeast Asian political researchers often defined Thai-style democracy as
bureaucratic authoritarianism. Guillermo O’Donnell (1988) pioneered the analysis
on bureaucratic authoritarianism in Latin America. He compared Thai politics with
contemporary Argentina and Brazil in terms of characteristics of political regime
and concluded that they were highly similar.

2William Case states that the elite-led democratization in Southeast Asian countries produced a
government under democratic procedure, which could not realize the democratic constitutional
practice of ruling party vs. opposition party. The ruler utilized his authority to suppress the
opposition as well as reduce the ground of direct political participation by the people, thus producing
a semi-democracy type of politics.
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The bourgeoisie democratic movement in 1992 consolidated the constitutional
democracy of Thailand and opened up the political reform for “new politics.”
However, the ruling power was still monopolized by the elite, the establishment of
governmental policies continued to be biased toward the wealthy, and military and
bureaucratic groups continued to dominate Thailand (O’Donnell 1988).

Following the setback of financial crisis in Asia and the new constitution coming
into being in 1997, Thai politics has gone through the crucial transition that
“achieved survival by fighting from a position of certain death.”® An overhaul of the
Thai politics was brought about by the political reform movement that began during
the post-financial crisis period. As the history of politics demonstrates, the split of
the elite always happened during a national crisis. The accumulated wealth of
Thailand from the past few decades was wiped out in an instant during the Asian
financial crisis. The disappearance of economic growth meant the elite could only
search for legitimate support from the middle to lower class. For the first time in its
history, Thailand saw the emergence of a grassroots political part based on social
movement — the Thai Rak Thai Party — fast spreading its political turf in rural area
(see Chaps. 8, 10, and 13 in this volume).

Instead of a Constitutional Court as in the West, the sacred throne and military
authorities in Thailand took over this role. The political culture and progress of the
country have elected the King and military to the position of an arbitrator. The
impersonalization of arbitrators within the European and American constitutional
systems is exactly what Max Weber (1965) advocated. However, the Confucius
culture in the East has the tendency of entrusting an individual, who possesses the
characteristics of saintliness to attain exterior benevolent dominance, with great
ambitions and high deals.

It is inevitable that individuals or designated groups pursue self-interests. The
Thai monarchy and military are always protecting their power and personal
interests. Thaksin has reshuffled the benefit structure of the upper class and benefited
the people through a series of policies. He manipulated populism and nurtured
democratic faith in the public, which is a challenge to the authority of the King and
military and touched a nerve in the political society of Thailand (see Chap. 11).

When the struggle between populism and conservative power became apparent,
social insecurity in Thailand began to spread. Led by media mogul Sondhi
Limthongkul, the bourgeoisie whose interests were compromised by Thaksin formed
People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD). They invested an enormous amount of
resources and carried out fierce street actions. Eventually, under the endorsement of
the Thai King, the military carried out a coup that overthrown the democratically
elected government of Thaksin (see Chaps. 8, 10, 11, and 13).

Old and conservative elite attempted to return Thai democracy to its established
track through military coup and the abolishment and rewriting of the constitution.
However, the Thai Rak Thai Party once again won the election through the newly
organized People Power Party.

3 As mentioned by Chuan Leekpai, the Thai Prime Minister appointed during the financial crisis in 1997,
in an interview with the writer at the headquarter of Democrat Party in Bangkok on November 18, 2002:
“Thailand has become insolvent.”
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Evidently, the military coup and rewriting of constitution in 2006 did not meet
what they set out to achieve. Thaksin was still leading the election politics in
Thailand. The only difference was that a big-scale public demonstration has replaced
that of the military in the struggle against democracy. The “Yellow Shirts” street
protests organized by the PAD in 2008 did not result in military trusteeship, as the
foundation for the legitimacy of a coup has become loose. The military coup in
2006 did not change the course of democratic development in Thailand, but instead
resulted in the social unrest in 2008. The state apparatus came to a near halt, and
even leaders of street politics were requesting “new politics.” But the content of
such a request differed greatly from its predecessor whereby party politics was
emphasized; this one was a political selection system that rejects elections.

The political changes in Thailand personify three classical theses in relation to
democratic transformation and consolidation: the correlation between socioeconomic
development and democracy, the influence of political culture on democracy, and
the role of elite in democratization.

This chapter will, first of all, review the development of contemporary Thai con-
stitution and demonstrate the characteristics of its democracy through the practice
of constitutionalism and political system changes. This will be followed by discussions
on the social support foundation and ruling strategies of the Thaksin regime and
the significance of the effect of “Thaksinization” on “new politics” democracy in
Thailand. Thirdly, the cause and effect of the military coup in 2006 that overthrew
the Thaksin regime and ended “new politics” will be analyzed in three perspectives,
namely, royal family, armed forces, and urban bourgeoisie. Finally, the cause of
vulnerability of the Thai democracy will be examined from the aspect of economic
and social development, the origin of political culture, as well as the role of the elite.

2 The Course of Development and Characteristics
of Thai Democracy

2.1 Weak Constitutionalism Foundation

Since the abolishment of absolute monarchy and the launch of constitutional monarchy
in 1932, Thailand has declared 18 constitutions. In other words, the average life span
of a Thai constitution is around 4 years (Siwaraksa et al. 1997).

According to Samuel Finer and colleagues (1995: 2-3) an influential scholar on
constitution, constitutions in Thailand are “constantly and continually torn up to make
new ones.” It is evident in its constitutional history that such high frequency of
abolishment (compare to its infamous number of coups d’état)* results in the
endless cycle of its abolishment and rewrites during the pursuit of a permanent one.

4 According to the calculation of the writer, there had been 23 coups d’état (19 military coups and
four nonmilitary) in Thailand between 1932 and 1991, an average of 2.56 per year.
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It is comparable to the cycle of communist revolution and antirevolution, which is
almost like trapped in the myth of permanent revolution proposed by Leon Trotsky
(Chen 2001).

In the political system of most countries, constitution possesses the sublime
position that represents the ruling authority of a nation. But this is the stage for and
objective of daily political struggle in Thailand. Whether it was the product of a
military coup or a reflection of increasing civilian influence, each political power
changeover in Thailand was marked by the passing of a new constitution.

To most countries, constitutional authority is beyond daily political struggle — it
is a shared knowledge between politicians. It is only under extreme circumstances
that constitution is amended. But this is exactly the opposite in Thailand. In addition
to frequent abolishment of the constitution, its amendment is also a common occur-
rence. Duncan McCargo (1998: 6) compares constitution to a “political football to
be kicked around by the winning team.”

Constitutional scholars believe that constitutional change does not have to be
depended upon democratic transformation. It can be a collective institutional choice.
There exists many moments of choice that can influence the constitutional change
of a nation undergoing democratic transformation during such dynamic process
(Chen 2004: 112).

Not only does constitution not possess the guiding position in the political system
of Thailand, it becomes a phase of compromise in politics. As stated by Chai-Anan
Samudavanija (2002: 15-17), in Thailand, a constitution does not regulate partici-
pation and competition between political groups, but merely a tool in maintaining
the power by the ruler. Since the launch of a constitutional government, Thailand
has declared 18 constitutions and undergone 23 coups d’état. The continuous loss
of the constitutional ethos is the root cause of a political vicious circle and frequent
government changes.

In terms of constitution types, the nature of Thai constitutions can be divided into
three groups:

1. Democratic: It allows the operation of political parties, elections, and cabinet
systems. The parliament is based on election result and adopts bicameralism.
The majority party leader from the assembly is appointed cabinet minister, such
as the 1974 and 1997 constitutions.

2. Semi-democratic: This allows the operation of political parties and elections, but
the cabinet minister does not necessary qualify as a democratically elected
congressman. The parliament adopts bicameralism and legislative power is
shared between the appointed Senate and democratically elected assembly, such
as the 1968 and 1978 constitutions.

3. Nondemocratic: Political parties are prohibited, no elections, the parliament
adopts unicameralism, and the executive department (Prime Minister) appoints
all congressmen, for example, the 1959, 1976, and 1977 constitutions.

However, the distinction of constitutional typology mentioned above is based on
the unique “semi-democracy” of Thailand. Although this distinction is useful in
understanding the characteristics of constitutions in Thailand, I believe that the criteria
used to measure democracy here need to be clarified in terms of its concept.
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First of all, the constitutional system of Thailand always maintains the basics of
cabinet system, irrespective of its changes. But, regardless of the type of constitution
mentioned above, nothing was left of the fundamental ethos of the cabinet system.
The fundamental principle of the system is based on the linkage between execution
and legislation, but whether it was the so-called democratic or semi-democratic
constitution in Thailand, it was stipulated clearly that “democratically-elected
congressmen may not take on ministerial positions” (these was the case with consti-
tutions set up in 1968, 1974, 1978, and 1991).

In fact, the aforementioned stipulation, which departed from the fundamental
principle of cabinet system, and another one that stipulated “democratically elected
congressmen cannot be on active military service” in the civilian politics were a set
measure. Under the disguise of democracy (the assembly was made up of only civilians),
a military Prime Minister could legally appoint a military or pro-military individual
as cabinet minister in the name of expanding governmental diversity.

Secondly, both democratic and semi-democratic constitutions adopted “bicamer-
alism.” There was no clear distinction in the shared constitutional power (budget,
legislation, vote of nonconfidence proposition) between the democratically elected
assembly and appointed Senate. After the end of a decade long “provisional consti-
tution era” during the Sarit-Thanom regime (1958-1968), the constitution declared
in 1968 stipulated that: “[Non-democratically elected] the head of Senate has the
countersignature right to the Prime Minister appointed by the King of Thailand”
(Neher 1992: 597-601). In other words, the Prime Minister appointed by the Thai
King has to be approved by the head of the Senate but not by the democratically
elected assembly. But the appointment of senators was done by the Thai King
through the proposal of the Prime Minister. This kind of constitutional totally
departs from that of a democratic one (Suwannathat-Pian 2004).

Finally, the 1978 constitution enhanced the power of the Senate and stipulated
that “the head of the Senate has the right to nominate cabinet minister and both the
Senate and assembly shared the rights of budget review and vote of nonconfidence
proposition” (Chen 2004: 117). This totally destroyed the ethos of cabinet system and
derailed from the democratic principle of check and balance, and the democratically
elected assembly was restricted by the appointed Senate. The 1991 constitution
bestowed upon the Senate the power of nonconfidence regarding the cabinet, and senators
were allowed to participate in the debate on governmental policies (Chen 2004).

“Manipulating the constitution” is key to the political “vicious circle” in Thailand
(Dhiravegin 1992: 145). Based on such realization, the political elites of Thailand
share the value of constitutionalism. But the ethos of constitutionalism never takes
root in the actual political operation. The rush to compete in the rewriting of constitution
becomes a chronic disease, and constitutionalism becomes what Thai researchers
called a political syndrome (Chen 2001).

3 Sarit became prime minister after the 1958 coup. He abolished the 1952 constitution and declared a
provisional constitution in 1958. The parliament was appointed by him to establish new constitution,
which almost became a legislative bureau under the executive departments. But, the “provisional”
constitution remained in practice for a decade.
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Although the authority of Thai constitution is almost nonexistent, people from the
academic and political circles still widely regard the realization of constitutionalism
a cure to such deep-rooted illness in Thai politics. Since the launch of political reform
in 1992, there was an active participation in the rewriting of the constitution from
every circle, and various editions of the constitution were proposed. They considered
themselves drafters of the constitution, and all seemed to share the vision of creating
a real constitution for Thailand. But what they had in mind was an eternal constitution,
which Thailand has never had during its constitutional history.

If these diligent constitution rewriters ever manage to give birth to an eternal
constitution, they would definitely go down the annals of history and become the
creator of the authentic people’s constitution in Thailand. But, like Duncan McCargo
(1997: 119-121) said, the myth of a real constitution in Thailand is just like a chimera
for an authentic political party in Thailand. It is just a mirage at best.

Bhumibol Adulyadej, the King of Thailand, who is also known as Rama IX,
provided the best annotation for the above argument at the New Constitution
Drafting Committee in 1997:

If the constitution draft is reasonable, even it is inadequate, it should be passed and
promulgated as soon as possible, because it could be amended later on.... (King Bhumibol
Adulyadej 1992: 12)

2.2 The Instability of Semi-democracy

Before defining “semi-democracy,” it is necessary to clarify the difference in
connotation between ‘“‘semi-democracy” and ‘“‘semi-authoritarianism.” The two
terms should not be rashly regarded as synonyms.

Starting off with “semi-authoritarianism,” interest groups and opposition parties
are allowed by the government. It is a free political participation without elections.
However, political hereditary system and corporatism overshadow opposition parties,
and political party change is merely a distant hope. Semi-authoritarian gains political
power via closed election. Take the “guided democracy” or “tutelage democracy”
in Indonesia under Sukarno in the 1960s, for example, semi-authoritarian is
not always stable and can easily return to authoritarianism at any moment that
crushes civilian participation and dissidence.

By comparison, “semi-democracy’ holds regular elections, and opposition parties
and interest groups are given some freedom. But, in order to prevent opposition
parties from replacing existing power through the election, the freedom of political
participation is hugely restricted. The link between opposition parties and interest
groups is disconnected, communication and fundraising channels are limited, and
many rights are stripped (Case 1996: 439). Although there exist certain structure
and procedure related to a democratic system under semi-democracy, the activity of
a principal behavioral agent, the political party, is limited. There is also the repression
of direct political participation of people to prevent the opposition from taking over
existing power in a democratic election (Samudavanija 1990).
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Thai politics in the 1980s is often referred to as the semi-democracy® period
by the academic circle. Semi-democracy, according to the constitutional princi-
ples, refers to the constitutional framework regulated by the 1978 constitution
(1978-1991) — the longest-living one in the history of Thai constitution. In reality,
it refers to Thai politics under the regime of Prem Tinsulanonda (1980-1988)
(Dhiravegin 1992).

The 1978 constitution is a political compromise between the military-bureaucratic
elite and extra-bureaucratic elite. It reconciliated the old political elements (bureau-
cratic polity) and new social power (civilian society): the new social power allows
the elite to participate in the politics on behalf of the public through fair and open
election. The old bureaucratic elite maintains its leading position in politics under
the protection of specifically designed constitutional system.

Such compromise in the design of constitution is the key connotation of semi-
democracy in Thailand. The design of the 1978 constitution contained both non-
democratic and democratic features. Nondemocratic features include the following:
(1) the Prime Minister does not have to be a member of parliament under the cabinet
system. In other words, the candidate does not have to be a majority leader from the
parliament, provided that the parliament majority is obtained or the candidate is
specifically supported by military power; (2) cabinet members do not have to be
members of parliament only under the cabinet system. Nondemocratically elected
members can be recruited to head the departments; (3) cabinet members and
departmental heads are allowed to retain their military and/or literary positions
(later constitution amendment has abolished this rule); (4) the parliament is bicameral.
Members of the Lower House (the assembly) are entirely democratically elected,
whereas members of the Upper House (the Senate) are appointed.

Democratic features include the following: (1) the decentralized check and
balance of execution and legislation allows the parliament to exercise the vote and
debate of nonconfidence proposition on the cabinet. The cabinet minister can
dissolve the parliament and hold new elections; (2) the development of party politics
is encouraged, and official party registration and their events are allowed; (3) the
electoral system is being improved and constituencies re-planed to allow better
representation; (4) constitutional amendment stipulates that high-ranking military
officers are not allowed to take on the positions in the assembly.

The main reason behind the unstable “semi-democracy” in Thailand is that it
departs from the fundamental principles of constitutional monarchy and cabinet
system. The “figurehead” holds an important title yet executes little actual power
under typical constitutional monarchy, thus does not interfere with constitutional
operation. But the King has actual power to interfere in the constitution within Thai
politics. The frequent abolishing and rewriting of constitutions resulted in the absurd
phenomenon of nominal constitution.

In terms of the cabinet system, the fundamental principle of government
constitution is that the majority party should form the cabinet and its leader the

®The Thai phrase “Prachathipatai kung bai” has several English translations including
“semi-democracy,” “demi-democracy,” and “halfway democracy.”
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Prime Minister. This was not the reality in Thailand, whereby the constitution of
the government and the election result were “unhooked.” Prem Tinsulanonda, the
three-time Cabinet Minister in the 1980s, had never been a majority leader, and
neither did he belong to any political party nor involved in elections.

2.3 The New Politics Myth Under the 1997 Constitution

In the hope of developing new politics that was based on political party competition
and parliamentary operation, the democratic design of the 1997 constitution in
Thailand focused on consolidating the electoral system and reinforcing party politics,
thus completely ridding the old shackles of “semi-democracy.”

The Election Committee was given a wide range of power by the 1997 constitution,
from the output to the input of the electoral system (Article 10 of the Constitution).”
What faced the Election Committee was not the characteristics and range of its
power, but rather the coordination of power between members. They each have the
independent power for performance of function, and this caused the disintegration
and decomposition of the committee. Five members were comparable to five
organizations and five sets of rules (Election Commission of Thailand 1998).

Although the Election Committee was made up of five members only, the secretariat
under its command was responsible for the realization of its function. The Election
Committee did not work at the national level. Its political maneuver was to decentralize
power and devolve upon regional electoral organizations. Regional organizations
served as executive tools of the committee and monitored regional electoral institu-
tions at all levels. The Election Committee set up a permanent Provincial Election
Committee in each province. Members of these provincial organizations were
carefully selected, and they were important as they determined the regional subjects
of debate and forwarded them to the Election Committee for consideration. The
number of provincial members was based on local population (King Prajadhipok’s
Institute 2003).

Furthermore, each local election contained three other ad hoc committees.
The District Election Committee was the principal mechanism in electoral operation
and was in charge of monitoring in the SMD electoral system. There were many
District Election Committees under the new electoral system to meet the needs of
all the constituencies. But the committees were never responsible for frontline

"The limits of authority of the Election Committee included (1) controlling and operating the
election process, publishing the creeds for general elections, referendums, and local elections;
(2) monitoring if governments met their responsibilities while administering the policies;
(3) declaring the operation stipulations for electoral institutions; (4) determining the method of
constituency division and the rule for ratio representation; (5) investigating and adjudicating election
disputes as well as establishing standards for electoral institutions; (6) providing partial or entire vote
recount for elections and referendums; (7) declaring elections and referendums, (8) undertaking
democratic education on civilians; (9) reporting back on the activities of the committee and its
performance each year; and (10) fulfiling duties entrusted on the committee by other legislations.
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electoral work. They worked closely with the Polling Station Committee to monitor
the progress of voting.

In terms of voting rights at referendums, the new constitution stipulated that it
was more of a duty than a right to Thai citizens (Articles 20-23 of the Constitution).
It was a political responsibility that eligible voters must vote. If they were not
voting, then they would have to report to the Election Committee with the reason.
The committee would look into the case and decide whether or not to permit it.
Should the reason be judged as inappropriate or insufficient, then voters would
have to fulfill their duty to vote, otherwise their designated political rights would be
terminated. The measuring standard was ruled by the Constitutional Court not the
Election Committee. It was based on the law not politics.

Under the regulation of the new constitution, the 1998 Electoral Law defined
voting as civic responsibility. If voters did not vote, they would be stripped of their
civic rights. These include the following: (1) losing the right to be candidates at any
constituency levels as well as being chiefs of any village or region, (2) losing the
right to oppose elections at any level (including those of the village or regional
head), (3) losing the right to propose any bills or regional stipulations, and (4) losing
the right to impeach officials at any level (Narakorn 2001: 107). Such loss of political
rights would last until the next assembly or Senate election. But by stripping away
the political rights of nonvoters would not impact the political attitude of voters.
The strip of such political rights was so far removed and abstract and might intensify
their nonvoting belief once they lose such rights.

To avoid a division in parliament, the new constitution and Electoral Organization
Law supported “the consolidation of political parties” (Articles 30, 35, and 38 of the
Constitution). All candidates must compete for candidacy in a constituency and the
system of ratio representation in addition to being connected to a political party.
They have to be referred to the Election Committee by their party leaders. The number
of candidate in a constituency and the system of ratio representation were equal
between parties. The candidates on the party list were fairly distributed in each
region, so as to protect the conventional quota system in Thai politics. Additionally,
as there was no natural party identification in conjunction with binding party disci-
pline, there was a widespread lack of loyalty among Thai politicians. Frequent party
switching was normal. Members of parliament became what scholars and mass
media called apolitical ideologists (Phongpaichit 2002: 9-11).

3 Thaksin Regime and New Politics in Thailand

3.1 Basis of the Thaksin Regime

Thaksin, the founder of the Thai Rak Thai Party, was born on July 26, 1949, in
Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand. He is a fourth-generation Chinese. His great-
grandfather, Chun Cheng Qui, immigrated to eastern Thailand from southern China,
where he settled and went into business. He became a tax officer in 1908 and
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married a Thai woman. They relocated to Chiang Mai in Northern Thailand after the
birth of their eldest son and began to trade in Thai silk. Soon he became a man of
great wealth (Pathmanand 1998).

Thaksin joined the Royal Thai Police Department in 1973 and later obtained a
doctorate in Criminal Justice. He resigned as a lieutenant colonel in 1987 after
reaching the position of Deputy Superintendent of the Policy and Planning
Subdivision.® The computer company he established with his wife began to pick up
in 1982 and became one of the few well-known computer companies in Thailand.
He, therefore, resigned from the public position to manage the company, working as
the president of Shinawatra Computer and Communication, fully devoted to his
personal career.

Although the political career of Thaksin has not been long, he moved between
political parties and has an in-depth understanding of their operation. Thaksin first
joined the Palang Dharma Party led by Chamlong Srimuang, who led the antimilitary
uprising of May 1992, and later became deputy party leader. The Chart Thai Party
led by Banharn Silpa-archa formed a cabinet in November 1994, and Thaksin was
appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs. He later left the cabinet to go into business
before returning to take up the position of Deputy Prime Minister in the coalition
government.

The Palang Dharma Party and Chart Thai Party were two ends of a political
spectrum (the former insisted on moral principles and traditional values, whereas
the latter was the symbol of contemporary plutocracy in Thailand). Chamlong
Srimuang and Banharn Silpa-archa were people of different worlds (the former was
called as the “Puritan” of the Thai political scene, whereas the latter was nicknamed
“Mr. ATM”).

The political career of Thaksin clearly reflected his practicality and flexibility as
well as insight into the deficiencies of traditional political parties in Thailand.
Political parties in Thailand were highly volatile because there was not one possessing
both principles and actual strength. This is closely related to his thinking during his
planning and organization of a new party (Chen 2003). He founded the Thai Rak Thai
Party on July 14, 1998 and took on the position of party leader and subsequently led
the party to an unprecedented victory in the national election in January 2001.
He then became the 34th Prime Minister of Thailand on February 9, 2001.

3.2 Nature of the Thaksin Regime

Before discussing the nature of the Thaksin regime, I will review briefly the changes
in Thai party politics since Thaksin became Prime Minister in 2001. As mentioned
earlier, Thaksin has thorough understanding in Thai political party operation
and politics. Since coming to power, he has been actively driving the strategy of

8 Police and military enjoy exalted positions in Thai society. This is why the Thai media often calls
Thaksin Police Lieutenant Colonel.
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“party amalgamation.” The Thai Rak Thai Party took over parties other than the
main opposition, the Democrat Party. First was the Liberal Justice Party, then New
Aspiration Party, and finally Chart Pattana Party. The dominance of the Thai Rak
Thai Party in the Thai political system was increasing on a daily basis, producing an
unbalanced two-party system of a big party (Thai Rak Thai) vs. a small party
(Democrat). The competitiveness of the main opposition party, the Democrat Party,
weakened as a result.” Such development was a far cry from the competitive
two-party system set out by the 1997 constitution.

Unlike the usual inefficient coalition government in Thailand, Thaksin was
active and determined in the introduction of new policies and demanded to see
results. Soon he incurred the ridicule of being “authoritarian.” Many of his policies
that sought direct public support were criticized as “populist.” The academic circle
called the implementation of policies by his government “authoritarian populism.”
It is evident that there was an inherent inconsistency in participatory democratic
governance as expected by the 1997constitution (McCargo 2001: 97-99).

Politics in Thailand in the twenty-first century vacillated between authoritarian
populism and participatory democratic governance. Thaksin’s first term of office
(2001-2004) was the golden period for inspecting the results of political reform and
constitutional democracy in Thailand. The influence of political enterprise of the
Thaksin government surpassed that of money politics in the past (Laird 2000;
Phongpaichit and Baker 2004).

The continuous expansion of the Thai Rak Thai Party was resulting in a one-party
state. The arbitrariness and determination of the Thaksin government in following
through its policies had caused researchers calling the political change in late 2000
Thaksinization. The Thaksin government had perfectly exemplified new politics in
Thailand (McCargo and Pathmanand 2005).

From the perspective of seat changes, the Thai Rak Thai Party won 337 seats out
of 500 (400 members of single constituency plus 100 members on the party list) in the
parliament in the 2005 election. This was an unprecedented victory in comparison
to the 255 seats in the 2001 election and has created a never before one-party
dominance in the history of politics in Thailand (Sawasdee 20006).

To have won 377 seats meant the opposition party might not obtain the required
125 seats to launch the vote of nonconfidence proposition against the cabinet and
ministers. The proposition and debate of the vote of nonconfidence had always been
the principal tool used by opposition party to restrain the ruling party since 1980.

In terms of political party support based on regions, the emerging Thai Rak Thai
Party had swept all the seats in greater Bangkok and the remotest and poorest
Northeastern region. It was also ahead by wide margin in central and Northern
Thailand, except in the south. The Thai Rak Thai Party had become a “national” party.
The old-line Democrat Party managed to maintain a lead only in southern Thailand

°During my interview with Thai politicians in 2003, whether they were the Democrats, Chart
Pattana, or even Thai Rak Thai members, they all agreed that the annexation of political parties
was to isolate the Democrat and take away its space.
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Table 12.1 Main parties’ seats in 2005 general election (by region)

BKK Central North South Northeast Single seats Party list Party list

Seats 37 97 76 54 136 400 100 500
TRT 32 80 71 1 126 310 67 377
Democrats 4 7 5 52 2 70 26 96
Chart Thai 1 10 0 1 6 18 7 25
Mahachon 0 0 0 0 2 2 0 2

Source: Sawasdee (2006)

and was completely annihilated in other regions, thus becoming a “regional” party
bounded to a corner (Table 12.1).

The Democrat Party had successfully prevented the spread of the Thai Rak Thai
Party in southern Thailand by sweeping 52 out of 54 seats in the region. But it only
scraped together some odd seats in other regions — a total departure from its perfor-
mance in the past elections.

The Great People’s Party (Mahachon), which broke away from the Democrat
Party in 2004, only managed to obtain two seats and was not able to pass the 5 %
threshold to be allocated seats according to the party list. Although Chart Thai Party
performed better than expected, it gained a seat in Bangkok and southern Thailand,
respectively. It also managed to pass the 5 % threshold to win seven seats based on
party list, but it was gradually being marginalized in the Thai political scene.

From semi-democracy to new politics in Thailand, the primary context of evolu-
tion was to hasten the birth of a better-developed party politics as the basis for a
solid infrastructure of democracy. The trend of the simplification of party system
best represented such context. Following the parliamentary election in 2005, a new
political territory was established in Thailand. The Thai Rak Thai Party possessed
an absolute position of dominance, and the goal of a one-party dominance was
achieved as declared by Thaksin. As illustrated by election results after 1998, the
number of seats gained by the main party was on the rise, and the structure of parties
was simplified.

An unprecedented political situation was created in Thailand by the Thai Rak
Thai Party after the parliamentary election in 2005. First of all, never before had
there been a party with an absolute majority and a cabinet minister with an absolute
advantage in the electoral politics of Thailand. The increasing monopolization
of Thaksin and his party has resulted in the fundamental destruction of the conven-
tional negotiation and distribution system in Thailand. His refusal to form an
alliance with other parties and political powers has contributed to the coalition of
anti-Thaksin powers (Sawasdee 2005).

Second, Thaksin gained national prestige and this was due to the “coronation” of
the absolute majority public poll. He was the first “strongman” in electoral politics
in the 70-year-long constitutional history of Thailand. This had most certainly
threatened the absolute authority of the Thai King and had thus become the target of
attack by the conservatives.



198 P.-H. Chen

Finally, Thaksin tried to annex other parties to monopolize the political scene
and become a political power that could not be controlled. The rising of Thaksin and
his ruling gave a new populist authoritarianism connotation to the new politics
in Thailand. But this was in conflict with the conventional political structure of
Thailand, thus sewing the seeds of future strike back by the conservatives (see also
Chaps. 8, 10, 11, and 13).

4 The Significance of the 919 Military Coup in 2006

4.1 The Tradition of Military Coups in Thailand

Samuel Huntington (1968) states, while discussing the development and decay of
politics, that there is a positive correlation between the degree of institutionalization
and political stability. The higher the degree of institutionalization, the more
stable the politics, and vice versa. Military coup plays the most crucial role in the
institutionalization of politics because the impact and changes it brought about
the political system is most enormous and evident (Huntington 1968).

Talking about military coup in the political scene of Thailand, Sulak Sivaraksa
(1998: 74), a social leader from the country and a prominent political commentator,
made a concise yet comprehensive comparison: “In Thailand, an unsuccessful
d’état is like a re-election, a successful one is like a general election.”

Ratapraharn, a Thai word for coup d’état, is different from the general percep-
tion of the meaning of the word. Japanese scholar, Somsakdi Xuto (1987: 172),
suggests that the goal of a coup d’état in Thailand is not to execute the country, but
to adjust its political structure and “modify” its constitution. When coups d’état
took place in Thailand, they were simple and easy to control. The coup leaders did
not have to mobilize the public to create an image of popularity, and very often,
they were not met with mass resistance. Furthermore, the coups never caused
social unrest. As a result, only governmental organizations and the ruling clan were
directly impacted.

Successful coup leaders have two ways of arranging the new regime: first,
set up a military government and the coup leader becomes the Prime Minister
(1951, 1958, 1971); second, after appointing an interim Prime Minister to organize
the provisional government, the coup leader would announce his return to the military.
Regardless of the methods, coup d’état signifies a way to change the Prime Minister
and his government (Chen 2004).

A comparison and analysis of the political and military organization can illus-
trate the reason behind the frequent military coups d’état in Thailand. In terms of
political organization, weak constitutionalism foundation, inefficient party system,
chaotic electoral politics, and the parliamentary politics paved the way for coups
d’état in Thailand. In terms of military organization, military coup tradition and the
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Fig. 12.1 The vicious cycle of Thai politics (Source: Dhiravegin 1992: 145)

practice of military participation in politics were the driving forcing behind military
coups (Fig. 12.1).

Behind chronic political dominance of the military in Thailand, decreasing
political institutionalization is the key. In regard to this issue, deficiencies in party
system and the hollow out of such politics were the two greatest challenges to political
institutionalization in Thailand (Chen 2003).

Lucian Pye (1985: 55-57) once mentioned, while discussing political systems in
Southeast Asia, that political parties in Southeast Asia were not able to perform their
function fully, as there was an existing fundamental problem, as well as that the
parties were unable to integrate the ruling class with the general public effectively.
Political participation of parties was not enough to set into motion the institutional-
ization of politics, but was enough to cause fissure among the ruling class. Thailand
is a perfect example of this inference.

While on the other hand the chronic dominance of the military in Thailand also
matches the theory of Huntington (1968), party system is weak or almost nonexistent
in conventional monarchy. In a society lacking colonialism, it is difficult to provoke
a mass movement and unfavorable to the development of parties (Huntington 1968).
The positions hold by military in the political society of Thailand and the social
support that they gain never waned following the economic development and
political reform. They are the trusted power behind national development and
stability by the people.

According to a nationwide statistical survey conducted by the King Prajadhipok’s
Institute (KPI) in 2003 on the good governance and development index of the Thai
government, the top three social and political institutes in Thailand ranked by the
public in terms of trustworthiness were (1) the Constitutional Court, (2) Military, and
(3) The National Counter Corruption Commission. The last three were (1) political
parties, (2) parliament, and (3) newspapers (Table 12.2).
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Table 12.2 Survey of trust in institutions in Thailand

Political institution Trust No trust
The Constitutional Court 81.8 18.2
The Military 80.0 20.2
The National Counter Corruption Commission 79.8 20.2
Television 79.5 20.5
The Courts 73.4 26.6
The Election Commission 70.0 30.3
The government system 69.3 30.7
The national government 69.3 30.7
Local government 68.1 31.9
Local MPs 62.5 37.5
Parliament 60.6 39.5
NGOs 59.7 40.2
Police 58.6 414
Newspaper 55.7 44.3
Political parties 51.7 48.4

Source: King Prajadhipok’s Institute (2003: 34)

Indeed, this is an interesting phenomenon. The three institutions (Constitutional
Court, The National Counter Corruption Commission, and Election Committee) set
up under the new constitution in 1997 were well trusted by the public, whereas
political parties and parliament that the new constitution tried to strengthen were not
so well received. Even more thought-provoking was the “newly apolitical” Thai
military, which was highly trusted by the public. This clearly demonstrates the con-
tradiction in political consciousness of the Thai people between “political authori-
tarian” and “participation in democracy.”

It is noteworthy that the three constitutional institutions were newly established;
hence, the high degree of trust by the Thai public was a reflection of subjective
expectation of their future function. The high degree of trust gained by Thai military
leading the government was objective proof of the closeness between Thai armed
forces and its civil society.

4.2 The Significance and Effect of the 919 Military
Coup in 2006

A.D. September 19, 2006 is equivalent to September 19, 2549 in the Buddhist
calendar that is widely used in Thailand. Superstitions about numbers are wide-
spread in Thai society and the number 9 above all, the reason being that 9 (gao) in
Thai sounds similar to advancement (gaao naa), which implies advancement and
achieving both success and fame. See also Chap. 2 for superstitious beliefs in
Thai society.
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Sonthi Boonyaratglin, Commander in Chief of the army and leader of the coup,
met with the Thai King on the 20th and reported on the reason of the coup. He was
granted the position of Chief Executive of the constitutional reform group.
The King decreed that executive institutions of the country followed Sonthi
Boonyaratglin’s order, whose position was equivalent to that of a surrogate Prime
Minister. The main factor behind the stable politics after Sonthi Boonyaratglin
seized power was the support for military coup from the King.

A provisional constitution was declared on October 1, 2006, and an interim
military dictatorship was set up. Public figures and intellectuals from all walks
of life were called upon to become members of the legislative institute. Surayud
Chulanont became Prime Minister. A new constitution was passed in 2007. An elec-
tion for the Lower House was held in December 2007, and a new democratically
elected government was formed and the interim government ended its transitional role.
The series of political arrangements were identical to the process in conventional
Thai politics.

The 919 military in 2006 revealed a fact about Thai politics. The military obeys
the King. The King will support military coups and give up the original constitution
and government — even a democratically elected one — based on factors such as to
maintain social stability and safeguarding the welfare of the public (Handley 2006).

Since the development of democracy in Thailand, it has had 16 constitutions, and
the only constant is the power and symbolic position of the King. A closer look will
reveal that political system in Thailand is primarily that of a monarchy. Democracy
established by constitution is merely a tool to maintain the orderly operation of
politics; the goal was to connect with the global democracy trend. The absoluteness
of the royal authority was demonstrated and highlighted in the overt approval by the
Thai King regarding the military coup in 2006. However, the King refused to openly
execute Article 7 of the Constitution, as he did not want interference to become the
constitutional practice. He relied on cultural power and not that endowed by the law,
which seemed to keep the royal family from politics (Connors 2008).

Following the oust of Thaksin by military coup on September 19, 2006, political
tension between pro- and anti-Thaksin groups has been escalating in Thailand.
Continuous political demonstrations by People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD), an
anti-Thaksin group, caused the “Yellow Tide” (PAD members dressed in yellow and
are known as the Yellow Shirts among international media) (see also Chaps. 10, 11,
and 13) and took over the Prime Minister’s office. There was almost not a day went
by in the Thai political situation without any incidents. The Yellow Shirts took over
Bangkok International Airport in November 2008. Political situation in Thailand
was reaching boiling point.

People, primarily the bourgeoisie and intellectuals, were calling for military
coup to terminate the political chaos. Dozens of university professors even issues an
open letter to the Commander in Chief of the Armed Forces, Anupong Paochinda,
demanding the military to restore social order via adopting a solid and effective
operation (military coup). What is bewildering is: Why is the ultimate wish of the
Thai public regarding a political crisis is a military coup?
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5 The Weaknesses of Democracy in Thailand

From the political perspective, the “weakness” of an emerging democracy is usually
manifested during the political development, as it faces the predicament of two
systems: one is the constitutional crisis of the leader, and the other the legitimacy
crisis of regime survival. The dilemmas do not necessary happen simultaneously
during political changes. However, varying developmental plights frequently bring
along more political instabilities and decay to democracies with weak constitutional
basis (Ostrom 1997).

Features of political changes in Thailand were embodied by three classical
theses in relation to democratic transformation and consolidation: the correlation
between socioeconomic development and democracy, the influence of political
culture on democracy, and the role of elite in democratization. The democracy
weaknesses of Thailand can be analyzed based on these perspectives.

5.1 Observation on the Correlation Between Socioeconomic
Development and Democratic Progress

Seymour Lipset (1981) conducted research on the correlation between socio-
economic development and democratization in the 1950s and 1960s. Besides, the
research undertook by O’Donnell (1988) after the 1970s criticized the simple linear
correlation between economic standard and democracy and reconsidered the
influence socioeconomic development had on democracy.

The political evolution in Thailand during post-Thaksin era presented a distinct
situation of “elite group of pro-negotiation politics” vs. “pro-electoral politics grass-
roots.” Returning to the research of Lipset, clearly division between rural and city
populations eventually led to street political struggle was the result of the difference
in living standard between rural areas and cities, and an imbalance in the distribu-
tion of economic interests have torn the Thai society apart. The democratic progress
in Thailand clearly proved that a country with an apparent caste system, while
suffering from chronic imbalance in economic distribution, was susceptible to
boycott from the upper-class elite in the transformation and consolidation of its
democracy resulting in a division in the social structure.

A vivid caste mobilization is illustrated by the struggle between the anti-Thaksin
Yellow Shirts and pro-Thaksin Red Shirts. The former, PAD, received funds and
resources from big business and media, and its members were made up primarily of
the middle class from the Bangkok metropolis. The latter, United Front for
Democracy Against Dictatorship (UDD), was made up of farmers and laborers from
far out provinces. It lacked business and media support. The international shocker
of the occupation of Bangkok International Airport by the Yellow Shirts in 2008
was clearly the result of police inaction and tacit consent from the military. This was
evidently a clash between castes (see Chaps. 10, 11, and 13).
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5.2 Observation on the Correlation Between Political Cultural
and Democratic Progress

Lucian Pye, in Asian Power and Politics: Cultural Dimensions of Politics (1985),
summarizes and analyzes how Asian cultural bred authoritarianism and proved the
reliance of political changes on tradition. Nurtured by Confucianism in East Asia,
which is based upon authority and under the influence of religion (mainly Buddhism),
the worship of authority in Asian democratic societies is deep-rooted.

Although absolute monarchy was abolished and monarchy constitutionalism was
adopted in Thailand in 1932, Thai politics has always been under monarchy control.
Its worship for power and individual authority has resulted in its inability to rid the
comprehensive control by military, royal family, and bureaucratic groups on the
society. In terms of the authority of the royal family, despite the tradition of criti-
cism among academic circle and media in Thailand, the majority of scholars and
media do not criticize the royal family, not even some neutral comments. Such
phenomenon is likely to derive from fear of 1ese majesté prescribed in Thai laws but
is also likely to be stemmed from the belief that “the King can do no wrong”
(Streckfuss 1996: 13).

Despite the fact that foreign scholars are not likely to be tried for 1ese majesté,
their comments regarding the Thai King are often reserved. The psychological
constraint is evident.'® A prominent example is that of a politics professor, Ji Giles
Ungpakorn, with British-Thai dual citizenship, who wrote the book A Coup for the
Rich specifically about the military coup in 2006, the content of which involved
criticism of the royal family. He was prosecuted for lese majesté and subsequently
exiled to the UK."!

As much as the article emphasizes the role of the Thai royal family, there is never
the intention to apply indiscriminately the “great man” theory in historical studies
or the “strongman” point of view in actual politics. What the article wants to point
out is that the Thai royal family is often easily overlooked for the role it plays; it is
the key factor that influences and even determines the orientation of democracy in
Thailand. This discourse from the observation on the perspectives of political
culture is particularly distinct (Hewison 1997: 59).

To quote Karl Marx, the street democratic movement of PAD and its oftbeat
proposal of new politics, replacing elections with political selections, are typical

19 According to Kevin Hewison, the four reasons that foreign scholars are not willing to criticize the
Thai royal family are as follows: first, they and Thai scholars share the view that the royal family
may not be criticized; second, they are concerned about their criticism be misinterpreted as
defamation of the royal family, subsequently be prohibited from entering the country by the
authority; third, they do not want to hurt their friendship with Thai scholars by criticizing the royal
family, and they also worry about implicating people from the academic circle in Thailand; and
fourth, it is difficult to find publishers in Thailand who are willing to publish articles or books that
criticize the royal family. Furthermore, international publishers are worried about retaliation from
the Thai government as well as damage to their business in Thailand.

Whttp://www.bangkokpost.com/breakingnews/136371/lese-majeste-suspect-flees (2009.02.23).
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of the counterrevolution of bourgeoisie revolution. Only middle class deep
under the influence of East Asian authoritarian culture wou