
Chapter I:
the workings of Thai popular music

Preface:
S t o r y t e l l in g  is  o n e  o f  th e  o ld e s t  a n d  m o s t  w id e s p r e a d  fo r m s  o f  e n te r ta in m e n t . O ral 

tr a d it io n s  in  T h a ila n d  h a v e  b e e n  k e p t  a l iv e  fo r  h u n d r e d s  o f  y e a r s  a n d  s o m e  o f  th e m  e v e n  

m a k e  it m u lt ip le  t im e s  to  th e  s i lv e r  s c r e e n  a n d  to  th e  h ea r t o f  o u r  c u ltu r e  l ik e  th e  s to r y  o f  

N a n g  N a k ,  o n e  o f  T h a ila n d ’s m o s t  in fa m o u s  le g e n d s .  O th er  s to r ie s  th a t “ a ir  o u t  th e  d ir ty  

la u n d r y ” o f  a  s o c ie t y /c u l t u r e  s o m e t im e s  h a v e  a  h a rd er  t im e  f in d in g  its  w a y  to  th e  p u b lic ,  

b u t n o n e t h e le s s  it is  s t i l l  th ere  l ik e  N o n z e e  N im ib u t r ’s  c o n tr o v e r s ia l  f i lm , Jan  D a ra , 

d e p ic t in g  T h a i s o c i e t y ’s  u n s p o k e n  a tt itu d e s  to w a r d  lo v e  a n d  s e x .

A t  th e  s a m e  t im e  s to r ie s  e n te r ta in , it t e a c h e s  a n d  f a m ilia r iz e s  th e  r e a d e r /lis te n e r  to  

th e ir  s u r r o u n d in g s , w h ic h  a c c o r d in g  to  K in g k e o  A tta g a r a , h e lp s  in d iv id u a ls  b e c o m e  

o r ie n te d  to  th e ir  e n v ir o n m e n t . S h e  s ta te s  th a t “t e l l in g  o f  s to r ie s  m a y  h e lp  a  p e r s o n  g iv e  

v e n t  to  s u p p r e s s e d  f e e l in g s ,  b e c o m e  fa m ilia r  w ith  c e r ta in  b e l ie f s  a n d  p r a c t ic e s ,  a n d  lea rn  

s o c ia l  p r o b le m s  a n d  th e ir  e th ic a l  s o lu t io n s .” K n o w in g  a ll th a t in fo r m a tio n  h e lp s  an  

in d iv id u a l  fu n c t io n  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e ly  w ith in  th e  s o c ie t y ,  (A tta g a r a  1 9 6 7 ) .

V a lu e s ,  m o r a ls  a n d  s e n s ib i l i t i e s  a re  c o n s ta n t ly  c h a n g in g  in  a n y  g iv e n  s o c ie t y  d u e  

to  n e w  o n e s  fa c to r in g  in  fro m  v a r io u s  p o in t s  o f  an  e v o lv i n g  g lo b a l  c u ltu r e  a s  in d ic a te d  b y  

P a iw a r in  K h a o - N g a m ’s p o e m , B a n g k o k  M o o d  in  a s  e a r ly  a s  1 9 8 6 :



S u c h  a m a lg a m  o f  te m p e r a m e n ts !
M o r e  d e f in e d  m e a n in g s ,  m o r e  s to r ie s ,
M o r e  v a lu e s ,  m o r e  p o in t s  o f  e v id e n c e ,
M o r e  n o v e l  id e a s , m o r e  c o n t r o v e r s ie s

I d e o lo g ie s  o f  a  s o c ie t y ’s  c u s to m a r y  w a y  o f  l iv in g  c a n  b e  g a u g e d  th r o u g h  s o c i e t y ’s  

s ta n d a r d  o f  a c c e p ta n c e .  T h e  v a r io u s  fo r m s  o f  s to r y te l l in g  fo u n d  in  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  ca n  

th e r e fo r e  a c t  a s  a  s o u n d  in d ic a to r  o f  s o c i e t y ’s  l e v e l  o f  to le r a n c e  a s  i t ’s  c o n s ta n t ly  te s te d  in  

m u s ic ,  lite r a tu r e , f i lm s ,  a n d  a ll o th e r  fo r m s  o f  p u b lic  e x p r e s s io n .  P o p u la r  c u ltu r e  is  

d e r iv e d  in  e s s e n c e  fr o m  e v e r y d a y  l i f e  m a n ife s te d  in  fo r m s  o f  e x p r e s s io n ,  w h ic h  c a n , a s  

L o c k a r d  s ta te s , “ s e r v e  a s  a  p o te n t  fo r c e  fo r  b o th  p e r s u a s io n  a n d  v a lu e  b u i ld in g  a s  w e l l  a s  

fo r  th e  p e r c e p t io n  o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,” (L o c k a r d  1 9 9 8 : 5 ) .

A r t is t s  a n d  m u s ic ia n s  c o n s i s t e n t ly  c h a l le n g e  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  s o c ia l  a c c e p ta n c e  

w ith  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  a s  th e ir  fo r u m  w h ic h  s o m e t im e s  h e lp  r e su lt  in  c u ltu r a l r e fo r m  a n d  

c h a n g e  b e c a u s e  “ it [p o p u la r  c u ltu r e ] e x p r e s s e s  s o c ia l  c o s m o lo g y ,  w o r ld v ie w s ,  c la s s  a n d  

g e n d e r  r e la t io n s ,  c o n c e p t io n s  o f  g o o d  a n d  e v i l  a n d  o th e r  s o c io c u ltu r a l  p h e n o m e n a ,” 

(L o c k a r d  1 9 9 8 :  5 ) . C h a n g in g  i d e o lo g ie s  a n d  v a lu e  s y s t e m s  in a  s o c ie t y  c a n  th u s  b e  tra ced  

a n d  a n a ly z e d  b y  e x a m in in g  its  v a r io u s  fo r m s  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e , w h ic h  i l lu s tr a te s  th e  

s to r ie s  in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  r e le v a n t  m e a n in g s  a n d  v a lu e s  o f  a g iv e n  s o c ie t y .

M u s ic ,  j u s t  l ik e  c in e m a  a n d  o th e r  fo r m s  o f  e n te r ta in m e n t , a re  n a r r a t iv e s  th a t  

p r o g r e s s  a n d  e v o lv e  a lo n g s id e  a  c u ltu r e  a n d  s o c ie t y .  C r e a to r s  o f  w h a t  w e  h e a r , s e e ,  an d  

rea d  e v e r y d a y  i llu s tr a te  v i e w s  a n d  o p in io n s  in f lu e n c e d  b y  th e  s u r r o u n d in g  e n v ir o n m e n t  

w h ic h  m a k e s  th e  c r e a to r s /th e ir  c r e a t io n s  b e c o m e  v i s i b l e  p r o d u c ts  r e s p o n d in g  to  th e ir  

c u ltu r e  a n d  s o c ie t y .  M u s ic  is  th u s  a n a lo g o u s  to  c u ltu r a l d o c u m e n ts  o n  th e  g r o u n d s  th a t it 

c a n  b e  u s e d  to  r e f le c t  th e  d if fe r e n t  v a lu e s  a n d  id e a s  o f  a  c e r ta in  s o c ie t y .  L ik e  b o o k s  and
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m o v ie s ,  m u s ic  is  r e c o r d e d  a n d  b e c o m e  p e r m a n e n t  f ix tu r e s  in  a  c u ltu r e  w h ic h  m a k e s  e v e r y  

a lb u m  o r  s in g le ,  n o  m a tter  h o w  o b s c u r e ,  c o n t e x t u a l ly  r e le v a n t  to  t im e s  a n d  s o c ie t y .

F o r  t h o s e  w h o  h o ld  an  im p o r ta n c e  to  m u s ic ,  l i f e  b e c o m e s  m u s ic  a n d  m u s ic  

b e c o m e s  th e  m e a n in g  o f  th e ir  l iv e s  o r  a  b ig  p o r t io n  o f  it a n y w a y  a s  “ th e r e  is  a  d i f f e r e n c e  

b e tw e e n  p e o p le  w h o  l is te n  to  m u s ic  a n d  p e o p le  w h o  n e e d  m u s ic ,” s a y s  S t ir l in g , b a s s is t  o f  

th e  lo c a l  B a n g k o k  r o c k  b a n d , E a s tb o u n d  D o w n e r s .  T h is  “ d i f f e r e n c e ” is  m o r e  th an  

a p p a r e n t to  th e  m a k in g s  an d  e v o lu t io n  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  a s  w e  k n o w  it.

I n t r o d u c t i o n

In a  c u ltu r e  th a t p u ts  m u c h  e m p h a s is  o n  e a t in g  a n d  d r in k in g , i t ’ s  o n ly  n a tu ra l th a t  

a m u s ic a l  c u ltu r e  d e v e lo p  r ig h t a lo n g s id e  th e  g o o d  t im e s  a n d  h e a r ty  m e a ls .  W h a t b e tte r  

w a y  to  p r o lo n g  th e  p le a s u r e s  o f  e a t in g  a n d  d r in k in g  th an  p a s s in g  th e  t im e  a p p r e c ia t in g  

m u s ic ?  W e a th e r  it b e  k a r a o k e , l i s t e n in g  to  sa p p y  p o p  s o n g s  fro m  B o y d  K o s iy a p o n g ,  

w a tc h in g  l iv e  b a n d s , s in g in g  a lo n g  to  c o v e r  b a n d s , d r u n k en  s in g  a lo n g s  w ith  th a t o n e  

g u ita r  m in s tr e l  e x i s t e n t  in e v e r y  c ir c le  o f  f r ie n d s -  th e r e ’s  a lw a y s  s o m e  so r t o f  m u s ic a l  

a p p r e c ia t io n  h a p p e n in g  a t v a r io u s  l e v e l s  a n d  s t y le s  d u r in g  t im e s  o f  s a n o o k  a n d  fu n .

A s id e  fr o m  th e  o p e r a  lo v e r s  a n d  f o l lo w e r s  o f  c la s s ic a l  m u s ic ,  th e  p r o b le m  w ith  

m u s ic a l  a p p r e c ia t io n  in  t im e s  o f  s a n o o k  a n d  fu n  is  j u s t  th a t- th e  e m p h a s is  is  o n  th e  

“ s a n o o k  a n d  fu n ,” n o t  th e  m u s ic .  T h e  m u s ic  is  a  s u p p le m e n t  to  th e  “ s a n o o k ” a s  “ th e  

s u p e r f ic ia l i ty  o f  fu n  f i l le d  d a y s  a n d  n ig h t s  a s s u r e s  th a t e m o t io n a l  e n ta n g le m e n t  w i l l  b e  

a v o id e d .  T h e  le s s  in v o lv e m e n t ,  th e  l e s s  d is a p p o in tm e n t ,” (K la u s n e r  2 0 0 0 :  2 9 1 ) .  B u t  at 

th e  s a m e  t im e  “ s a n o o k ” c a n  s e r v e  a s  an  e s c a p e  to  th e  p h y s ic a l  r e a l i t ie s  a s  it is  an  e s c a p e
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fr o m  “ a  s o c ie t y  w h e r e  in d iv id u a lis m  c o n s ta n t ly  h a s  to  s u b lim a te  i t s e l f  to  th e  d e m a n d s  o f  

s o c ia l  p la c e .”

K la u s n e r  w r ite s ,  “ s a n o o k  p r o v id e s  a  r e s p ite , a  r e le a s e  fr o m  th e  s o c ia l l y  e n fo r c e d  

c o n s tr a in t s  a n d  d e m a n d s  im p o s e d  b y  th e  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  o n e ’ s  p la c e  in  th e  s o c ia l  

h ie r a r c h y . O n e  is  c o n t in u a l ly  a c c o r d in g  r e s p e c t , d e fe r e n c e ,  d i f f id e n c e  to w a r d s  t h o s e  o f  

h ig h e r  s ta tu s , s e n io r ity ,  ran k . S a n o o k  (fu n  a n d  g a m e s )  p r o v id e s  w e l c o m e  r e l i e f  fr o m  th e  

t e n s io n s ,  p r e s su r e s , a n d  fr u s tr a t io n s  a tte n d a n t o n  th is  n e v e r  e n d in g  a c c o m m o d a t io n  to  

p o w e r  a n d  h ie r a r c h y ,”  (K la u s n e r  2 0 0 0 :  2 9 0 ) .

S o  w h a te v e r  m e lo d ie s  th a t c a n  r e v  u p  a  g r o u p  s in g  a lo n g  o r  e v o k e  c o m m u n a l  

e m o t io n  is  d e e m e d  “ a g o o d  s o n g .” H o w  e l s e  d o  y o u  e x p la in  h e a r in g  “ C a n  1 S u r v iv e ,” a n d  

“ I lo v e  y o u  b a b y ” c o v e r e d  b y  j u s t  a b o u t e v e r y  c o v e r  b a n d  in e v e r y  l iv e  m u s ic  

e s ta b l is h m e n t  in  B a n g k o k ?

N o n e t h e le s s ,  B a n g k o k  s t i l l  g e n e r a te s  m u s ic ia n s  o f  n o ta b le  s ta n d a r d s . T h e r e  are  

p le n ty  o f  g u ita r is t s  th a t are a b le  to  tr a n sc r ib e  j u s t  a b o u t a n y  s o n g  w ith in  m in u te s  o f  

h e a r in g  it. B u t  w h e n  a s k e d  to  p la y  s o m e t h in g  th e y  w r o te  t h e m s e lv e s ,  o n e  is  m o r e  th an  

l ik e ly  to  j u s t  s h y  a w a y  a n d  p la y  a n o th e r  o n e  o f  y o u r  fa v o r ite  s in g  a lo n g  s o n g s  in s te a d .

I o n c e  k n e w  a g u ita r is t  w h o  tr a n sc r ib e d  “ 1 W a n n a  H o ld  Y o u r  H a n d ,” a  B e a t le s  

s o n g  h e  n e v e r  h e a r d  o f  in  a b o u t  f iv e  m in u te s ,  n o te  p e r fe c t  a n d  e v e r y o n e  w a s  h a p p y  

b e c a u s e  th e  r e q u e s te d  s o n g  w a s  p la y e d  w ith  e v e r y  la s t  p e r s o n  p r e s e n t  s in g in g  a lo n g  

s w in g in g  th e ir  w h is k e y  a n d  s o d a s . 1 p r a ise d  th e  g u ita r is t  fo r  h is  tr a n sc r ib in g  a b i l it ie s  a n d  

a s k e d  h im  i f  h e  w r o te  a n y  o f  h is  o w n  m u s ic  a n d  h is  r e p ly  w a s ,  “ n o  w a y ,  th a t ’s to o  h a r d .” 

H e  h e a r s  it, h e  c a n  p la y  it, h o w  h ard  c o u ld  it b e ?  O r m a y b e  h e  m e a n t  th a t p la y in g  a  s o n g  

h e  w r o te  w o u l d n ’t b e  “ s a n o o k ” b e c a u s e  n o  o n e  w o u l d ’v e  b e e n  a b le  to  s in g  a l o n g . . .
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W h ic h  b r in g s  US to  q u e s t io n , w h a t  is  th e  r o le  o f  p o p  m u s ic  in  T h a ila n d , a  v e h ic l e  

o f  s a n o o k , o r  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  p e r s o n a l e x p r e s s io n  a s  f in e  art?  H o w  d o e s  

p o p  w o r k  in  m o d e r n  B a n g k o k ?  W h o  d o e s  it r e la te  to ?  W h e r e  d o e s  T h a i p o p  m u s ic  d e r iv e  

fr o m ?  A l l  in a l l ,  w h a t  is  m o d e r n  T h a i p o p  m u s ic ?

T o  s o m e  p o p  m u s ic  is  th e  s a m e  g r o u p  o f  s o n g s  h ea rd  o v e r  a n d  o v e r  a g a in  o v e r  a  

p e r io d  o f  a f e w  m o n th s  b e fo r e  a n e w  s e t  o f  s o n g s  s in k  in  o n  th e  ra d io , a t c lu b s ,  b a rs , 

s h o p p in g  m a lls ,  T V  c o m m e r c ia ls ,  e t c ,  b u t I w a n t  to  g o  b e y o n d  th a t to  s e e  w h e r e  th e s e  

s o n g s  o r ig in a t e  fr o m , th e  lo g ic  b e h in d  th e ir  stru c tu re  a n d  w e a th e r  o r  n o t  it c a n  s a y  

s o m e t h in g  in  p a r t ic u la r  a b o u t p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  in T h a ila n d  a s  a  w h o le .

In th e  c h a p te r s  th a t f o l lo w  1 w i l l  try  to  tr a c e , f o l lo w  a n d  h o p e f u l ly  b r in g  to  lig h t  

th e  v a lu e  o f  m o d e r n  T h a i m u s ic  b y  fir s t d e s c r ib in g  th e  c l im a te  a n d  o v e r a ll  c o n t e x t  th at  

m o d e r n  p o p  m u s ic  is  c r e a te d  an d  w a l lo w s  in . A s  th is  t h e s is  w i l l  m a in ly  f o c u s  o n  p r e se n t  

d a y  in f lu e n c e s  an d  c r e a to r s  o f  p o p u la r  a n d  u n p o p u la r  m u s ic  in B a n g k o k , th e r e ’ ll b e  a 

b r ie f  o u t l in e  a s  to  h o w  m o d e r n  T h a i m u s ic  g o t  to  w h e r e  it is  n o w  b e fo r e  g o in g  th r o u g h  

in te r v ie w s  w ith  th e  m u s ic ia n s  an d  n o n  m u s ic ia n s  (p a r t ic ip a n ts )  o f  t o d a y ’ s B a n g k o k  m u s ic  

s c e n e .  F ro m  th e  in fo r m a tio n  p r o v id e d  in  th e  in te r v ie w s , I w i l l  a tte m p t to  a n a ly z e  h o w  

s u c h  a  m a r g in a liz e d  g r o u p  c a n  b e  s o  in f lu e n t ia l  to  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  p o p u la r  m u s ic  

c u ltu r e  a n d  a ls o  m a y b e  e v e n  s e e  w h y  a n d  h o w  m u s ic  s o u n d s  th e  w a y  it d o e s  a n d  w h a t it 

a ll m e a n s .

P o p u l a r  m u s i c  e m e r g e s  i n  T h a i l a n d

F ro m  th e  b e g in n in g ,  m u s ic  in  T h a ila n d  h a s  b e e n  d is t in c t iv e ly  s o m e t h in g  o f  its  

o w n . E v e r  s in c e  e a r ly  o n , T h a i c la s s ic a l  m u s ic  d id  n o t  u s e  th e  s a m e  t e m p e r e d  s c a le  th a t ’s



b e e n  p r e v a le n t  in  th e  W e s t  s in c e  th e  18 th c e n tu r y . T h e  sta n d a rd  W e ste r n  s c a le  fe a tu r e s  an  

e ig h t - n o t e  o c t a v e ,  b u t is  a rra n g ed  in  s e v e n  fu ll  in te r v a ls  ( w h o le  s t e p s )  w ith  n o  “ s e m i 

t o n e s .” T h e  T h a i s c a le  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d  c o m p r is e s  o f  a s e v e n  n o te  o c t a v e  w ith  e a c h  

w h o le  s te p  c o m in g  sh o r t  a b o u t o n e  q u a rter  o f  a s e m i- t o n e .  W h ic h  m e a n s  e a c h  n o te  o f  th e  

T h a i s c a le  w i l l  n e v e r  m a tc h  th a t o f  a  W e s te r n  s c a le ,  th u s  p r o d u c in g  s o u n d s  th a t a re  

u n fa m ilia r  to  W e s te r n  ea rs . A s  w r itte n  b y  C h a r le s  H u b ert H a s t in g s  P arry  in  “ E v o lu t io n  o f  

th e  A rt o f  M u s ic ,”

" T h e T h a i s c a le  s y s t e m  is . . .e x tr a o r d in a r y . T h e  s c a le  c o n s i s t s  o f  s e v e n  n o te s  w h ic h  

s h o u ld  b y  r ig h t b e  e x a c t ly  e q u id is ta n t  fr o m  o n e  a n o th er ; th at is , e a c h  s te p  is  a  l it t le  le s s  

th a n  a  s e m it o n e  a n d  th r e e -q u a r te r s . S o  th a t th e y  h a v e  n e ith e r  a  p e r fe c t  fo u r th  n o r  a  tru e  

f if th  in th e ir  s y s t e m , a n d  b o th  th e ir  th ir d s  a n d  s ix th s  are b e tw e e n  m a jo r  a n d  m in o r ; a n d  

n o t a  s in g le  n o te  b e tw e e n  a  s ta r tin g  n o te  a n d  its  o c t a v e  a g r e e s  w ith  a n y  o f  th e  n o te s  o f  th e  

E u r o p e a n  s c a l e . . . ”  in  o th e r  w o r d s  th e r e  w a s  o n c e  a  t im e  w h e n  m u s ic  w a s  s o m e t h in g  

d is t in c t  a n d  u n iq u e  in d if fe r e n t  p arts o f  th e  w o r ld .

M u s ic ,  th e a tr e  an d  d a n c e  h a v e  b e e n  part o f  S ia m ’s i l lu s tr io u s  p a s t  s tr a ig h t  o n  

th r o u g h  to  th e  r e ig n  o f  K in g  R a m a  IV  w h e n  th e  ro y a l c o u r t  f lo u r is h e d  w ith  c u ltu r a l,  

a r t is t ic ,  d r a m a tic  a n d  lite ra ry  a c t iv it ie s .

In th e  b e g in n in g ,  f in e  arts w e r e  c o n ta in e d  w ith in  th e  w a l l s  o f  th e  R o y a l  P a la c e ,  

a w a y  fr o m  c o m m o n e r s  a n d  v i l la g e  p e o p le  l iv in g  o u t s id e  th e  p a la c e , b u t la ter  o n  a s  h is to r y  

w il l  h a v e  it, th e  arts c h a n g e d  in  fo r m  a n d  s t y le  w ith  th e  e v o lv i n g  s o c ie t y  a s  it sp r e a d  to  

a c c o m m o d a t e  th e  v a r y in g  m in d s e ts  o f  p e o p le  l iv in g  o u t s id e  th e  p a la c e  w a l l s .

D u r in g  th e  R e ig n  o f  K in g  R a m a  III th e  K h o n  a n d  L a k o n  tr o u p e s  o f  th e  r o y a l c o u r t  

w e r e  b a n is h e d  a s  th e  K in g  c o n s id e r e d  th e s e  le i s u r e ly  a c t iv it ie s  “ w a s te fu l  lu x u r ie s  w h ic h  a



c o u n tr y  in  d i f f i c u l t  t im e s  c o u ld  n o t  a ffo r d  a n d  w h ic h  c r e a te d  t e m p ta t io n s  to  in d u lg e  in  

w o r ld ly  p le a s u r e s ,”  (R u tn in  1 9 9 6 : 6 1 ) .

T h e  b a n  r e s u lte d  in  tr o u p e s  s e c r e t ly  p e r fo r m in g  o u t s id e  th e  c o u r t  c o n t in u in g  th e  

tr a d it io n  a n d  a ls o  e x p a n d in g  o n  it b y  fo r  th e  f ir s t  t im e  in c o r p o r a t in g  w o m e n  in to  th e  

p e r fo r m a n c e , a n d  in v e n t io n s  o f  n e w  la k o n s  th a t w e r e  n o t  tr a d it io n a lly  p e r fo r m e d  in  th e  

c o u r t . S o  th e  v a r io u s  fo r m s  o f  la k o n s  a n d  th e  c la s s ic a l  m u s ic  th at a c c o m p a n ie d  it b e g a n  to  

m a k e  its  w a y  o u t  to  th e  g e n e r a l p u b lic  w ith in  a  c o n t e x t  o f  an  u n d e r g r o u n d , s e c r e t  

c o m m u n it y  fo r  fe a r  o f  th e  k in g ’s d is p le a s u r e .  (R u tn in  1 9 9 6 :  6 2 )  V i l la g e r s  a n d  o r d in a r y  

p e o p le  b e g a n  to  m a k e  m u s ic  m o r e  r e le v a n t  to  th e ir  im m e d ia te  b e in g  a n d  e x i s t e n c e .

T h u s , th e  e a r ly  b e g in n in g s  o f  T h a i p o p u la r  c u ltu r e , w h ic h  w a s  in  fa c t  o r ig in a l ly  

c r e a te d  a n d  p e r fo r m e d  b y  ro y a l c o n s o r t s  to  b e c o m in g  s o m e w h a t  o f  a s u b c u ltu r a l e n t ity  

w ith  s e c r e t  p e r fo r m a n c e s  b e fo r e  it w a s  f in a l ly  in tr o d u c e d  a n d  e m b o d ie d  b y  th e  g e n e r a l  

p o p u la c e .

W h e n  K in g  R a m a  IV  c a m e  to  th e  th r o n e , h e  l i f t e d  th e  r e s tr ic t io n  to  “ o f f i c ia l ly  

p e r m it  p r iv a te  la k o n  tr o u p e s  to  g iv e  p u b lic  p e r fo r m a n c e s  o u t  s id e  th e  r o y a l p a la c e ,” 

(R u tn in  1 9 9 6 : 7 6 )  w ith o u t  a n y  r e p e r c u s s io n s .

K in g  M o n g k u t ’ s  g o a l  w a s  to  c r e a te  a  g r a n d io s e  a tm o s p h e r e  s u r r o u n d in g  th e  

S ia m e s e  m o n a r c h y  to  c h a n g e  W e s te r n e r s ’ c o n d e s c e n d in g  p e r c e p t io n  o f  A s ia n  m o n a r c h s .  

“ T h e  k in g  [M o n g k u t]  s ta r ted  to  r e v iv e  m a n y  ro y a l c u s t o m s  a n d  th e  p a g e a n tr y  o f  th e  

A y u d h a y a  p e r i o d . . . ” (R u tn in  1 9 9 6 :  7 4 ) ,  in  l ie u  o f  th e  g r o w in g  c o n t a c ts  w ith  th e  W e s t .  

W h a t s ta r ted  to  h a p p e n  a t th e  t im e  o f  K in g  M o n g k u t ’ s  r e ig n  w a s  a  r e v iv a l  o f  ro y a l  

S ia m e s e  tr a d it io n s , th is  t im e  o p e n  a n d  a c c e s s ib le  to  a ll .
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K in g  R a m a  IV  f o r e s a w  th e  im p a c t  “ h ig h ly  c u lt iv a te d  a r ts” c o u ld  h a v e  o n  a  

n a t io n ’ s p o l i t ic a l  a n d  s o c ia l  d e v e lo p m e n t .  S ia m ’s r ich  c u ltu ra l h e r ita g e  w a s  lo o k e d  a t a s  a  

s o u r c e  o f  o r ig in a l  v a lu e s  a n d  id e n t ity  a m id s t  th e  c o lo n ia l i z in g  p o w e r s  c lo s in g  in  a ll 

a ro u n d  th e m . T h is  id e n t ity  a n d  o r ig in a l  v a lu e s  w e r e  u s e d  to  “ c o n v in c e  a n y  W e s te r n  

a g g r e s s o r  o f  th e  r ich  h e r ita g e  o f  th e  S ia m e s e  p e o p le ,  th e  s ta b il ity  a n d  g lo r y  o f  S ia m e s e  

m o n a r c h y  a n d  its  p o l i t ic a l  an d  s o c ia l  s u p e r io r ity  o f  S i a m . . . ” (R u tn in  1 9 9 6 : 7 7 ) .

T h is  p r e v is io n  w a s  ca rr ied  o n  th r o u g h  th e  n e x t  r e ig n  o f  K in g  R a m a  V , s o  a lo n g  

w ith  s c i e n t i f i c  a n o m a l ie s  o f  th e  W e s t , a  n e w  w a y  o f  d r e s s , im p le m e n ta t io n  o f  e a t in g  

u t e n s i ls -  c a m e  n e w  d e v e lo p m e n t s  o f  m u s ic  a n d  th e  arts to  a c c o m m o d a te  th e  c h a n g in g  

t im e s  a n d  c u ltu r e . K in g  R a m a  V ’s  a tte m p t fo r  S ia m  to  h a v e  th e  b e s t  o f  t w o  w o r ld s ,  th e  

o ld  a n d  th e  n e w , th e  fa r a n g  a n d  th e  T h a i g a v e  S ia m  th e  p r e c e d e n c e  “to  re ta in  l in k s  w ith  

its  g lo r io u s  p a s t  w ith  a ll th e  l iv in g  r o y a l tr a d it io n s  an d  c e r e m o n ie s  to  p r o v e  it a n d  at th e  

s a m e  t im e  to  k e e p  in  s te p  w ith  m o d e r n  a d v a n c e m e n t  in  th e  in te r n a tio n a l w o r ld ,” (R u tn in  

1 9 9 6 :  9 6 ) .  T h u s , th e  p r o c e s s  o f  s y n t h e s iz in g  W e s te r n  c u ltu r e  w ith  T h a i c iv i l i z a t io n  

c o m m e n c e s  a n d  th e  w h e e ls  o f  m o d e r n iz a t io n  b e g in  to  tu rn .

E v e r  s in c e  1 8 6 2 ,  T h a i m u s ic ia n s  h a v e  b e e n  ta k in g  w h a t  is  d is t in c t ly  T h a i an d  

“tr a n s c r ib in g ” it in to  m u s ic  th a t c a n  b e  ren d e r e d  in to  W e s te r n  n o ta t io n . M u s ic  fro m  

m o d e r n  T h a ila n d  is  a lt e r in g  its  c o u r s e  fr o m  th e  tr a d it io n a l s c a le  to  s o m e t h in g  m o r e  

m o d e r n  d u e  to  d e v e lo p in g  m u s ic a l  b a c k g r o u n d s , t e c h n o lo g y ,  a n d  ta s te s  d e r iv e d  in  part 

fr o m  c o n t a c t s  w ith  th e  W e s t . T h is  n o t io n  o f  “ th e  o ld  a n d  n e w , fa r a n g  a n d  T h a i ,” 

c o n t in u e s  to  c h a n g e  s o c ie t y  to d a y , a n d  m o b i l iz in g  a lo n g  w ith  it is  th e  f a c e  o f  p o p u la r
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P o p u l a r  m u s i c  i n  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  T h a i l a n d

A lth o u g h  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  m o d e r n  p o p u la r  m u s ic  in T h a ila n d  is  a ttr ib u ted  to  th e  

c o m in g  o f  S u n th a r a p o r n  in th e  1 9 5 0 s ,  th e r e  w a s  n o  s e m io t ic  l in e a g e  l in k in g  th is  c la im  to  

th e  im m e d ia te  lo c a le .  S u n th a r a p o r n ’ร p o p u la r ity  c a m e  d u r in g  th e  r u le  F ie ld  M a r sh a l  

P la e k  P ib u ls o n g k r a m  ( 1 9 3 9 - 4 4  a n d  1 9 4 8 - 5 7 ) .  It is  im p o r ta n t to  n o te  P ib u ls o n g k r a m ’s 

a rd e n t a n d  fo r c e f u l  a tte m p t to  m o d e r n iz e  T h a ila n d  th r o u g h  th e  im p le m e n t in g  o f  W e s te r n  

c u s t o m s  a n d  id e a ls  in to  th e  c o r e  o f  th e  c u ltu r e .

U n d e r  th e  ru le  o f  P ib u ls o n g k r a m , a n y th in g  tr a d it io n a lly  T h a i w a s  c o n s id e r e d  

s u b o r d in a te  a n d  an  o b s tr u c t io n  to w a r d s  th e  p a th  t o  m o d e r n iz a t io n . T h a is  w e r e  e n c o u r a g e d  

to  a d a p t W e s te r n  b e h a v io r  fr o m  h u s b a n d s  k is s in g  th e ir  w iv e s  b e fo r e  l e a v in g  to  w o r k ,  

b a llr o o m  d a n c in g  a n d  w e a r in g  h a ts  o u t  in  p u b lic ,  to  e n c o u r a g in g  T h a i v e r s io n s  o f  B ig  

B a n d  m u s ic -  h e n c e  S u n th a r a p o r n ’ร m u s ic  c a m e  in to  p la y , (R a ta n a r u a n g  2 0 0 0 ) .  T h a i  

m u s ic  w a s  n o  lo n g e r  b a s e d  o n  m y th ic a l  s to r ie s  o f  k a rm a  an d  k in g s  r e in c a r n a te d , b u t 

lo u n g e  s o n g s  b o u n d  to  th e  w o r ld ly  in t im a c ie s  o f  f l ir ta t io u s  lo v e ,  r o m a n c e  a n d  f lu f f .

“ S u n th a r a p o r n ’ร m u s ic  w a s  fa m o u s  fo r  th e  lu k  k r u n g  s in g in g  s t y le  f o c u s e d  o n  

p le a s a n t  s o u n d in g  v o c a ls  an d  ly r ic s  th a t c a n  m a k e  y o u  c r y ,” s a id  o n e  in fo r m a n t .

L u k  k r u n g  is  a  d e r iv a t iv e  term  o f  lu k  th u n g , r e fe r r in g  to  c i t y  s o n g s  a s  o p p o s e d  to  

s o n g s  fr o m  th e  c o u n tr y s id e .  B o th  ty p e s  a re  f o c u s e d  o n  th e  v o c a l  to n e s  a n d  s to r y te l l in g  

ly r ic s ,  b u t in s te a d  o f  c o a r s e  la n g u a g e  a n d  lo c a l  d ia le c t s  a b o u t l i f e  an d  h a r d s h ip s , lu k  

k r u n g  u t i l iz e d  r e f in e d  la n g u a g e  an d  ly r ic s  a b o u t  lo v e  a s  its  fo c a l  p o in t . T h e  s o n g s  w e r e  

u s u a lly  p e r fo r m e d  w ith  b ig  c h o r u s e s ,  b a c k  u p  s in g e r s  a n d  th e  m a n  a n d  w o m a n  d u e t  v o c a l  

r o le s .  B y  th e  t im e  lu k  th u n g  m u s ic  r e a c h e d  th e  c o n f in e s  o f  B a n g k o k , it d i f f u s e d  in to  a  

d ilu te d  v e r s io n  lo s in g  its  r e le v a n c e  to  th e  l iv e s  a n d  p e o p le  it c a m e  fr o m .
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T a lk in g  a b o u t  th e  a d v e n t  o f  p o p u la r  m u s ic ,  it is  im p o r ta n t to  n o te  th e  s ig n i f ic a n c e  

o f  lu k  th u n g  m u s ic  e m e r g in g  fr o m  tr a n s is to r  r a d io s  a s  p o p u la r , m a s s  m e d ia te d  f o lk  s o n g s  

w ith  c o n s id e r a b le  e le m e n t s  o f  s o c ia l  c r i t ic is m  r e le v a n t  to  p e o p le  l iv in g  in th e  rural a r e a s  

o f  T h a ila n d  s in c e  th e  e a r ly  ‘6 0 s .

L o c k a r d  q u o te s  U b o n r a t  S ir iy u v a s a k  d e s c r ib in g  lu k  t h u n g ’s fu n c t io n a l it y  in  

p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  w a s  th a t o f  “ a r t ic u la t in g  c la s s  r e s e n t m e n t . . .  b y  d e lib e r a te ly  u t i l iz in g  lo w e r  

c la s s  la n g u a g e , c o n s c io u s ly  o p p o s in g  th e  e l i t e ’s  r o m a n t ic  v i e w  o f  th e  w o r ld  (r e p r e s e n te d  

b y  lu k  k r u n g )  w ith  a  m o r e  e a r th y  s e x u a l i t y  a n d  c r i t i c iz in g  o r  p a r o d y in g  o f f i c ia l  a tt itu d e s  

a n d  p o l i c ie s  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  s o c io e c o n o m ic  c la s s  s y s t e m . ,” (L o c k a r d  1 9 9 8 :  1 8 9 ) . L u k  th u n g  

c r e a te d  th e  art o f  sa tir e  in  p o p u la r  m u s ic  a s  th e ir  w i t  a n d  c r it ic is m s  o f  s o c ie t y  h a d  to  b e  

“ c a u t io u s ly  s y n t h e s iz e d ” or  fa c e  p o s s ib le  s ta te  r e tr ib u tio n . T h is  fo r m  o f  s a t ir e  w a s  la ter  to  

b e  p ic k e d  u p  an d  d e v e lo p e d  o n  b y  u p c o m in g  m u s ic ia n s  o f  T h a i p o p u la r  c u ltu r e .

T h e  p o p u la r ity  o f  S u n th a ra p o rn  in  B a n g k o k  w a s  e n o r m o u s . H e  e m b o d ie d  in  

m u s ic a l  fo r m  P h ib u ls o n g k r a m ’s  s e n t im e n ts  o f  W e s te r n  m o d e r n iz a t io n . “ T h e s e  s o n g s  

w e r e  fo r  e a s y  l is t e n in g ,” s a y s  th e  in fo r m a n t u s in g  T h a i w o r d s  l ik e  le u n  ( s l ip p e r y ) ,  y e n  

( c o o l ) ,  a n d  sa b a i ( c o m fo r ta b le )  to  d e s c r ib e  th e  m u s ic .  T h e s e  w o r d s  c o n n o t e  c o m p la c e n c y ,  

w h ic h  is  w h a t  P h ib u ls o n g k r a m  w a n te d  th e  p u b lic  to  f e e l  a b o u t  th e  c h a n g in g  s o c ie t y -  

a p p a r e n t w ith  th e  g o v e r n m e n t ’ s  d a i ly  b r o a d c a s ts  a n d  c a m p a ig n s  b la r in g  o u t  s lo g a n s  l ik e ,  

“ B e l i e v e  in  th e  L e a d e r  a n d  o u r  n a tio n  w i l l  b e  s a v e d .” A lth o u g h  e m b r a c e d  a n d  r e v e r e d  b y  

m u c h  o f  th e  p o p u la t io n , th e r e  w e r e  th e  f e w  w h o  o u tw a r d ly  o p p o s e d  th e s e  s e n t im e n ts .

L u a n g  P ra d itp a iro h  ( 1 8 8 1 - 1 9 4 4 )  c o m p o s e d  a  m e la n c h o l ic  m a s te r p ie c e  c a l le d  S a m  

K u m  N u e n g  ( s o n g  o f  r e m e m b r a n c e )  a s  r e a c t io n  a g a in s t  th is  cu ltu ra l o p p r e s s io n ,  

(R a ta n a r u a n g  2 0 0 0 ) .  U s a g e  o f  c la s s ic a l  T h a i m u s ic  r e p r e s e n te d  th e  y e a r n in g  to  m o v e
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b a c k  to  o n e ’s  n a tu ra l id e n t ity . T h is  T h a i c la s s ic a l  m a s te r p ie c e  e m b o d ie d  th e  s e g m e n t  o f  

s o c ie t y  th a t w a s  u n c o m fo r ta b le  w ith  th e  im p o s in g  fo r c e s  a n d  th e  p ath  s o c ie t y  w a s  m o v in g  

to w a r d s . T h e  m u s ic  c r e a te d  w a s  a  d ir e c t  r e a c t io n  to  P h ib u ls o n g k r a m ’s  c u ltu r a l r e fo r m  

c a m p a ig n  w h ic h  a ttr ib u te s  to  th e  fa c t  th a t s o c ie t y ’s  r e s p o n d e n ts  h a v e  th e  a b i l ity  to  

e x p la in  a n d  r e a c t  to  th e  w o r ld  th r o u g h  c o m p o s i t io n  a n d  s t y le -  c o n c r e te  e x p r e s s iv e  fo r m s  

th at are  to  b e  r e c e iv e d  b y  a n y o n e  w h o  w i l l  l is te n .

A  c o u p  d ’e ta t  in 1 9 5 7  o v e r th r e w  P h ib u lso n g k r a m  in to  e x i l e  a n d  n e w  p a th s  o f  

d e v e lo p m e n t  b e g a n  to  o p e n  u p  in  T h a ila n d . Id e a s  o f  cu ltu ra l im p e r ia l is m  b e g in  to  sp r e a d  

its  s e e d  d u r in g  th e  la te  ‘6 0 s  a n d  ‘7 0 s .  T h e  N a t io n a l  S tu d e n t  C e n te r  o f  T h a ila n d  ( N S C T )  at 

C h u la lo n g k o r n  U n iv e r s i ty  w a s  fo u n d e d  in  1 9 7 2  w ith  th e ir  fir s t ta s k  b e in g  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  

w o r k  to  b o y c o t t  J a p a n e se  g o o d s .  T h e  T h a i C o m m u n is t  P a rty  sta rts  th e  r a lly  fo r  “ n a tio n a l  

in d e p e n d e n c e ” a s  a  r e a c t io n  to  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  U S  tr o o p s  o n  T h a i s o i l  d u r in g  th e  V ie tn a m  

W ar a n d  th e  c l o s e  c o o p e r a t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  T h a i m ilita r y  g o v e r n m e n ts  a n d  th e  U S A .

L e a d in g  u p  to  th e  O c to b e r  1 4 , 1 9 7 3  u p r is in g s , w e  b e g in  to  s e e  w h a t  s o m e  m ig h t  

c a ll  “ c u ltu r a l im p e r ia l is m ” m o rp h  in to  a  m a n ife s ta t io n  o f  lo c a l iz a t io n  a s  p e r  C a r a v a n  a n d  

th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m o v e m e n t  o f  th e  ‘7 0 s  p r o v e d  w ith  th e ir  m u s ic .

S o u r c e s  fo r  m u s ic  o u t s id e  o f  T h a ila n d  b e c a m e  m o r e  a t ta in a b le , a n d  b e c o m in g  

m o r e  r e le v a n t  to  th e  p e o p le  e x p o s e d  to  it. T h e  s u r g e  o f  A m e r ic a n  G Is  a n d  c iv i l ia n s  

in v o lv e d  w ith  th e  w a r s  in  V ie tn a m , L a o s  a n d  C a m b o d ia  s p a w n e d  j u k e  b o x e s  a n d  n ig h t  

c lu b s  r e g u la r ly  p la y in g  s o n g s  fro m  th e  W e s t  in c lu d in g  a n tiw a r  a n d  p r o te s t  s o n g s  o f  w h ic h  

b e c a m e  q u ite  an  in f lu e n c e  w ith  th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m o v e m e n t .

‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ s o n g s  w e r e  b e in g  w r it te n  a n d  c o m p o s e d  fro m  th e  l iv e s  o f  p e o p le  

l iv in g  th is  tr a n s it io n  o f  m ilita r y  r u le , an  e m e r g in g  b o u r g e o is ie  a n d  th e  d e c l in in g  s ta te  o f



12

th e  n a t io n a l  e c o n o m y .  S u r a c h a i J a n th im a th o n  a n d  W ir a sa k  S u n th o n s i ,  th e  fo u n d e r s  o f  th e  

p r o m in e n t  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ b a n d  C a ra v a n , w e r e  s tu d e n ts  a n d  a c t iv is t s  w h o  u t i l iz e d  th e ir  

m u s ic  a s  a  u n if ie r  fo r  p e o p le  w ith in  th e  c a u s e .  A f te r  th e  ’7 3  s tu d e n t  u p r is in g s  C a ra v a n  

w e n t  o n  to u r  p la y in g  th e ir  s o n g s  in th e  rural N o r th e a s t  o n  a c a m p a ig n  to  h e lp  p rep a re  

v i l la g e r s  fo r  th e  f o r th c o m in g  d e m o c r a t ic  e le c t io n s .  In a  w a y  th e  s o n g s  h e lp e d  b r id g e  th e  

g a p  b e t w e e n  p e a s a n ts  a n d  w o r k e r s  o f  th e  N o r th e a s t  a n d  th e  s tu d e n t  a c t iv is t s  w h o  

s y m p a th iz e d  w ith  th e ir  s tr u g g le  in B a n g k o k . T h e  s o c ia l  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  p r o te s t  e x p r e s s e d  b y  

th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ g r o u p s  w a s  th u s  a b le  to  a s s e m b le ,  s tr e n g th e n  a n d  e m b o d y  th e  s tu d e n t  

m o v e m e n t .

A lth o u g h  th e ir  m u s ic  w a s  in  part a  “ m o d e l  o f ’ A m e r ic a n  fo lk  s o n g  p a tte r n s ,  

P a m e la  A . M y e r s -M o r o  w r ite s  th at th e ir  s o n g s  a ls o ,  “ . . .p r o v id e d  a  m o d e l  fo r  b e h a v io r ,  

th o u g h t  a n d  e m o t io n ,” (M y e r s -M o r o :  1 0 8 )  a s  it s p o k e  to  lo c a l  a u d ie n c e s  a n d  h a rb o red  

id e o lo g ie s  th a t m a d e  u p  th e  r e v o l t in g  s e c to r  o f  th is  p a r t icu la r  s o c ie t y .

T h e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m o v e m e n t  g a in e d  p o p u la r ity  a s  th e y  g r a b b e d  th e  a t te n t io n  fro m  

a d e p r iv e d  a u d ie n c e  w a it in g  to  h e a r  c o n c r e te  e x p r e s s io n s  o f  th e ir  th o u g h ts .  T h e  ‘p u a  

c h iw i t ’ s e n t im e n ts  “ d r e w  u p o n  a p p r o p r ia te  s y m b o ls ,  u p o n  a p p r o p r ia te  s o u n d s  an d  

s tru ctu ra l f e a t u r e s . . .c r e a t e d  th r o u g h  h u m a n  e x p e r ie n c e s  a n d  h u m a n  in te r a c t io n ,” (M y e r s -  

M o ro : 1 0 8 ) .

T h e  s e n t im e n ts  o f  c u ltu r a l im p e r ia l is m  fe lt  b y  th e  far le f t  a n d  th e  m ilita r y  

d ic ta to r s h ip  o f  th e  far  r ig h t g a v e  b irth  to  th e  su b c u ltu r a l s o u n d s  o f  p r o te s t  s o n g s  th at  

fu s e d  tr a d it io n a l e x p r e s s iv e  fo r m s  w ith  o u t s id e  in f lu e n c e s  o f  th e  W e s t  to  c r e a te  a  n e w  

fo r m  o f  e x p r e s s io n  r e p r e s e n t in g  t h o s e  in  th e  m id d le  o f  it a l l -  th e  p e o p le .
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T h e  u s e  o f  A m e r ic a n  fo lk  s o n g  p a tte r n s  fro m  th e  l ik e s  o f  B o b  D y la n , J o a n  B a e z ,  

A r lo  G u ith r ie  a n d  P e te  S e e g e r ,  in c o r p o r a t io n  w ith  th e  w r it in g s  o f  c u ltu r e  h e r o  Jitr 

P h o u m is a k  a n d  T h a i e x p r e s s iv e  tr a d it io n s , w e r e  th e  b a s is  fo r  th is  m o d e r n  m u s ic a l  

d e v e lo p m e n t .  W h a t C a ra v a n  a n d  th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m u s ic ia n s  d id  w a s  c r e a te  an  id e n t ity  b y  

ta k in g  W e ste r n  m u s ic a l  in f lu e n c e s ,  m e s h  th e m  to  w h a t  w a s  a lr e a d y  th e r e , th e  T h a i  

e x p r e s s iv e  tr a d it io n s , an d  a d d e d  ly r ic s  th r o u g h  w h ic h  to  c o m m u n ic a t e  th e ir  c o n c r e te  

o p in io n s  a n d  id e a s  o f  th e  t im e .

S o  h o w  d o e s  th is  m o d e r n  fo rm  o f  m u s ic a l  s to r y te l l in g  c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  

d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  a  s o c ie t y ?  It b e c o m e s  part o f  a c o n t in u in g  p r o c e s s  c o u n te r - a c t in g  th e  

s tru c tu re  o f  p o w e r  in a  s o c ie t y ,  g iv in g  an id e n t ity  r e fe r e n c e  fo r  th e  o v e r lo o k e d  a n d  

u n d e r p r iv i le g e d . T h is  r e fe r e n c e  o f  id e n t ity  m a te r ia l iz e s  in th e  fo r m  o f  m u s ic ,  th u s  

b e g e t t in g  a  m u s ic a l  s u b c u ltu r e  c o m p r is in g  o f  s tu d e n ts , w o r k e r s , v i l la g e r s  a n d  

s y m p a th iz e r s  to  th e  c a u s e s  a n d  i d e o lo g ie s  o f  th e  m o v e m e n t .

F o r  C o h e n , “ la te n t  f u n c t io n ” o f  su b c u ltu r e  is  to  “ . . . e x p r e s s  a n d  r e s o lv e ,  a lb e it  

m a g ic a l ly  th e  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  w h ic h  r e m a in  h id d e n  o r  u n r e s o lv e d  in  th e  p a re n t c u ltu r e ” 

(C o h e n  1 9 7 2 ) ;  th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n  in th e  c a s e  o f  th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m o v e m e n t  b e in g  m ilita r y  

r u le , u n e q u a l d is tr ib u t io n  o f  w e a lth  a n d  h u m a n  r ig h ts .

S im ila r  to  th e  s e c r e t  la k o n  tr o u p e s  d u r in g  th e  d a y s  o f  K in g  R a m a  III, a n d  L u a n g  

P ra d itp a iro h  d u r in g  th e  P h ib u lso n g k r a m  d a y s ,  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ e m b o d ie d  a n d  g a v e  fo rm  to  

th e  r e b e l l io u s  e th o s  o f  s o c ie t y ,  e a c h  c r e a t in g  “ su b c u ltu r a l ‘ in s t a n c e s ’ r e p r e s e n t in g  a  

‘s o lu t i o n ’ to  a  s p e c i f i c  g r o u p  o f  c ir c u m s t a n c e s  to  p a r t ic u la r  p r o b le m s  an d  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  

o f  th e  t im e , ( H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 :  8 1 ) .  T h e  o n ly  d i f f e r e n c e  w ith  th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m o v e m e n t  is



th a t it w a s  im m e d ia te  w ith  la r g e r  p o l i t ic a l / s o c ia l  i s s u e s  a n d  lo c a l iz e d  W e s te r n  in f lu e n c e s  

in to  a  fo r u m  p r o p a g a t in g  th e  e x p r e s s io n s  a n d  c o m m u n ic a t io n  fo r  u n h e a r d , lo c a l  c iv i l ia n s .

O n c e  th e s e  o u t s id e  in f lu e n c e s  o f  A m e r ic a n  p r o te s t  s o n g s  h a v e  b e e n  a d a p te d  a n d  

in te g r a te d  in to  th e  T h a i r e p e r to ir e  o f  m u s ic  a n d  tr a d it io n , it is  o n ly  in e v i ta b le  a  s o u n d  

d is t in c t ly  o f  T h a i s e n s ib i l i t y  r e -e m e r g e s  to  th e  su r fa c e  a n d  r e - e s t a b l is h e s  th e  r e la t iv ity  o f  

T h a in e s s  (a n d  a ll th e  lo c a l iz e d  th o u g h ts  r e le v a n t  to  l iv in g  in T h a ila n d  a t th a t s p e c i f i c  

m o m e n t  in  t im e )  fr o m  w ith in  th e  n e w ly  a d o p te d  w e s te r n  m u s ic a l  s tr u c tu r e . T h is  p r o c e s s  

o f  a d o p t in g  a n d  lo c a l iz in g  b e g a t  a  n e w  fo r m , a  n e w  s ty le ,  a n d  a  n e w  s u b c u ltu r a l n a rr a tiv e  

w ith in  T h a i p o p u la r  m u s ic  h is to r y .

T h e  m o v e m e n t  e v e n tu a l ly  b e c a m e  p o p u la r  m a k in g  th e ir  w o r k  m u c h  m o r e  v is ib le  

to  th e  c o u n tr y  a n d  c r e a te d  a  n e w  p o in t  o f  l in e a g e  to  a  T h a i fo rm  o f  p u b lic  e x p r e s s io n  fo r  

u p c o m in g  m o d e r n  m u s ic ia n s .

C r e a t i n g  t h e  l o c a l i z e d  s e l f

T o  e x e m p l i f y  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  T h a ila n d  “ lo c a l iz in g  i t s e l f ’ fr o m  w ith in  th e  

in f lu e n c e s  o f  th e  W e s t , w e  s h o u ld  ta k e  a  lo o k  at a  r e g io n a l in c id e n t  th a t  p a r a l le ls  th e  

r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  T h a ila n d  a n d  th e  W e s t  in  te r m s  o f  th e  sp r e a d  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e . A n  

in c id e n t  w h ic h  g e n e r a te d  m u c h  c o n t r o v e r s y  a n d  v io l e n c e  b e tw e e n  T h a ila n d  a n d  

C a m b o d ia  in  e a r ly  2 0 0 3  p a r a lle ls  T h a ila n d  a s  th e  “ d o m in e e r in g ” c u ltu r e  in f i ltr a t in g  th e  

c u ltu r a l b o u n d a r ie s  o f  C a m b o d ia .

T h a ila n d , o n c e  c o n s id e r e d  th e  n e x t  l it t le  T ig e r  o f  A s ia ,  b e c o m e s  in f lu e n t ia l  a s  a 

p o p  c u ltu r a l r o le  m o d e l  fo r  n e ig h b o r in g  r e g io n s  to  r e c e iv e  a n d  lo c a l iz e .  O n  J a n u a r y  18 , 

2 0 0 3 ,  R a s m e i  A n g k o r , a  sm a ll  C a m b o d ia n  n e w s p a p e r , p u b lis h e d  a  fr o n t -p a g e  a r t ic le  th at



s e n t  s h o c k  w a v e s  th r o u g h  th e  r e g io n . P ic k in g  u p  o n  a  ru m o r  th a t 2 4 - y e a r - o ld  T h a i s o a p  

o p e r a  sta r  S u v a n a n t  K o n g y in g  (n ic k n a m e d  P h k a y  P r o e k )  c la im e d  C a m b o d ia ’s  9 0 0 - y e a r -  

o ld  te m p le  o f  A n g k o r  W at, a s  r ig h t fu l ly  T h a i la n d ’ s. T h e  p a p er  rep o r ted : “ P h k a y  P r o e k  

sa id  th a t i f  a n y  C a m b o d ia n  o f f ic ia l  o r  d ir e c to r  in v ite d  h e r  to  p e r fo r m  in  C a m b o d ia ,  s h e  

w o u ld  d o  s o  o n ly  i f  th e y  f ir s t  a g r e e d  to  g iv e  A n g k o r  W a t to  T h a ila n d ...  .P h k a y  P r o e k  sa id  

th a t s h e  h a te d  C a m b o d ia n s  l ik e  d o g s .”

A c c o r d in g  to  th e  W o r ld  P r e s s  R e v ie w ,  w h i le  r e c o g n iz in g  th a t K o n g y in g ’s  

s ta te m e n t  m ig h t  h a v e  b e e n  m is in te r p r e te d , th e  a r t ic le  c o n t in u e d :  “ I f  th is  T h a i a c tr e s s  sa id  

th a t s h e  h a te s  C a m b o d ia n s  l ik e  d o g s ,  w e  w o u ld  lik e  to  te l l  h e r  th a t C a m b o d ia n s  

th r o u g h o u t  th e  c o u n tr y  h a te  T h a is  l ik e  l e e c h e s  th a t s u c k  o th e r  n a t io n s ’ b l o o d . . . . I f  it is  

tru e , K o n g y in g  m u s t  lo w e r  h er  h e a d  to  th e  g r o u n d  a n d  s a lu te  b y  p la c in g  p a lm  to  p a lm  in  

o rd e r  to  a p o lo g iz e  to  C a m b o d ia n s , w h o  a re  a  g e n t le  a n d  p o l i te  ra c e  a n d  h a v e  n e v e r  

e n c r o a c h e d  o n  o th e r  c o u n t r ie s ’ la n d . It is  in s u lt in g  e n o u g h  fo r  C a m b o d ia n s  to  h e a r  T h a is  

w ic k e d ly  s a y in g  to  th e ir  c h ild r e n , ‘Y o u  m u s t  n o t  b e  b o rn  a  K h m e r  in  y o u r  n e x t  l i f e ’ a n d  

s o  o n .”

K o n g y in g  r e p o r te d ly , d e n ie d  e v e r  m a k in g  s u c h  c o m m e n ts ,  b u t a  C a m b o d ia n  

p o p u la t io n  lo n g  c o n v in c e d  th a t th e ir  r ich e r  an d  m o r e  p o w e r fu l  T h a i n e ig h b o r s  lo o k e d  

d o w n  o n  th e m  w a s  n o t  o p e n  to  a n y  s u c h  e x p la n a t io n s .

O n  J a n u a r y  2 9 ,  a  g r o u p  o f  C a m b o d ia n s  d e m o n s tr a t in g  o u t s id e  th e  T h a i E m b a s s y  

in  P h n o m  P e n h  b r o k e  th r o u g h  th e  e m b a s s y  f e n c e ,  e n te r e d  th e  b u i ld in g , d e s tr o y e d  

d o c u m e n t s  in s id e ,  a n d  s e t  fir e  to  th e  s tru c tu re  a n d  to  n e a r b y  ca rs . A c c o r d in g  to  U d o m  

K a tte  K h m e r  (Jan . 3 0 ) ,  th e  T h a i a m b a s s a d o r  w a s  fo r c e d  to  f le e .

15
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T h a k s in  S h in a w a tr a  to ld  H u n  S e n  th a t T h a i c o m m a n d o s  w o u ld  b e  s e n t  in i f  th e  

s itu a t io n  w e r e  n o t  b r o u g h t u n d e r  c o n tr o l w ith in  9 0  m in u te s . T h o u g h  C a m b o d ia n  p o l ic e  

u lt im a te ly  a rr iv ed  o n  th e  s c e n e ,  m a k in g  a rres ts  a n d  f ir in g  s h o ts  in  th e  a ir  to  d is p e r s e  th e  

c r o w d , th is  o f f i c ia l  r e s p o n s e  c a m e  to o  la te . B e f o r e  th e  n ig h t  w a s  o v e r ,  th e  a n g r y  

C a m b o d ia n  c r o w d  h ad  d e s tr o y e d  s e v e r a l  T h a i- o w n e d  b u s in e s s e s ,  in c lu d in g  C a m b o d ia  

S h in a w a tr a , th e  t e le c o m m u n ic a t io n s  c o m p a n y  o f  th e  T h a i p r im e  m in is te r , a n d  th e  w e l l -  

k n o w n  R o y a l  P h n o m  P e n h  H o te l.

A c c o r d in g  to  th e  W o r ld  P r e s s  R e v ie w ,  m a n y  in th e  T h a i m e d ia  h a v e  tr ie d  to  

d e te r m in e  th e  u n d e r ly in g  r e a s o n s  fo r  th e  v io l e n c e .  T h e  W o r ld  P r e s s  R e v ie w  re p o r te d  th a t  

K h a o  S o d  (F e b . 5 )  s p e c u la te d :  “T h e  r o o t c a u s e  w a s  d u e  to  th e  lo n g - h e ld  d i s l ik e  o f  

T h a ila n d ’s r o le  in  C a m b o d ia ’s  h is to r y . In th e  p a s t , บ .ร .  p la n e s  to o k  o f f  fr o m  T h a i a ir  

b a s e s  a n d  b o m b e d  C a m b o d ia  to  s m it h e r e e n s .  T h a t ’ s  w h y  th e  C a m b o d ia n  p e o p le  h a v e  

n e v e r  r e m e m b e r e d  th a t T h a ila n d  h e lp e d  to  b u ild  th e ir  ro a d s  a n d  r e h a b ilita te  th e ir  w a r -to rn  

e c o n o m y  in th e  p a s t  t w o  d e c a d e s .”

K o m  C h a d  L e u k  s p e c u la te d  (F e b . 5 )  th a t “th e  d e e p  r e s e n tm e n t  o f  y o u n g  

C a m b o d ia n s ,  w h o  w e r e  b o rn  a fter  th e  g e n o c id a l  r e g im e  o f  th e  K h m e r  R o u g e  in 1 9 7 8 , w a s  

th e  m a in  c a u s e .  T h e y  h a v e  n o t  r e c e iv e d  a n y  b e n e f i t  fro m  p e a c e  d iv id e n d s  in  th e  p a s t  10  

y e a r s . W h ile  th e y  are  p r o u d  o f  th e ir  c o u n tr y ’ s  n e w fo u n d  s ta b i l ity ,  th e y  a re  v e r y  b itte r  

w ith  th e  la c k  o f  g o v e r n a n c e  an d  c o r r u p tio n  p r o b le m s  in  th e ir  c o u n tr y . A n y  n e w s  

e s p e c ia l ly  th a t r e la te d  to  n e ig h b o r in g  c o u n tr ie s  c a n  tr ig g e r  o u tr a g e . T h e  b u r n in g  o f  th e  

T h a i E m b a s s y  w a s  th e  o u t c o m e  o f  th is  m a d n e s s .”

O n e  C a m b o d ia n  p a p er  p o in te d  to  T h a ila n d ’s a r r o g a n c e  a s  a  c a u s e  o f  th e  c r is is .  

“ A c c o r d in g  to  C a m b o d ia n  h is to r y , C a m b o d ia n s ,  w h o  are an o ld e r  r a c e  in S o u th e a s t  A s ia ,



h a d  a  p r o s p e r o u s  c u ltu r e  a n d  c iv i l i z a t io n .  B u t n e a r -n e ig h b o r  T h a ila n d  s e e m s  n o t  to  

u n d e r s ta n d  t h is ,” s a id  K a m p u c h e a  T h m e y  (F e b . 1 6 ).

T h a i la n d 'ร M a th ic h o n  D a ily  o n  F eb ru a ry  4  la id  th e  b la m e  o n  b o th  c o u n tr ie s :  “T h e  

b ig g e s t  m is t a k e  o f  th e  T h a i-C a m b o d ia n  m is u n d e r s ta n d in g  is  th e  fa n n in g  o f  n a t io n a l is m  

o n  b o th  s id e s ,”  it c h a r g e d . T h e  p a p e r  th e n  o f f e r e d  a  s u g g e s t io n :  “ T h a ila n d  s h o u ld  learn  

fr o m  th is  in c id e n t  a n d  u r g e  b o th  th e  g o v e r n m e n t  a n d  p r iv a te  s e c to r s  to  f in d  w a y s  to  

a m e lio r a te  th e  f e e l in g s  o f  C a m b o d ia n s .”

T o  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  r e a s o n s  w h y  th is  s e e m in g ly  p e tty  q u a rre l b e tw e e n  t w o  n a t io n s  

e n d e d  in a  v io l e n t  u p ro a r , a  lo o k  in to  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  c o n s tr u c t io n  n a t io n a l  id e n t ity  s h o u ld  

b e  e x p lo r e d . Q u o te d  in  C a th e r in e  H e s s e - S w a in ’s  p a p er  o n  p o p u la r  T h a i t e l e v i s io n ,  le f t is t  

s o c ia l  th in k e r  T h ir a y u t  B u n m i b e l i e v e s  th a t “ th e  m a s s iv e  in f lu e n c e  o f  g lo b a l  c u ltu r e  

s t im u la t e s  T h a is  to  a s se r t  th e ir  lo c a l  c u ltu r e  a n d  id e n t ity ” to  th e ir  n e ig h b o r s .  T h o n g c h a i  

W in ic a h k u l’ s  n o t io n  o f  “ n e g a t iv e  id e n t i f ic a t io n ” in  h is  b o o k  S ia m  M a p p e d  il lu s tr a te s  th e  

m o t iv e s  b e h in d  u s a g e  o f  th e  m a s s  m e d ia  to  p e r p e tu a te  c e r ta in  v ie w s .  T h e  th e o r e t ic a l  

c o n t e x t  o f  n e g a t iv e  id e n t if ic a t io n  h e lp s  US s e e  th e  w a y  T h a i m e d ia  im a g in e s  o th e r n e s s  

w ith in  its  o w n  n a tio n . “N e g a t iv e  id e n t i f ic a t io n ” c o n s tr u c ts  n o t o n ly  a  p h y s ic a l  s p a c e  

c a l le d  a  n a t io n , b u t a ls o  p e r p e tu a te s  n e w  c u ltu r a l a s s u m p t io n s  a b o u t w h a t  c o n s t i tu te s  

“ T h a in e s s ” th r o u g h  n e g a t iv e  a s s e r t io n s  o f  th e  “ o th e r .”

W ith  th e ir  r e c e n t  h is to r y  o f  c u ltu r a l g e n o c id e  d u r in g  th e  P o l P o t r e g im e  ( 1 9 7 5 -  

1 9 7 9 ) ,  C a m b o d ia  is  p u t in  an u n fa v o r a b le  p o s i t io n  to  c r e a te  th e  c a p a c ity  to  h a r n e s s  an  

o u t le t  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  w h ic h  c a n  s e r v e  a s  id e n t ity  r e fe r e n c e s .  S o m e  9 0  p e r c e n t  o f  

c la s s ic a l  d a n c e r s  d ie d  o r  w e r e  k il le d  in  th e  la te  1 9 7 0 s  u n d er  th e  C o m m u n is t  K h m e r  

R o u g e  r e g im e  w h ic h  tr ied  to  w ip e  o u t  th e  c o u n tr y ’s  tr a d it io n a l c u ltu r e , ( S a m - A n g  1 9 9 4 ) .
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P o p u la r  c u ltu r e  in  C a m b o d ia  c o m e s  m a in ly  fr o m  T h a ila n d  e x p a n d in g  it s  r ea ch  

w ith in  th e  r e g io n , w h ic h  m a y  b e  th e  r o o t  c a u s e  le a d in g  to  th is  v io le n t  o u tb r e a k . T h e  

C a m b o d ia n s  a b s o r b e d  t o o  m u c h  o f  th e  T h a i m e d ia  w ith o u t  h a v in g  th e  m e a n s  to  h a rb o r  

th e ir  o w n  s e n s e  o f  in d iv id u a lis m , w h ic h  c a n  s o m e t im e s  fo s te r  f e e l in g s  o f  h o s t i l i ty .  

W ith o u t  in d iv id u a l is m , its  in e v ita b le  lo c a ls  w i l l  k e e p  a  d is ta n c e  fr o m  w h a t ’ s  o u t s id e  u n til  

th e y  c a n  ta k e  it a n d  m o ld  it in to  s o m e t h in g  o f  th e ir  o w n .

“ K h o n  Issa n  o r  I s s a n /L a o s  id e n t ity  e v o lv e d  in r e s p o n s e  to  th e  T h a i S t a t e ’s 

p r o g r a m  o f  n a t io n a l  id e n t ity  c o n s tr u c t io n ,” ( H e s s e - S w a in  2 0 0 2 ) .  P o p u la r  c u ltu r e  a n d  

m a s s  m e d ia  b e c o m e s  im p o r ta n t h e re  a s  it c a n  b e  u s e d  to  c o n s tr u c t  o r  c a r v e  a n  id e n t ity . A s  

th e  s ta te  b o r d e r  l in e  w a s  n e v e r  c o n s is t e n t  in th is  r e g io n , th e  id e n t ity  o f  th e s e  p e o p le  

h e a v i ly  r e l ie d  o n  th e  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  a ro u n d  it.

L ik e  w e  h a v e  s e e n  w ith  C a m b o d ia , e a c h  n e ig h b o r in g  c o u n tr y  h a s  its  o w n  h is to r y  

a n d  b a c k g r o u n d  w h ic h  e ith e r  p e r p e tu a te s  d o m in e e r in g  p o p  m e d ia /c u ltu r e  o r  c o n d o n e s  it 

in th e ir  o w n  s p e c ia l  w a y .  W ith  L a o s , t e n s io n  is  m in im a l a s  w e  s e e  th e  r e g io n  b le n d in g ,  

a p p a r e n t fr o m  th e  “ m o r  lu m ” fo r m  o f  m u s ic .

T r a d it io n a l  L a o s  id e n t ity  fo r m s  ( fo r  e x a m p le  lite ra tu re ) w a s  s u b s u m e d  th e n  r e 

in v e n te d  fo r  p o p u la r  c o n s u m p t io n , th u s  b e g e t t in g  th e  p o p u la r  m u s ic a l  fo r m  o f  “ m o r  la m .” 

T h e  q u e s t io n  b e c o m e s ,  “ Is  m o r  lu m  T h a i, I s sa n , o r  L a o s ? ” It is  n o t  c o n f in e d  to  a n y  

p o l i t ic a l  or  e th n ic  b o rd er  a s  it is  s o m e t h in g  o f  its  o w n , a  c r e a t io n  o f  i t s e l f  b y  th e  p e o p le  

l iv in g  it. It is  n o t  s tr ic t ly  T h a i a s  o n e  c a n  f e a s ib ly  c r o s s  o v e r  th e  b o r d e r  to  L a o s  terr ito ry  

a n d  s t i l l  s in g / l i s t e n  to  m o r  la m . L ik e w is e ,  e v e n  th o u g h  it h a s  tr a c e s  o f  “ I s s a n ” m u s ic ,  it 

i s n ’t e n t ir e ly  I s sa n  b e c a u s e  it a ls o  c o m e s  fr o m  L a o s  lite ra tu re . W h a t b in d s  th e  p e o p le  o f  

th is  r e g io n  in  h a r m o n y  is  m o r  lu m , n o  m a tter  w h e r e  th e  p o l i t ic a l  b o r d e r s  m a y  l ie  b e c a u s e
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to  m o s t  p e o p le  in  th is  r e g io n , p o l i t ic a l  b o r d e r s  are far r e m o v e d  fr o m  th e ir  e v e r y d a y  

u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  l ife .

T h e  b in d in g  in  th e  n o r th e a s te r n /  L a o s  r e g io n  is  c o n tr a s t in g  to  th e  s itu a t io n  in  

C a m b o d ia ,  a  c o u n tr y  j u s t  g e t t in g  o u t  o f  a  cu ltu ra l c r is is  w ith o u t  a  f a c e  o f  th e ir  o w n  y e t .  

T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  a d a p t in g  a n d  c r e a t in g  fr o m  th e  d o m in e e r in g  T h a i p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  in to  

C a m b o d ia  h a s  n o t  y e t  d e v e lo p e d  a n d  c a n  b e  th e  c a u s e  o f  m u c h  t e n s io n  b e h in d  la s t  y e a r ’s  

v io le n t  o u tb r e a k .

A s  T h a i s o a p  o p e r a s , la k o n s ,  C D ’s , m o v ie s  c o n t in u e  to  in f iltr a te  t e l e v i s io n  s e t s  

a n d  a ir w a v e s  o f  C a m b o d ia  w ith o u t  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  a d a p ta tio n  a n d  c r e a t io n , w ith o u t  

l o c a l iz in g  th e ir  fo r e ig n  in f lu e n c e s ,  th e  t e n s io n  w i l l  c o n t in u e  to  g r o w . A n d  i f  T h a ila n d  

o v e r s t e p s  th e ir  a llo t te d  s p a c e ,  w h ic h  c a n  b e  tr ig g e r e d  b y  an  in c id e n t  l ik e  a  r u m o r  fr o m  a 

fa m o u s  a c tr e s s , th e  t e n s io n  e x p lo d e s .

T h e r e ’ s a  s e n s e  o f  in d iv id u a li ty  w h e n  s o m e t h in g  n e w  a n d  th a t c a n  b e  c a l le d  o n e ’s 

o w n  is  c r e a te d . W ith o u t  th at s e n s e  o f  in d iv id u a li ty ,  f e e l in g s  o f  a v e r s io n  to w a r d  th e  o th e r  

s e e m in g ly  “ d o m in e e r in g ” p o w e r  im p o s in g  its  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e , h a s  p o te n t ia l  to  m a n ife s t  

i t s e l f  in  u n r u ly  w a y s .

T h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a lo c a l  c u ltu r e  w ith in  s o c ie t y  c a n  h e lp  a b so r b  o r  b u ffe r  t e n s io n s  

fro m  e x p lo d in g  a s  th e  lo c a l  s o c ie t y  w i l l  h a v e  its  o w n  v ia b le  s e n s ib i l i t y ,  u n to u c h a b le  to  

th e  fo r c e s  o f  im p e r ia l is m . It is  o n ly  th e n  a  s e n s e  o f  u n ity  a n d  u n iq u e  c u ltu r e  is  e s ta b l is h e d  

a n d  o u t s id e  in f lu e n c e s  w i l l  b e  to le r a te d , e v e n  w e lc o m e d  a s  th e y  w i l l  n o  lo n g e r  p o s e  a s  a 

c u ltu r a l th rea t to  th e  lo c a l  s o c ie t y .

A s  th e  ‘p u a  c h i w i f  m o v e m e n t  w a s  a b le  to  a d a p t o u t s id e  in f lu e n c e s  o f  th e  W e s t  

a lo n g  w ith  th e  u n h e a r d  v o ic e s  o f  th e  p e o p le ,  a  b a la n c e  w a s  c r e a te d  a n d  r e s to r e d  b a c k  in to
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lo c a l  s o c ie t y /c o m m u n it y .  T h e ir  p o l i t ic a l  a n d  p r e d o m in a n t ly  w o r k in g  c la s s  s o n g s  c r e a te d  a  

c o u n te r  c u ltu r e  o f  m u s ic ia n s  a n d  a c t iv is t s  w h o  s p o k e  o u t  a n d  e x p r e s s e d  d e s ir e s  o f  th e  

p e o p le  w h o  w e r e n ’t g e t t in g  w h a t  th e y  w a n te d . T h e  b e n e f ic ia l  p a ttern  o f  a d a p t in g  fo r e ig n  

in f lu e n c e s  to  th e  “ lo c a l iz e d  s e l f ’ is  e v id e n t  in  th e  ‘p u a  c h i w i f  m o v e m e n t  th a t  e m e r g e d  

fr o m  T h a ila n d ’s  r e v o lu t io n a r y  u p h e a v a l o f  th e  1 9 7 0 s .  A n d  th e  p a ttern  c o n t in u e s  w ith  th e  

s ta te  o f  to d a y ’ s e v e r  d e v e lo p in g  s o c ie t y .

B y  th e  e n d  o f  1 9 7 6 ,  C a ra v a n  a n d  s e v e r a l  o th e r  ‘p u a  c h i w i f  b a n d s  o f  th a t era  

s o u g h t  r e fu g e  u p  in  th e  N o r th e a s te r n  m o u n ta in s  o f  T h a ila n d . C a r a v a n ’s s u c c e s s  s p a w n e d  

a  s l e w  o f  o th e r  “ s o n g s  fo r  l i f e ” b a n d s  r ig h t o n  th r o u g h  to  th e  ‘8 0 s .  T h is  w a s  th e  b e g in n in g  

o f  th e  e n d  fo r  th e  “ S o n g s  fo r  L if e ” m o v e m e n t ,  b u t it d id n ’t l e a v e  w it h o u t  an  im p a c t . A  

m u s ic  s u b c u ltu r e  e x p r e s s in g  th e  “ fu n d a m e n ta l  t e n s io n  b e tw e e n  t h o s e  in p o w e r  a n d  th o s e  

c o n d e m n e d  to  s u b o r d in a te  p o s i t io n s  a n d  s e c o n d  c la s s  l i v e s ,” (H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 :  1 3 2 )  w a s  

s h a p e d . F o r  th e  f ir s t  t im e  a  h y b r id  o f  W e s te r n  an d  T h a i m o d e r n  m u s ic a l  in f lu e n c e s  

m e r g e d  o u t  o f  a  q u e s t  in  part fo r  s o c ia l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  a n d  in  part fo r  o r ig in a l  m u s ic a l  

e x p r e s s io n .  T h e  id e a  o f  s t y le  a s  a  c o d e d  r e s p o n s e  to  c h a n g e s  a f f e c t in g  th e  e n tir e  

c o m m u n it y  w a s  c r e a te d  in  T h a ila n d  th r o u g h  th e  m e d iu m  o f  m u s ic a l  e x p r e s s io n .

T h e  ‘p u a  c h i w i f  m o v e m e n t  th u s  to o k  th e  fo r m  o f  a m u s ic a l  s u b c u ltu r e  a s  th e ir  

“ s o c ia l  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  p r o te s t  s e r v e d  a s  a  m a rk er  o f  g r o u p  id e n t ity  a m o n g  p r o g r e s s iv e  

s tu d e n ts  a n d  s y m b o l ic a l ly  r e p r e s e n te d  th e  e th o s  o f  th e  s tu d e n t  m o v e m e n t ,” (M y e r s -M o r o :  

9 3 ) .  T h e  ‘p u a  c h i w i f  m o v e m e n t ’ s  s u c c e s s  in  m o b i l iz in g  u n h e a r d  v o ic e s  o f  T h a ila n d  a n d  

in tr o d u c in g  n e w  s tr u c tu r e s  o f  m u s ic  w a s  a  b r e a k th r o u g h  in  th e  c o n t in u in g  e v o lu t io n  o f

T h a ila n d ’s m o d e r n  m u s ic  h is to r y .
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N o w  th a t th e  s ig n if ic a n t  r o le  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  a n d  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a s u b c u ltu r e ’s  

a b il ity  to  c r e a te  a  s e n s e  o f  u n ity /c o m m u n ity /id e n t i ty  ca n  b e  s e e n ,  h o w  d o  s u b c u ltu r a l  

fo r m s  o f  m u s ic a l  s to r y te l l in g  e m e r g e  a n d  c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  t o d a y ’ s 

s o c ie t y ?

H e g e m o n y  m a k e s  i t s  m o v e

F o l lo w in g  th e  ‘ p u a  c h i w i f  m o v e m e n t ,  a  n e w  d e v e lo p m e n t  in  T h a i p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  

o c c u r s .  B y  th e  e a r ly  ‘ 8 0 s ,  th e  ‘p u a  c h i w i f  m o v e m e n t  th at w a s  o n c e  s u b v e r s iv e  a n d  

p r o g r e s s iv e  b e c a m e  c o m m o d if ie d  in to  m a s s  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e . A c c o r d in g  to  M y e r s -M o r o ,  

d o z e n s  o f ‘p u a  c h i w i f  s t y le  r e c o r d in g s  w e r e  r e le a s e d  o f  w h ic h  “ m a n y  o f  th e s e  w e r e  l it t le  

m o r e  th a n  lu u k  k r u n g  w ith  p o l i t ic a l ly  r e le v a n t  ly r ic s ,” (M y e r s -M o r o :  1 0 2 ) .

T h is  in s ta n c e  s h o w s  US th e  r e le v a n t  p a ttern  o f  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  d e v e lo p m e n t .  H o w  

a n d  w h y  c a n  a  p e o p l e ’ s r e v o lu t io n , c r e a te d  a lm o s t  a  d e c a d e  b e fo r e  a ll o f  a s u d d e n  

b e c o m e  a  n a t io n - w id e  c r a z e  w ith  j u s t  a b o u t e v e r y  t e e n a g e  c a s s e t t e  b u y e r  o w n in g  a  c o p y  

o f  C a r a b a o ’ร 1 9 8 3  h it  a lb u m , M a d e  in  T h a ila n d ?

E v e r y th in g  id e o lo g ic a l  p o s s e s s e s  a s e m io t ic  v a lu e  o f  w h ic h  c a n  b e  in te r p r e te d ,  

m a n ip u la te d , a n d  u s e d  in  d if fe r e n t  w a y s  b y  d if f e r e n t  p e o p le .  O n c e  an  id e o l o g y  o r  s ty le  

g e t s  m a n ip u la te d  fo r  c o n s u m p t io n  b y  m a s s  m e d ia  a n d  th e  p o w e r s  o f  “ p o p u la r  c u ltu r e ” 

th a t b e , t h o s e  o r ig in a l  i d e o lo g ie s  d o  n o t  c o m p le t e ly  e v a p o r a te  a s  th e r e  w i l l  a lw a y s  b e  

tr a c e s  o f  th e  s u b c u ltu r a l o r ig in  fo u n d  w ith in . It’s  u p  to  th e  a u d ie n c e  w h a t  th e y  w i l l  or  

w a n t  to  r e c o g n iz e  a s  e v e r y  s ig n  is  s u b je c t  to  th e  c r ite r ia  o f  id e o lo g ic a l  e v a lu a t io n .

“ T h e  d i f f u s io n  o f  y o u th  s t y le s  fr o m  s u b c u ltu r e s  to  th e  fa s h io n  m a r k e t is  n o t  

s im p ly  a  ‘c u ltu r a l p r o c e s s ’ , b u t a  rea l n e tw o r k  o r  in fra s tru c tu re  o f  n e w  k in d s  o f
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c o m m e r c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  in s t i t u t io n s . . . s i t u a t e s  th e  d ia le c t ic  o f  c o m m e r c ia l  

‘m a n ip u la t io n ,’” ( H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 :  9 5 ) .

It i s  th is  “ in fr a s tr u c tu r e  o f  n e w  k in d s  o f  c o m m e r c ia l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  in s t i tu t io n s ”  

th a t k e e p  s u b c u ltu r e s  o n  th e  m o v e  to  c o u n te r a c t  m a s s /p o p u la r  c u ltu r e ’ s  a b s o r p t io n  o f  its  

o w n  v o ic e s  fr o m  w ith in . A t  th e  s a m e  t im e  th is  a b s o r p t io n  a n d  e n g u lf m e n t  o c c u r s ,  w e  c a n  

s e e  th e  im p a c t  o f  p o p  cu ltu ra l d e v e lo p m e n t  th r o u g h  th e  w a y  n e w  n a r r a t iv e s , n e w  s t y le s ,  

a n d  n e w  s u b c u ltu r e s  e m e r g e  in l ie u  to  th e  r e a c t io n  o f  th e  “ in fr a s tr u c tu r e ” th a t su r r o u n d s  

it.

H e b d ig e  e x p la in s  th a t s u b c u ltu r e s  a re  r e in c o r p o r a te d  in to  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  s o c ia l  

a c c e p ta n c e ,  b y  b e in g  p o r tra y e d  a n d  in ter p re ted  in  th e  m e d ia  T V , n e w s p a p e r s  e t c . ,  u n til  

th e y  a re  b r o u g h t  b a c k  to  th e  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  s o c ie t y ,  (H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 :  9 4 ) .  A s  th e  n e w  

s t y le s  a n d  i d e o lo g ie s  o f  s u b c u ltu r e s  g e t  p o r tr a y e d  a n d  c ir c u la te d  a m o n g s t  th e  m a s s e s  in  

s h o p p in g  m a lls ,  b o u t iq u e s ,  m u s ic  v id e o s ,  w h a t  w a s  o n c e  s u b v e r s iv e  a n d  ta b o o  b e c o m e s  

s o c i e t y ’s  h ig h /m a in s tr e a m  fa s h io n  a n d  g e t s  “ re tu rn ed  to  th e  p la c e  w h e r e  c o m m o n  s e n s e  

o f  th e  m a s s e s  w o u ld  h a v e  th e m  f i t .” It is  in  th is  g r e y  a rea  w h e r e  th e  l in e s  o f  

tr a n s fo r m a tio n  fr o m  a lte r n a t iv e  to  m a in s tr e a m  o c c u r  a n d  it is  a ls o  th is  p o in t  w h e r e  n e w  

s u b c u ltu r e s  w i l l  e m e r g e .

L o c k a r d  e x p la in s  th a t, “ In th is  p r o c e s s  th e  m e d ia  s e r v e  to  c e a s e l e s s ly  c la s s i f y  th e  

w o r ld  w ith in  d i s c o u r s e s  o f  th e  d o m in a n t  id e o lo g ie s ,  b u t in  s o  d o in g  r e p r o d u c e  th e  

c o n t r a d ic t io n s  e m b e d d e d  w ith in  th e s e  c o n t e n d in g  i d e o lo g ie s  a n d  th e ir  r e la t io n s h ip  to  

s o c ia l  c la s s e s  a l lo w in g  c o u n te r t e n d e n c ie s  to  b e  m a n ife s te d  a l s o ,” (L o c k a r d  1 9 9 8 : 1 3 ). 

W h e n  m a s s  m e d ia  r e p r o d u c e s  id e a s  fr o m  a s u b c u ltu r e , th e r e  w i l l  a lw a y s  b e  

“ c o n t r a d ic t io n s ” b e c a u s e  “ d is c o u r s e s  o f  th e  d o m in a n t  i d e o l o g i e s ,” w h ic h  a re  ir r e le v a n t  to
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th e  o r ig in a l  s u b c u ltu r e , are  u s e d  to  d e f in e  an d  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  th e  s u b c u ltu r e  to  th e  m a s s e s .  

M is in te r p r e ta t io n  an d  m is u s a g e  o f  th e  s u b c u ltu r e  s ty le  w i l l  th e n  c a u s e  “ c o u n te r t e n d e n c ie s  

to  b e  m a n i f e s t e d ,” u s u a lly  in  th e  fo r m  o f  a  n e w  s u b c u ltu r a l s ty le /n a r r a t iv e .

T h e  n e w  n a r r a t iv e s  th a t e m e r g e  fr o m  th e  u n d e r b e lly  o f  s o c ie t y  b e c o m e  p art o f  

s o c i e t y ’s  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  th r o u g h  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  w h a t  Ita lia n  M a r x is ts  A n t o n io  G r a m s c i ’s 

te r m s  a s  h e g e m o n y .  T h e  term  h e g e m o n y  is  u s e d  to  d e s c r ib e  th e  w a y  r u lin g  e l i t e s  o f  a  

s o c ie t y  u s e  th e ir  “ in fr a s tr u c tu r e ” to  e x p a n d  s o c ie t y ’s d o m in a n t  i d e o lo g y  to  in c lu d e  th e  

r e a lm s  th a t w e r e  o n c e  u n d e r m in in g  th e ir  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  a c c e p ta n c e .  In a  w a y  th is  p r o c e s s  

is  h o w  th e  r u lin g  e l i t e s  “ c o p e ” or  s u b v e r t  id e o lo g ie s  n o t  a lig n e d  w ith  th e ir s . T h e r e ’s  n o  

d ir e c t  im p o s it io n  o f  r u lin g  id e a s  th r o u g h  f o r c e  b u t “ w in n in g  a n d  s h a p in g  c o n s e n t  s o  th a t  

th e  p o w e r  o f  th e  d o m in a n t  c la s s e s  a p p e a r s  b o th  le g it im a te  a n d  n a tu r a l” (H a ll  1 9 7 7 ) .  

H e g e m o n y  c a n  o n ly  b e  m a in ta in e d  s o  lo n g  a s  th e  d o m in a n t  c la s s e s  ‘s u c c e e d  in  fr a m in g  

a ll c o m p e t in g  d e f in i t io n s  w ith in  th e ir  r a n g e ’ (H a ll  1 9 7 7 ) ,  s o  th a t s u b o r d in a te  g r o u p s  a re  i f  

n o t  c o n tr o lle d ;  th e n  at le a s t  c o n ta in e d  w ith in  an  id e o lo g ic a l  s p a c e  w h ic h  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  at 

a ll ‘ id e o l o g i c a l ’” w h ic h  a p p e a r s  in s te a d  to  b e  p e r m a n e n t a n d  ‘n a tu r a l’ to  l ie  o u t s id e  

h is to r y , to  b e  b e y o n d  p a r tic u la r  in te r e s t s ,” (H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 :  1 6 ).

S o  a s  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  h e g e m o n y  w i l l  h a v e  it, e a c h  n e w  su b c u ltu r a l n a r r a tiv e  th a t  

e s t a b l i s h e s  n e w  tr e n d s , g e n e r a te s  n e w  lo o k s  a n d  s o u n d s  w i l l  e v e n tu a l ly  f e e d  b a c k  in to  th e  

a p p r o p r ia te  in d u s tr ie s , (H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 :  9 5 ) .

H e n c e  h e g e m o n y  is  a ls o  a  c o n t in u in g  d e v e lo p m e n t  in v o lv in g  m a n y  c h a n g e s ,  “ it 

d o e s  n o t  p a s s iv e ly  e x i s t  a s  a  fo r m  o f  d o m in a n c e  th a t c a n n o t  b e  d i s lo d g e d  a n d  m u s t  b e
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c o n t in u a l ly  r e n e w e d , r e c r e a te d , d e fe n d e d  a n d  m o d if ie d  b e c a u s e  it w i l l  a ls o  b e  c o n t in u a l ly  

r e s is te d , l im ite d , a lte r e d  an d  c h a l le n g e d  (c o u n te r  h e g e m o n y ) ,” (L o c k a r d  1 9 9 8 :  1 4 ).

T h e  d ia g r a m  b e lo w  w i l l  h e lp  US v is u a l iz e  th is  p r o c e s s  a  b it  m o r e  v iv id ly .

Diagram Fig. 1

S p e c t r u m  o f  C u l t u r a l  E x p r e s s i o n

Outside influences



25

T h e  c ir c le  in  th e  m id d le  r e p r e s e n ts  s o c ie t y ’ s  b o u n d a r y  o f  a c c e p ta n c e ,  a n d  w ith in  it 

is  th e  m a s s  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  w e  a re  b o m b a r d e d  w ith  e v e r y d a y . T h e  l in e  c u t t in g  a c r o s s  it 

r e p r e s e n ts  th e  s p e c tr u m  o f  cu ltu ra l e x p r e s s io n  o n  w h ic h  p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  is  d e r iv e d  fr o m . 

T h e  s e m i - c i r c l e  a b o v e  r e p r e s e n ts  o u t s id e  in f lu e n c e s  (m o s t  n o ta b ly  th e  W e s t , b u t n o t  

n e c e s s a r i ly  l im ite d  t o )  th a t g lo b a l iz a t io n  b r in g s  c lo s e r  to  US e v e r y d a y . W h a te v e r  l ie s  

o u ts id e  th e  m id d le  c ir c le  w ith in  th is  sp e c tr u m  o f  c u ltu r a l e x p r e s s io n  a re  w h e r e  th e  

s u b c u ltu r e s , a lt e r n a t iv e  id e o lo g ie s  a n d  th e  u n p o p u la r  f a c t io n s  o f  s o c ie t y  la y . T o  ta k e  th e  

‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ m o v e m e n t  a s  an  e x a m p le ,  w e  c a n  s e e  th e  l in e s  o f  s o c ie t y ’ s  b o u n d a r y  o f  

a c c e p t a n c e  e x p a n d  to  in c lu d e  th e  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ c ir c le  in to  its  r ea lm  d u r in g  th is  p r o c e s s  o f  

h e g e m o n y .  T h e  d o tte d  l in e s  b a c k  to  th e  m id d le  c ir c le  r e p r e se n t  th e  p art o f  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  

h e g e m o n y  to  w h ic h  ‘p u a  c h iw i t ’ is  b r o u g h t b a c k  to  th e  m a s s e s  fr a g m e n te d ,  

a c c o m m o d a te d  a n d  m a n ip u la te d . W h a t w e  s e e  h a p p e n in g  a s  th e  d o tte d  l in e s  c ir c le  b a c k  

to  th e  m a s s e s  is  th a t at th e  s a m e  t im e  s o c i e t y ’ s  b o u n d a r y  o f  a c c e p t a n c e  e x p a n d s , th e  l in e s  

o f  c u ltu r a l e x p r e s s io n  e x p a n d s  o u tw a r d  a s  w e l l ,  a w a y  fr o m  th e  rea ch  o f  s o c i e t y ’s  

h e g e m o n ic  b o u n d a r ie s , c o n t in u in g  its  p a th  to w a r d s  n a r r a tiv e s  o f  n e w  id e o lo g y .

T h is  e x p a n s io n  o f  cu ltu ra l e x p r e s s io n  p o r tra y s  a  s o c ie t y  a d v a n c in g  n o t  o n ly  w ith  

th e  in te r n a tio n a l m o d e r n  w o r ld , b u t a ls o  at a  l e v e l  p e r t in e n t  to  its  in d iv id u a l ly  u n iq u e  

s p a c e  a n d  s e t  o f  c ir c u m s t a n c e s .  P o p u la r  c u ltu r e  is  th u s  a lw a y s  in  a  s ta te  o f  f lu x ,  n e v e r  at 

o n e  p la c e  a t o n e  t im e , b u t a lw a y s  in  a  s ta te  o f  d ia le c t ic a l  cu ltu ra l s tr u g g le .  A s  L o ck a rd  

q u o te s  H a ll ,  “ It [p o p u la r  c u ltu r e ]  g o e s  o n  c o n t in u o u s ly ,  in  th e  c o m p le x  l in e s  o f  r e s is ta n c e  

a n d  a c c e p ta n c e ,  r e fu s a l  a n d  c a p itu la t io n , w h ic h  m a k e s  th e  f ie ld  o f  c u ltu r e  a  so r t  o f  

c o n s ta n t  b a t t le f ie ld .  A  b a t t le f ie ld  w h e r e  n o  o n c e  fo r  a ll v ic to r ie s  a re  o b ta in e d  b u t w h e r e  

th e r e  a re  a lw a y s  s tr a te g ic  p o s i t io n s  to  b e  w o n  o r  lo s t .” O r in  L o c k a r d ’s w o r d s ,  “N e ith e r
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“ p u r e  a u t o n o m y ”  n o r  “ t o t a l  e n c a p s u l a t i o n ”  o f  t h e  a u d i e n c e  is  t h e  s o l e  r e a l i t y ,”  ( L o c k a r d  

1 9 9 8 :  1 3 ) .  T h e  b a t t l e s  b e i n g  f o u g h t  o n  t h i s  s p e c t r u m  o f  c u l t u r a l  e x p r e s s i o n  p r e s e r v e s  a t  

t h e  s a m e  t i m e  it  d e f i n e s  a  c u l t u r e .  T h e  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  f r o m  w h a t  w a s  o n c e  u n p o p u la r  a n d  

u n d e r g r o u n d  t o  w h a t  i s  w i d e l y  a c c e p t e d  is  t h e  l i n e a g e  th a t  k e e p s  p o p u la r  e x p r e s s i o n  in  

p e r p e t u a l  m o t i o n  a n d  e x p a n s i o n .

End of an era- ‘pua chiwit’ becomes irrelevant
M o s t  o f  t h e  ‘ p u a  c h i w i t ’ m o v e m e n t  h a v e  b e c o m e  ir r e le v a n t  t o  t h e  t i m e s ,  a s  A t t  

C a r a b a o  o n c e  s i n g i n g  s o n g s  a b o u t  b u y i n g  T h a i  i s  n o w  s p o r t in g  M e r c e d e s  B e n z ’ s  a n d  

L e v i  j e a n s .  T h e  d e s i r e  f o r  n e w  n a r r a t iv e s  t h a t  a r e  m o r e  r e l e v a n t  b e c o m e  a p p a r e n t  t o  a  

n e w  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  p e o p l e .

T h e  a d v e n t  o f  C a r a b a o  D a e n g  a  n e w  e n e r g y  d r in k  f r o m  C a r a b a o ’ s  le a d  s i n g e r  A t t  

C a r a b a o ,  t a k e s  t h e  ‘ p u a  c h i w i t ’ i m a g e  ( o f  w h i c h  C a r a b a o  w a s  o n c e  a n  in t e g r a l  p a r t  o f )  

a n d  m o r e  o r  l e s s  s e l l s  it  b a c k  in  t h e  f o r m  o f  a n  e n e r g y  d r in k . T h e  B e e r  C h a n g  c a m p a i g n s  

h a v e  a l s o  b o u g h t  in t o  A t t ’ s  ‘ p u a  c h i w i t ’ s e n t i m e n t s  o f  “ T h a i n e s s ”  t o  h e l p  s e l l  t h e ir  

p r o d u c t s  a s  w e l l .  C h a n g ’ s  t a r g e t  m a r k e t  a i m s  a t  t h e  l o c a l / r u r a l  p e o p l e  o f  T h a i la n d  a n d  

d o e s  s o  b y  r e i t e r a t i n g  t h e  f a c t  th a t  d r i n k in g  C h a n g  is  d r i n k in g  “ T h a i n e s s ” w i t h  i m a g e s  o f  

f a r m e r s  a n d  t h e  w o r k i n g  c l a s s  a p p e a l i n g  t o  t h o s e  w h o  w a n t  t o  id e n t i f y  w i t h  t h e  ‘ p u a  

c h i w i t ’ b a n d w a g o n .

T h e  i d e o l o g i e s  o f  t h e  ‘ p u a  c h i w i t ’ m o v e m e n t ’ s  b e e n  d e g r a d e d  a n d  p a c k a g e d  in t o  

f o r m s  o f  c o m m o d i t y ,  c h e a p e n i n g  t h e  m e s s a g e s  a n d  n a r r a t iv e s  b e h in d  w h a t  s t a r t e d  t h e  

w h o l e  t h in g .  B u t  t h e r e  a r e  t h o s e  w h o  s e e  b e t w e e n  t h e  l i n e s  a n d  a r e  e x p r e s s i n g ,  e i t h e r  

d ir e c t ly  o r  in d i r e c t l y ,  t h e  p i t f a l l s  a n d  p l e a s u r e s  o f  t h e ir  l i v e s  in  m o d e r n  B a n g k o k .



N e w  n a r r a t i v e s  o c c u r  in  r e s p o n s e  t o  o r  in  p l a c e  o f  p o p u la r  c u l t u r e ’ s  l i n e a g e  o f  

o r i g i n  t h a t  s o c i e t y ’ s  p e o p l e  c h o o s e  t o  id e n t i f y  w i t h  o r  in c o r p o r a t e  in t o .  A l l  t h i s  r e c a l l s  t h e  

d a y s  w h e n  ‘p u a  c h i w i t ’ w a s  a n  u n d e r g r o u n d  f o r m  o f  m u s i c ,  o p e r a t i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  b o r d e r s  

o f  s o c i a l  a c c e p t a n c e  w i t h  i t s  p r o p o n e n t s  a r t i c u la t i n g  s u b j e c t s  n o t  o n  t h e  e v e r y d a y  p a l a t e  

a n d  p l a y i n g  w i t h  t h e ir  h e a r t s  o n  t h e ir  s l e e v e s .  B e c a u s e  o f  t h e  a t t i t u d e ,  t h e ir  m u s i c  w a s  

g e n u i n e ,  b e f o r e  t h e  g e n r e  w a s  tu r n e d  in t o  a  b u s i n e s s  w i t h  m o s t  o f  i t s  i d e a l s  s p e n t .  E v e n  

s o ,  t h e r e  a r e  s t i l l  u n d e r g r o u n d  b a n d s  t o d a y  w h o  a d m i r e  t h e  ‘p u a  c h i w i t ’ p i o n e e r s  t h a t  

b r o u g h t  e v e r y d a y  l i f e  t o  t h e  f o r e f r o n t  o f  m o d e r n  T h a i  m u s i c .

C a r r y in g  o n  a  t r a d i t io n  b o r n  in  T h a i l a n d ’ s  y e a r s  o f  t u r m o i l  a n d  t r a n s i t i o n ,  

B a n g k o k ’ s  a l t e r n a t iv e  m u s i c  s c e n e  d a r e s  t o  t h in k  a n d  f e e l  in  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  w h e r e  it s  

s t y l e s  o f  m u s i c  a r e n ’t  u n d e r s t o o d  o r  a p p r e c ia t e d .  A  t h r i v i n g  s c e n e  th a t  c o m e s  in  d i f f e r e n t  

s h a p e s  a n d  i s n ’t  h o s t i l e  t o  c h a n g e ,  i t s  t h i n k i n g  w i l l  a l w a y s  b e  o n e  s t e p  a h e a d  o f  t h e  

r e g u r g i t a t e d  f a r e  th a t  p a s s e s  f o r  m o d e r n  r o c k  in  T h a i la n d  t o d a y ,  ( S i l l i p h a n t  a n d  A p a n i c h

2002).
T h e  fa r t h e r  y o u  g e t  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  d e f i n e d  b o r d e r s  o f  t h e  d o m i n a n t  i d e o l o g y ,  t h e  

c l o s e r  y o u  g e t  t o  t h e  i d e a s  a n d  h e a r t  o f  a  p e r p e t u a t in g  c u l t u r e .  A n d  w i t h  a  w h o l e  c o u n t e r  

c u l t u r e  c o m m u n i t y  u t i l i z i n g  t h e ir  l i v e s  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  f a c e  o f  T h a i l a n d ’ s  m u s i c ,  t h e  m o s t  

o n e  c a n  d o  i s  l i s t e n .

Popular culture and modernization
S o c i a l  c h a n g e  is  p a r t  o f  t h e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  p r o c e s s  t h a t ’ s  b e e n  t r a n s p i r i n g  s i n c e ,  

m o s t  n o t a b l y  d u r in g  t h e  r e ig n  o f  K i n g  R a m a  I V , a n d  c o n t i n u e s  w i t h  p e r s i s t e n c e  t o  t h i s  

d a y .  T r a d i t i o n  a n d  t h e  “ m o d e r n i z e d  t e c h n o l o g i c a l  w o r ld  o f  b u s i n e s s ”  c l a s h  w i t h i n  t h e
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b o u n d a r ie s  o f  s o c i a l  a c c e p t a n c e  r e s u l t i n g  in  c h a n g e s  t o  t h o s e  v e r y  b o u n d a r i e s  t h a t  h a r b o r  

s o c i a l  a c c e p t a n c e .  A s  N a t h a l a n g  w r i t e s ,  “ In  t h e  m i d s t  o f  s o c i a l  c h a n g e ,  w e  o f t e n  f o u n d  

t w o  s t r e a m s  o f  s o c i a l  p h e n o m e n a  g o i n g  a l o n g  s i d e  b y  s i d e ,  o n e  i s  t h e  ‘ s t r e a m  o f  t r a d i t i o n ’ 

a n d  t h e  o t h e r  i s  t h e  ‘ s t r e a m  o f  m o d e r n i t y ,” ’ ( N a t h a l a n g  2 0 0 0 ) .

I t  i s  w h e n  t h e s e  t w o  “ s t r e a m s ”  a r e  d i r e c t l y  p u t  u p  a g a i n s t  o n e  a n o t h e r  th a t  p u t s  t h e  

d e b a t e  o n  w e a t h e r  t h e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  p r o c e s s  in  T h a i la n d  i s  in  E r ik  C o h e n ’ s  w o r d s ,  “ a n  

e c l e c t i c  s t r a t e g y  f o r  a d o p t i n g  e l e m e n t s  o f  m o d e r n  W e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  w i t h o u t  im p a ir i n g  

t h e  b a s i c  t e x t u r e  o f  “ t r a d i t io n a l”  S i a m e s e  s o c i e t y , ”  o r  “ a  m o d e l  o f  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  a s  a  

p r o c e s s  b y  w h i c h  W e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i s  g r a d u a l l y  s u b s t i t u t e d  f o r  t r a d i t io n ”  ( E .C o h e n  

1 9 9 1 :  4 8 ) .  O n e  e n d  s e e s  T h a i la n d  a s  m a s t e r  m a n i p u l a t o r s  o f  i n f l u e n c e s  w h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  

o n e  s e e s  t h e  o u t s i d e  i n f l u e n c e  a s  a  g r o w i n g  f o r c e  in  i t s  e a r ly  s t a g e s  o f  d o m i n a t i o n .

E r ik  C o h e n  a r g u e s  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  t h e s e  f o r e ig n  i n f l u e n c e s  h a d  t o  b e  t r a n s la t e d  in t o  

t h e  l o c a l  c u l t u r a l  p r io r  t o  a d o p t io n ,  “ it  d id  n o t  d e v e l o p  in  a  W e s t e r n  d i r e c t i o n ;  r a th e r , it 

in t e r a c t e d  w i t h  a d o p t e d  W e s t e r n  i d e a s . . . t o  d e v e l o p  o n  l i n e s  p e c u l i a r  t o  it  a n d  l a r g e l y  

c o n s t r a i n e d  b y  i t s  o w n  b a s i c  p r e m i s e s ”  ( E .C o h e n  1 9 9 1 : 6 3 ) .  In  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  w h e r e  t h e  

l o c a l  c u l t u r e  a d a p t s  a  f o r e i g n  i d e o l o g y  a n d  c h a n n e l s  it in  s u c h  a  w a y  t h a t  s t r e t c h e s  t h e  

c o n s t i t u e n t  e l e m e n t s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t io n a l  s o c i o c u l t u r e  m a k i n g  it  a d o p t a b l e  t o  c h a n g e .  C o h e n  

u s e s  t h e  t e r m s  “ r e in t e r p r e t a t i o n ”  a n d  “ r e a l i g n m e n t ”  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  p r o c e s s  

o f  t h e  ‘t r a d i t i o n a l ’ s o c i o c u l t u r e ,  w h i c h  c a n  b e  u s e d  c o m p a r a b l y  t o  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  c u l t u r a l  

e x p r e s s i o n  e x p l a i n e d  in  t h e  d ia g r a m  e a r l ie r .

T h e  b o r d e r  o f  s o c i a l  a c c e p t a n c e  o r  m a in s t r e a m  p o p u la r  c u l t u r e  i s  in  e s s e n c e  

i d e n t i c a l  t o  t h e  b o r d e r  o f  t h e  T h a i  n a t i o n ’ s  c e n t e r  o f  p o l i t y ,  o r  t h e  b o r d e r  o f  w h a t  i s  t o  b e



c o n s i d e r e d  T h a i .  T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  e x p a n s i o n  t h e s e  b o r d e r s  g o  t h r o u g h  h a v e  a  s i m i l a r  

p a t te r n  o f  w h i c h  i s  n o t e w o r t h y  f o r  e x a m i n a t i o n .

H e g e m o n y  p u l l s  t h e  s u b c u l t u r e  o r  u n d e r g r o u n d  in t o  t h e  r e a c h e s  o f  t h e  m a in s t r e a m  

b y  “ d i f f u s i n g ”  it in t o  “ h ig h  f a s h i o n ” . A s  t h e  s u b c u l t u r e  i s  b r o u g h t  b a c k  t o  t h e  

m a in s t r e a m ,  i t  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  d r o p s  t h o s e  s o u n d s  a n d  i m a g e s  th a t  o n c e  c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e ir  

s u b c u l t u r a l  i d e o l o g i e s  a n d  m o v e s  t o  o t h e r  f o r m s  o f  e x p r e s s i o n  t o  c r e a t e  n e w  f o r m s  o f  

s u b c u l t u r e  t o  s t a y  “ u n d e r g r o u n d ”  o r  o u t s i d e  t h e  b o r d e r s  o f  t h e  m a in s t r e a m .

S i m i l a r l y  t h e  b o r d e r  o f  w h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  T h a i n e s s  o r  t h e  c e n t e r  p o l i t y  o f  w h a t  is  

T h a i  e x p a n d s  t o  i n c l u d e  id e a s  o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  b o r d e r  t h r o u g h  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  

a d v a n c e s  p u s h e d  b y  m o d e r n i z a t i o n .  H e r e ,  t h e  in t e r p r e t in g  w a s  u s u a l l y  w r o u g h t  o u t  b y  

t h o s e  a t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  h i e r a r c h y -  s o l e l y  b y  t h e  K i n g  d u r in g  t h e  e a r l y  a b s o l u t e  

m o n a r c h y  a n d  b y  t h e  K i n g  a n d  a  f e w  r o y a l  p r i n c e s  d u r in g  t h e  la t e r  a b s o l u t e  m o n a r c h y .

A s  C o h e n  s t a t e s ,  “ t h e  S i a m e s e  k i n g s  w e r e  t h u s  in  a  u n iq u e  p o s i t i o n  t o  in t r o d u c e  

i n n o v a t i o n s  in t o  S ia m :  t h e y  w e r e  t r a d i t io n a l ly  t h e  o n l y  l e g i t i m a t e  s o u r c e  o f  in n o v a t i o n  

a n d  c h a n g e  in  S i a m e s e  s o c i e t y . . . ”  ( E .  C o h e n  1 9 9 1 :  5 4 ) .  T h e  m o n a r c h y  a n d  u p p e r  e l i t e s  

w h o  w e r e  “ b e t t e r  a w a r e  th a n  a n y  o t h e r  g r o u p  in  s o c i e t y  o f  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  w h i c h  t h e s e  

i n n o v a t i o n s  h a r b o r e d  f o r  t h e  p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  S i a m e s e  i n d e p e n d e n c e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  o f  t h e  

d a n g e r s  t o  T h a i  s o c i o c u l t u r e  in h e r e n t  in  t h e s e  v e r y  i n n o v a t i o n s ,”  ( E .C o h e n  1 9 9 1 :  5 5 )  is  

t a n t a m o u n t  t o  t h e  s u b c u l t u r e s  b r i n g in g  in  n e w  i d e a s  t o  t h e  r e a lm  o f  m a in s t r e a m  p o p u la r  

c u l t u r e .

A s  t h o s e  a t  t h e  t o p  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  h ie r a r c h y  “ r e in t e r p r e t ”  t h e s e  i d e a s  a n d  

i n n o v a t i o n s  o f  m o d e r n i z a t i o n ,  t h e  b o u n d a r y  o f  T h a i l a n d ’ s  c e n t e r  o f  p o l i t y  e x p a n d s  t o  

in c o r p o r a t e  w h a t  i s  “ m o d e r n ”  r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e ir  o w n  t e n d e n c i e s .  A l s o  a s  t h e  s t a t e  o f
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p o p u la r  c u l t u r e  i s  in  p e r p e t u a l  f l u x ,  s o  i s  t h e  s t a t e  o f  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  a s  t h e r e  w i l l  a l w a y s  

b e  t h o s e  t h i n k i n g  o u t s i d e  t h e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  T h a i l a n d ’ ร c e n t e r  o f  p o l i t y .  In  t h i s  d a y  a n d  

a g e  o f  g l o b a l  f l o w ,  it  i s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  k i n g  o r  r u l in g  e l i t e s  w h o  h a v e  a c c e s s  a n d  t h e  a b i l i t y  

t o  t h in k  o u t s i d e  t h e  b o u n d a r ie s ,  i t  i s  n o w  a c c e s s i b l e  f o r  a l l  t o  d o  s o .

C o m p a r i n g  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  t o  t h e  d ia g r a m  o f  c u l t u r a l  e x p r e s s i o n  

d i s c u s s e d  e a r l i e r ,  w e  c l e a r l y  s e e  t h e  p a r a l l e l i s m .

Diagram  Fig. 2
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S p e c t r u m  o f  M o d e r n i z a t i o n  P r o c e s s

M odern innova tions



T h e  m o d e l  o f  p o p u la r  c u l t u r e  c a n  t h u s  b e  c o m p a r e d ,  e v e n  a n a l o g o u s ,  t o  t h e  

m o d e r n i z a t i o n  p r o c e s s ,  a s  t h e y  b o t h  m o v e  in  t h e  s a m e  p a t te r n .  W it h  t h i s  in  m in d ,  w e  c a n  

d r a w  p a r a l l e l s  t o  s u b c u l t u r e s  a s  b e i n g  i n n o v a t i v e  a n d  in f l u e n t ia l  a s  t h e  k i n g s  o f  p a s t  w h o  

w e r e  “ b e t t e r  a w a r e  th a n  a n y  o t h e r  g r o u p  in  s o c i e t y ' ’ o f  t h e  in h e r e n t  p o t e n t i a l  o f  w o r k i n g  

o u t s i d e  t h e  b o r d e r s  o f  s o c i e t y  t o  k e e p  it  a d v a n c e d  w i t h  d e v e l o p m e n t .

C o h e n  d e f i n e d  s u b c u l t u r e  a s  “ . . . a  c o m p r o m i s e  s o l u t i o n  b e t w e e n  t w o  

c o n t r a d ic t o r y  n e e d s :  t h e  n e e d  t o  c r e a t e  a n d  e x p r e s s  a u t o n o m y  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e  f r o m  

p a r e n t s . . . a n d  t h e  n e e d  t o  m a in t a in  t h e  p a r e n t a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ”  ( C o h e n ,  1 9 7 2 ) .T h e  

“ p a r e n t a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ”  a r e  im p o r t a n t  t o  m a in t a in  a s  i t s  p a r t ly  a  d i r e c t  l i n e a g e  t o  

t r a d i t io n a l  v a l u e s  a n d  id e n t i t y  w h i l e  t h e  n e e d  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  f r o m  t h e s e  “ p a r e n t a l  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ”  a r e  e q u a l l y  im p o r t a n t  in  o r d e r  t o  s h i f t  a n d  c h a n g e  t h e  b o r d e r s  o f  s o c i e t y  

in  c o r r e l a t io n  w i t h  t h e  m o d e r n  w o r ld  in  o r d e r  t o  s t r e n g t h e n  t h o s e  t r a d i t io n a l  v a l u e s  a n d  

id e n t i t y .

In  t h i s  a n a l y s i s ,  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s  o f  t o d a y ’ s  s u b c u l t u r e s  in  B a n g k o k  c a n  b e  

in t e r p r e t e d  a s  a t t e m p t s  t o  m e d i a t e  b e t w e e n  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  t r a d i t io n ,  t h e  f a m i l ia r  a n d  t h e  

n o v e l .  ( H e b d i g e  1 9 7 9 :  7 7 ) .  A n d  f o r  C o h e n  t h e  “ la t e n t  f u n c t i o n ” o f  s u b c u l t u r e  i s  t o  

“ . . . e x p r e s s  a n d  r e s o l v e ,  a l b e i t  m a g i c a l l y ,  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  w h i c h  r e m a in  h id d e n  o r  

u n r e s o l v e d  in  t h e  p a r e n t  c u l t u r e ”  ( C o h e n  1 9 7 2 ) .

It i s  t h i s  “ c o n t r a d i c t i o n ”  w i t h i n  t h e  p a r e n t  c u l t u r e  t h a t  f i n d s  i t s  w a y  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  

t h r o u g h  e x p r e s s i v e  m e a n s .  “ I n e v i t a b l y ,  t h e r e  is  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s t r e s s  a n d  t e n s i o n  a s  t h e  

n e w  r u l e s  o f  t h e  g a m e  r e q u ir e  o n e  t o  a c t  in  w a y s  c o n t r a r y  t o  t r a d i t io n a l  b e h a v i o r  

p a t t e r n s ,”  ( K l a u s n e r  2 0 0 0 :  9 ) .  T h e  r e a l i z a t io n  o f  t h i s  p a in  i s  b o t h  t h e  u n i f y i n g  f o r c e  

k e e p i n g  t r a d i t io n a l  v a l u e s  f r o m  d i s s i p a t i n g  a n d  t h e  g e n e r a t i n g  f o r c e  t h a t  g i v e s  s t r e n g t h  t o
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a n e w  r e ju v e n a te d , p o s t -m o d e r n  T h a i s e n s ib i l i t y ,  h o w e v e r  “ a s  n e w  p a tte r n s  o f  b e h a v io r  

are d e s ir e d  a n d  re q u ir e d  fo r  a d v a n c e m e n t ,  th e  e m o t io n a l  stra in  a n d  s tr e s s  a t te n d a n t o n  th e  

c h a n g e  c a n n o t  b e  d i s c o u n t e d ,”  (K la u s n e r  2 0 0 0 :  2 5 9 ) .  It is  p e r h a p s  w ith in  th is  “ e m o t io n a l  

s tra in  a n d  s tr e s s  a tte n d a n t” th a t w e  s e e  p e o p le  n e e d in g  to  g iv e  “ r e le a s e ” to . A n d  m u s ic  

s u b c u ltu r e s  a re  o n e  s u c h  an  o u t le t .

T h e  “ e m o t io n a l  s tra in ” c a u s e d  b y  s o c ia l  r e la t io n s  is  in  e f f e c t  c o n t in u a l ly  b e in g  

tr a n s fo r m e d  in to  c u ltu r e  th r o u g h  e x p r e s s iv e  fo r m s . T h u s , a s  m a te r ia l p r o d u c ts  o f  s o c ie ta l  

r e la t io n s ,  a n y  n e w  a d v e n ts  o f  (u n )p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  o r  m o d e r n iz a t io n  fo r  th a t m a tte r  ca n  

n e v e r  b e  c o m p le t e ly  ‘r a w ’ or  u n p r e c e d e n te d  in  o r ig in . A s  H e b d ig e  p u ts  it, “ It [ s o c ia l  

r e la t io n s ]  is  a lw a y s  m e d ia te d :  in f le c te d  b y  th e  h is to r ic a l  c o n t e x t  in  w h ic h  it is  

e n c o u n te r e d ;  p o s i t e d  u p o n  a  s p e c i f i c  id e o lo g ic a l  f ie ld  w h ic h  g iv e s  it a  p a r t ic u la r  l i f e  an d  

p a r tic u la r  m e a n in g s ,” (H e b d ig e  1 9 7 9 : 8 0 ) .  I m p ly in g  e v e n  th e  lo c a l  B a n g k o k  m u s ic  s c e n e  

c a r r ie s  its  o w n  “ p a r tic u la r  l i f e  a n d  m e a n in g ” w h ic h  c a n  b e  a n a ly z e d  fo r  in s ig h t  o n  th e  

d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  T h a i s o c ie t y ,  w h ic h  a ls o  h a s  its  o w n  p a r tic u la r  l i f e  a n d  m e a n in g .

E x a m in in g  th e  s o c ia l  c h a n g e s  a n d  s u r r o u n d in g  c ir c u m s t a n c e s  th e s e  “ p a r t ic u la r  

l iv e s  a n d  m e a n in g s ” a re  b e in g  a r t ic u la te d  fr o m  w i l l  g iv e  US a b e tte r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  in to  

th e  d ia le c t ic a l  r e s p o n s e  o f  to d a y ’s su b c u ltu r e . T h e  n e x t  c h a p te r  i l lu s tr a te s  th e  s o c ia l  

c o n t e x t  o f  m o d e m  B a n g k o k  in th e  a r e a s  o f  r e l ig io n  a n d  m e d ia  d e v e lo p m e n t .  W ith  th is  

c o n t e x t  in  p la c e  an  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  c o n d it io n s  fo r  t o d a y ’s m u s ic ia n s  c a n  b e  d r a w n .
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