
Chapter II:
t h e  e m e r g i n g  m id d le  c l a s s  s t r u g g l e  f o r  i d e n t i t y

S p i r i t u a l  v o i d  o f  t h e  m i d d l e  c l a s s

D u e  to  th e  ra p id  s o c io - e c o n o m ic  g r o w th  s ta r tin g  in  th e  ‘6 0 s  a n d  ‘7 0 s  a n d  th e  

in c r e a s e  o f  h ig h e r  e d u c a t io n , th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  “ a  c o m m e r c ia l  a n d  p r o f e s s io n a l  m id d le  

c la s s  d is t in c t  fr o m  th e  a r is to c r a t ic -b u r e a u c r a t ic -c o m m e r c ia l  e s t a b l is h m e n t ” (J a c k s o n  

1 9 8 9 :  3 2 ) ,  h a s  e m e r g e d .

R e l ig io n  a s  part o f  th e  c e n te r  T h a i p o l i ty  c a n  b e  s e e n  g o in g  th r o u g h  s o m e  c h a n g e s  

d u r in g  th e  m id  ‘9 0 s  w ith  th e  p o p u la r ity  o f  th e  B u d d h is t  s e c t  k n o w n  a s  th e  D h a m m a k a y a .  

T h e  D h a m m a k a y a ’s B u d d h is t  r e fo r m s  r e f le c t  m id d le  c la s s  r e a l i t ie s  a n d  s e n s ib i l i t i e s  

to w a r d  a  s o c ie t y  o f  c a p ita l is m  an d  fr e e  e n te r p r is e , o f  w h ic h  th is  s e c to r  w a s  b o rn  fr o m . 

T h e  g r o w th  o f  th e  m id d le  c la s s  in n a te ly  b r o u g h t w ith  it a  “ sp ir itu a l v o id ” o r  a  n a tu ra l 

n e e d  o f  a s u b s t itu te  fo r  th e  tr a d it io n a l c o m m u n it ie s  th at c a n  p r o v id e  th e m  w ith  “th e  s e n s e  

o f  c o m m u n it y ,  c l o s e  b o n d in g  a n d  f e l lo w s h ip ” w h ic h  h a s  b e e n  la c k in g  in th e  w id e r  u rb an  

s o c ie t y .

A s  th e  S a n g h a  a u th o r ity  t r a d it io n a lly  o n ly  d e a lt  w ith  a  s im p le  t w o  c la s s  d iv i s io n  

in  T h a i s o c ie t y ,  th e  r o y a l /e l i t e s  a n d  th e  p e a sa n tr y , th is  n e w  m id d le  c la s s  is  p la c e d  in a  

p o s i t io n  th a t ’s  d is e n fr a n c h is e d  fr o m  th e ir  tr a d it io n a l r o o ts  a n d  r e a lity .



“ T h e  in a c t iv it y  o f  th e  tr a d it io n a l te m p le s  a n d  th e  e c c le s ia s t ic a l  a u th o r it ie s  a n d  

th e ir  in a b i l ity  to  c o m e  to  te r m s  w ith  c o n te m p o r a r y  p r o b le m s  h a s  fru stra ted  th e  m id d le  

c l a s s ,” s a y s  ( C h a le n n s r ip in y o r a t  1 9 9 9 ) .

A l o n g  w ith  a  g r o w in g  “ sp ir itu a l v o id ,” th e  m id d le  c la s s  h a s  a ls o  b e e n  b lo c k e d  

fr o m  e c o n o m ic  e x p a n s io n  th r o u g h  th e ir  e x c lu s io n  o f  th e  p a tro n  c l i e n t  s y s t e m ,  o r  w h a t  

J a c k s o n  c a l l s  th e  “ p a tr o n a g e  n e tw o r k .”  H e  s a y s ,  “th e  p e r s o n a li ty  b a s e d  p a tr o n a g e  s y s t e m  

d e v e lo p e d  u n d e r  S a r it T h a n a ra t a n d  h is  s u c c e s s o r  T h a n o m  K itt ik a c h o r n  is  b e c o m in g  an  

in c r e a s in g  b a rr ier  to  fu r th e r  e c o n o m ic  e x p a n s io n  a s  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  [n e w ]  b u s in e s s e s  

c o m p e t e  fo r  c o n tr a c ts  a n d  m a rk e t s h a r e s ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 ) .

B u t  w ith  m o n e y  fr e e  f lo w in g ,  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e ” e x p a n d s  fro m  g o v e r n m e n t  

o f f i c ia l s  a n d  th e  f e w  f lo u r is h in g  b u s in e s s  p e o p le  to  a ls o  e n c o m p a s s  th e  g r o w in g  n u m b e r  

o f  m id d le  c la s s  c i t i z e n s .  E m e r g in g  fro m  an  e x p a n d in g  h ig h e r  e d u c a t io n  s e c to r ,  th e  m id d le  

c la s s  s e c to r  h a s  g iv e n  r is e  to  w h a t  are  v a r io u s ly  te r m e d  th e  ‘c u ltu r a l in d u s tr ie s ’- m e d ia ,  

a d v e r t is in g , f a s h io n , d e s ig n ,  m a r k e t in g -  a n d  th e  ‘e x p r e s s iv e  p r o f e s s io n s ’- t e a c h in g  a n d  

le c tu r in g , th e r a p e u t ic  an d  s o c ia l  w o r k , ( M u g g le t o n  2 0 0 0 ) .

B u t  a s  a  r is in g  c la s s  fr a c t io n  th e y  a ls o  a c t  a s  m id d le  c la s s  m is s io n a r ie s ,  p r o m o t in g  

a n d  d is s e m in a t in g  th e ir  id e o lo g ie s  a n d  c u ltu r a l ta s te s  to  a  w id e r  a u d ie n c e  th r o u g h  th e s e  

n e w  a n d  “ in f lu e n t ia l  p o s i t io n s ” c o n s id e r a b ly  s tr e n g th e n in g  th e  e c o n o m ic  p o s i t io n  o f  th e  

m id d le  c la s s  in  its  c o m p e t it io n  fo r  p o w e r  w ith  th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t .

R e l ig io n  p la y s  an in te g r a l r o le  in f lu e n c in g  s o c ia l  c h a n g e  a s  it h a s  r o o ts  in  T h a i  

tr a d it io n  a n d  e s ta b l is h m e n t .  B u d d h is m  is  o n e  o f  T h a ila n d ’s th r e e  c o r e  v a lu e s  d e f in in g  

T h a ila n d ’s c e n te r  p o l i ty  th a t c a n  b e  u t i l iz e d  a s  w e l l  a s  p r o te c te d  u n d e r  th e  la w s  o f  

n a tio n a l s e c u r ity .  A c c o r d in g  to  J a c k s o n , in  th e  r e ig n  o f  K in g  M o n g k u t , B u d d h is m  w a s
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“ p u r if ie d ” to  r e je c t  lo c a l  a n d  r e g io n a l s u p e r s t i t io u s  b e l ie f s  in o rd e r  to  “ su p p o r t  a n d  

in t e n s if y  th e  r e l ig io u s  f o c u s  o n  th e  r o y a l B u d d h is m  o f  th e  T h a i c o u r t .”  M o n g k u t ’s 

r e fo r m s  la id  th e  th e o r e t ic a l  g r o u n d w o r k  fo r  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  a  r e l ig io u s  a b s o lu t is m  

th a t p a r a l le le d  a n d  le g it im a te d  th e  p o l i t ic a l  a b s o lu t is m  o f  th e  T h a i m o n a r c h y  in  th e  

s e c o n d  h a l f  o f  th e  19 c e n tu r y ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 : 4 6 ) .  In o th e r  w o r d s , th e  u t i l iz a t io n  o f  

s c ie n t i f i c  W e s te r n  e n lig h te n m e n t  w a s  to  ‘m o d e r n iz e ’ o ld  S ia m , b u t th e  b r o a d e r  a im ,  

h o w e v e r ,  “w a s  n o t  to  e r a s e  its  d is t in c t iv e  tr a d it io n , b u t ra th er  to  s a fe g u a r d  it b y  

s tr e n g th e n in g  th e  c o u n tr y  a n d  p r e s e r v in g  its  in d e p e n d e n c e  v i s - à - v i s  W e s te r n  

e n c r o a c h m e n t .” ( E .C o h e n  1 9 9 1 :  5 6 ) .

S im ila r ly ,  b y  u t i l iz in g  th e  a u th o r ity  o f  r e l ig io u s  fo r m s  “ w h ic h  h ad  tr a d it io n a l ly  

b e e n  u s e d  to  le g it im a t e  th e  p o l i t ic a l  p o s i t io n  o f  th e  r e g io n a l e l i t e s ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 ) ,  it is  

p o s s ib le  fo r  n e w  th e o r e t ic a l  g r o u n d w o r k  to  b e  c r e a te d  a s  a  v e h ic l e  s u p p o r t in g  id e o lo g ie s  

a n d  c o n c e r n s  o f  a n e w  m o d e r n  m id d le  c la s s  s o c ie t y  w h i le  at th e  s a m e  t im e  f o r t i fy in g  a  

p o s i t io n  o f  p o w e r  in  th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t .

T h e  o u t l in in g  o f  th e  p r e s e n t  m id d le  c la s s  p o s i t io n  in  T h a i s o c ie t y  fo s te r s  a  

f r a m e w o r k  fo r  th e  e m e r g e n c e  a n d  s u c c e s s  o f  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  m o v e m e n t ,  w h ic h  c o u ld  

b e  a ttr ib u te d  a s  “ n o th in g  b u t a  r e s p o n s e  to  th e  w id e r  s o c io  e c o n o m ic  tr a n s fo r m a tio n  in th e  

T h a i s o c ia l  c o n t e x t ,” (C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t  1 9 9 9 :  4 ) .

C o n te m p o r a r y  r e fo r m  B u d d h is t  m o v e m e n t s  s tr e s s  th a t B u d d h is t  d o c tr in e s  s h o u ld  

c o n f o r m  to  r a tio n a l a n d  s c i e n t i f i c  s ta n d a r d s  o f  a n a ly s is .  J a c k s o n  s ta te s  “ R e fo r m is t  

B u d d h is m  is  b a s e d  o n  a  th o r o u g h g o in g  d e m y t h o lo g iz a t io n  o f  th e  r e l i g io n ’s 

d o c t r in e s . . .w i t h  an e m p h a s is  o n  h u m a n  l if e  in th is  w o r ld . . .a n d  a  r e l ig io u s  v a lid a t io n  o f  

th e  h o p e  fo r  s o c io  e c o n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  m a te r ia l p r o s p e r ity ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 :  4 8 ) .
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A n  a n a ly s is  in to  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  m o v e m e n t  a n d  its  ta c t ic s  ca n  h e lp  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  its  

p o p u la r ity  a m o n g  T h a i la n d ’s m id d le  c la s s  s e c to r  a s  w e l l  a s  an  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  

o n g o in g  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  s tr e a m s  o f  tr a d it io n  a n d  m o d e r n ity .

W a t P h ra  D h a m m a k a y a  w a s  fo u n d e d  b y  P h ra  P h a d e t  D a t ta j iv o  a n d  P h ra  

C h a ib o o n  D h a m m a c h a y o  o n  th e  t e a c h in g s  o f  L u a n g  P h o r  S o t  ( 1 8 8 1 - 1 9 5 9 )  o f  W a t P a a k -  

n a a m . T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  m o v e m e n t  d id  n o t  e x i s t  in a n y th in g  l ik e  its  p r e s e n t  fo r m  d u r in g  

th e  l i f e t im e  o f  L u a n g  P h o r  S o t . In fa c t  it w a s  D a t ta j iv o  a n d  D h a m m a c h a y o  th a t h a v e  b e e n  

th e  d r iv in g  fo r c e s  b e h in d  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  m o v e m e n t  a n d  its  ra p id  d e v e lo p m e n t .  In 

1 9 6 9 , th e  t w o  s tu d e n t  f o l lo w e r s  o f  L u a n g  P h o r  S o t  e s ta b l is h e d  th e  C e n te r  o f  B u d d h a c h a k  

fo r  D h a m m a  P r a c t ic e  in  N o r th e r n  B a n g k o k , w h ic h  la ter  b e c a m e  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  

T e m p le  in  1 9 7 7 .

D a t ta j iv o  a n d  D h a m m a c h a y o  w e r e  t w o  K a se tsa r t  U n iv e r s i ty  g r a d u a te s  w h o  w e r e  

“ d is s a t is f i e d  w ith  w h a t  th e y  s a w  a s  th e  s ta g n a n t  a n d  in c r e a s in g ly  ir r e le v a n t  r itu a lism  o f  

th e  s a n g h a  a n d  w h o  tu r n e d  to  L u a n g  P h o r  S o t ’s  t e a c h in g s  fo r  a  fo r m  o f  B u d d h is m  

a c c e p ta b le  to  y o u n g  u n iv e r s ity  e d u c a te d  T h a is ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 : 2 0 8 ) .

W h a t th e y  c a m e  u p  w ith  w e r e  t e a c h in g s  th a t s o l id i f i e d  a b str a c t B u d d h is t  c o n c e p t s  

b y  te r m s  o f  c o n s u m e r is t - l ik e  fo r m s  o f  c o n c r e te  tr a n s a c t io n s . T h e  c o n c e p t  o f  n ir v a n a  h a s  

b e e n  c o n s tr u c te d  to  s e e m  m o r e  a tta in a b le  to  th e  p r e s e n t  d a y  l if e  o f  e v e r y d a y  p e o p le .  N o  

m o r e  w a s  th e  n o t io n  o f  b u i ld in g  k a rm a  fo r  l i f e t im e s  a n d  k a lp a s , f o l lo w e r s  o f  th e  

D h a m m a k a y a  a re  n o w  a b le  to  a c h ie v e  th a t s ta te  o f  e n lig h te n m e n t  th r o u g h  in te n s e  

m e d ita t io n  a n d  “ b u y in g ” m er it.

T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  t e a c h in g  r e v o lv e s  a ro u n d  th e  n o t io n  th a t th e r e  e x i s t  la y e r s  o f  

ta n g ib le  b o d ie s  w ith in  US a ll th a t w i l l  le a d  u s  to  e n lig h te n m e n t  o r  n ir v a n a . T h e  “ p u r e s t” o f
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th e s e  b o d ie s  a p p e a r s  in  th e  fo rm  o f  a  “ p u re  w h ite  lo tu s  s h a p e d  B u d d h a  im a g e  th a t w i l l  

lea d  u s  in to  n ir v a n a ,” (S u w a n n a  1 9 9 0 : 4 0 0 )  an d  c a n  o n ly  b e  a tta in e d  th r o u g h  d e e p  

m e d ita t io n .

A n  a s s e r t io n  m a d e  b y  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  is  th a t th e  h ig h e s t  fo r m  o f  th is  sp ir itu a l  

b o d y  c a l le d  D h a m m a k a y a  (k a y a  m e a n s  b o d y )  is  w h a t  th e  L o rd  B u d d h a  r e fe rred  to  w h e n  

h e  d e c la r e d , ‘T h o s e  w h o  s e e  th e  D h a m m a , s e e  m e . ’ S u w a n n a  s ta te s  th a t th is  t e a c h in g  a ls o  

c la im s  th a t “ a ll m e d ita t iv e  p r a c t ic e s  le a d  to  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  a n d  th e r e  is  n o  o th e r  w a y  to  

n ir v a n a  e x c e p t  th is  w a y ,” (S u w a n n a  1 9 9 0 :  4 0 1 ) .

T h is  c la im  is  in  c o n tr a s t  to  e a r lie r  T h e r a v a d a  in te r p r e ta t io n s  in  w h ic h  th e  w o r d  

“ D h a m m a k a y a ” m e ta p h o r ic a lly  re fe rred  to  th e  sp ir itu a l e s s e n c e  o f  th e  B u d d h a  in  h is  s ta te  

o f  p e r fe c t  w is d o m . B u t  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  t e a c h in g s  in s is t  th a t th is  sp ir itu a l b o d y  e x i s t s  a s  

a  lite ra l r e a lity , in o th e r  w o r d s , “ a  p e r s o n a liz e d  a n d  c o n c r e te  fo r m  o f  tr u e  w i s d o m ,” 

(A p in y a ,  p i  7 2 ) .  T h is  “ d e m y t h o lo g i t iz in g ” o r  r e in te r p r e ta tio n  o f  B u d d h is t  d o c t r in e s  is  th e  

D h a m m a k a y a ’s w a y  o f  m o ld in g  id e a s  a n d  r e a s s u r in g  in  t h e o lo g ic a l  te r m s , th e  h o p e  fo r  

d e v e lo p m e n t  a n d  m a te r ia l p r o sp e r ity  to  th e  m id d le  c la s s .

“ T h e  r e l ig io u s  r e fo r m is ts  j u s t i f y  th e ir  r a d ic a lly  e m p ir ic a l  v i e w  o f  B u d d h is t  

d o c tr in e  b y  r e je c t in g  m o s t  o f  th e  p o s t  c a n o n ic a l  c o m m e n ta r ie s  o n  th e  s c r ip tu r e s  w h ic h  

su p p o r t  m e ta p h y s ic a l  in te r p r e ta t io n s  o f  th e  d o c tr in e  a s  n o n  B u d d h is t  o r  B r a h m a n ic a l  

a c c r e t io n s  w h ic h  o b s c u r e  th e  tru e  m e s s a g e  o f  th e  B u d d h a ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 :  4 8 ) .  T h is  is  

th e  f r a m e w o r k  o f  th e  D h a m m a k a y a ’s p a th  to  a  r e l ig io u s  in d u lg e n c e .  T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  

k n o w s  “ m e ta p h y s ic a l  in te r p r e ta t io n s ” o f  r e l ig io u s  t e a c h in g s  h a v e  b e c o m e  l e s s  a n d  le s s  

r e le v a n t  to  th e  m id d le  c la s s  c o n s u m e r is t ,  s o  th e y  to o k  th e  in it ia t iv e  to  tr a n s la te  th e  

t e a c h in g s  in  a  la n g u a g e  a n d  c o n t e x t  th a t ’ s e a s ie r  fo r  p e o p le  to  g ra sp .
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T h e  w o r ld  o f  g lo b a l  c a p ita l is m  o p e n e d  u p  o p p o r tu n it ie s  fo r  e c o n o m ic  w e a lth  a n d  

w ith  it th e  g r o w th  o f  a  n e w  m id d le  c la s s .  T h is  r e a lm  o f  c a p ita l is m  fo s te r e d  th e  m id d le  

c la s s  c o n c e p t io n  o f  g r a t i f ic a t io n  a n d  th e  m e th o d  o f  o b ta in in g  it. T h e  m e th o d  is  q u ite  

s im p le :  to  a tta in  h a p p in e s s ,  y o u  f ir s t  m u s t  w o r k  to  m a k e  lo t s  o f  m o n e y ,  th e n  y o u  ca n  

s p e n d  it o n  a ll th e  h a p p in e s s  y o u  n e e d . T h e  in it ia l  b u rd en  is  “ h o w  to  m a k e  m o n e y ,” b u t 

w ith  th e  e c o n o m ic  a d v a n c e m e n t  in  T h a i s o c ie t y ,  th a t q u e s t io n  h a s  b e e n  o v e r c o m e  b y  th e  

m id d le  c la s s ,  w h ic h  b r in g s  th e m  to  th e  n e x t  q u e s t io n , “ c a n  m o n e y  b u y  e v e r y th in g  1 

n e e d ? ” It is  th is  m id d le  c la s s  p a ttern  o f  th o u g h t  th a t M u g g le to n  s a y s  a re  “ c h a r a c te r iz e d  b y  

a ‘p o s t m o d e r n ’ l i f e s t y l e  o r ie n ta t io n  b a se d  o n  a  p u r su it  o f  p le a s u r e , c r e a t iv e  s e l f  

e x p r e s s io n  a n d  s t y l i s t i c  in n o v a t io n ,” ( M u g g le t o n  2 0 0 0 :  5 1 ) .

T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  t e a c h in g s  g iv e  p e o p le  in s ta n t g r a t if ic a t io n  a s  th e ir  sp ir itu a l  

n e e d s  a re  h a n d e d  to  th e m  in  a  “ r e a d y  to  b e  s e r v e d ” fa s h io n . T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  t e a c h in g s  

c r y s t a l l iz e  m e r it  m a k in g  o r  “turn b o o n ” p r o c e s s  in to  m o n e y  tr a n s a c t io n s  a l lo w in g  th e  

c a p ita l is t  lo g ic  o f  “ th e  m o r e  y o u  d o n a te , th e  m o r e  m e r its  y o u  r e c e iv e ,” 

(C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t  1 9 9 9 :  1 1 ) , to  ta k e  fo rm .

T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  T e m p le  m a d e  a  s ta te m e n t  in th e  N a t io n  s a y in g  “ o n ly  a  f e w  

p e o p le  h a v e  th e  sp ir itu a l s tr e n g th  to  d o  g o o d  d e e d s  a n d  e x p e c t  n o th in g  in retu rn , w h i le  

m o s t  p e o p le  s t i l l  n e e d  i n c e n t i v e s . . . t o  e n c o u r a g e  p e o p le  to  d o  g o o d ,  s o m e t im e s  w e  n e e d  to  

u s e  t r ic k s ,” (C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t  1 9 9 9 :  1 2 ). A p in y a  s ta te s  th at “ fo r  th e m  th e  s u r v iv a l  o f  

B u d d h is m  r e q u ir e s  th a t s o m e  o f  th e  lo g ic  o f  th e  m a rk e t o r  w a y s  o f  th e  ‘w o r ld ’ b e

a d o p te d ,” ( A p in y a  1 9 9 3 : 1 6 9 ) .
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T h e s e  “ tr ic k s ” le d  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  to  a im  b ig  l ik e  m o s t  c a p ita l is t s  d o . T h e  m u lti  

m ill io n  b a h t M a h a  D h a m m a k a y a  C e t iy a  in te n d e d  b y  f o l lo w e r s  to  b e c o m e  th e  B u d d h is t  

c e n tr e  o f  th e  w o r ld  r e f le c t s  th e  “ c a p ita l is t  d r e a m ” o r  th e  f in a l fru it o f  h a rd  w o r k  w h ic h  

th e y  c a n  re tire  to  a fte r  th e ir  m o n e y  m a k in g  d a y s  a re  o v e r , o r  to  p u t it in  t h e o lo g ic a l  te r m s ,  

a fter  th e  g r e a t a p o c a ly p s e .  C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t  c i t e s  an a r t ic le  in th e  D h a m m a k a y a ’ร 

m o n th ly  m a g a z in e  r e g a r d in g  th e  M a h a  D h a m m a k a y a  C e t iy a  w h ic h  s a y s ,  “ T o  o v e r c o m e  

th e  c a la m ity  [ o f  th e  g r e a t a p o c a ly p s e ]  th e r e  a re  t w o  p o s s ib le  a n s w e r s ;  o n e  is  to  a c h ie v e  

th e  h ig h  le v e l  o f  D h a m m a k a y a  m e d ita t io n , a n d  th e  o th e r  is  to  m a k e  d o n a t io n s  in  o rd e r  to  

h a v e  th e  d o n o r ’s n a m e  in s c r ib e d  in th e  s tru c tu re  o f  M a h a  D h a m m a k a y a  C e t iy a ,  w h e r e  a ll  

v ic t o r io u s  e n t i t ie s  w i l l  r e s id e  a s  s o o n  a s  p o s s ib le .”

A s c r ib in g  th a t  m u c h  fa ith  in to  D h a m m a k a y a ’s  id e a  o f  “ m e r it  m a k in g ” c a n  c o s t  a  

b e l ie v e r  th o u s a n d s  o f  b a h t, b u t it s e e m s  to  b e  w o r th  it a s  c o m m u n it ie s  l ik e  th e  M u a n g  

K e a w  M a n e e  c o n d o m in iu m  c o m p le x  sp r o u t u p  n e a r  th e  M a h a  D h a m m a k a y a  C e t iy a .  

L o c a te d  in  d ir e c t  v i e w  o f  th e  M a h a  D h a m m a k a y a  C e t iy a ,  th e  “ u to p ia n  c o m m u n it y ” 

p r o v id e s  a  r e c r e a t io n  c e n te r  c o m p r is in g  o f  a  2 0 0 - s e a t  m o d e r n  s e m in a r  c e n te r , sa u n a  

r o o m , e x e r c i s e  r o o m , s w im m in g  p o o l  a n d  m o r e  in te r e s t in g ly  ‘D h a m m a  T h e a tr e ’ to g e th e r  

w ith  a  s h o p p in g  a r c a d e , m in im a r ts , r e s ta u r a n ts , h a ir  s a lo n s ,  la u n d r y  s e r v ic e  s h o p s ,  a n d  

th e  l is t  g o e s  o n . T h e  s e c u la r  w o r ld  o f  c a p ita l is m  p u t  fa ith  in to  th e  m o tto  “ m o n e y  c a n  b u y  

a n y th in g ” fo r  th is  m id d le  c la s s  a n d  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  is  th e r e  tr a n s la t in g  it in to  fa m ilia r  

B u d d h is t  te r m s .

A fte r  e x a m in in g  th e  D h a m m a k a y a ’s a p p r o a c h  to  B u d d h is m , th e ir  ta c t ic s  

s o m e t im e s  s e e m  m a n ip u la t iv e ,  a s  i f  th e y  w e r e  ta k in g  a d v a n ta g e  o f  a  n e e d y  a n d  c o n f u s e d



m id d le  c la s s  th a t is  ra th er  n e w  to  th e ir  p la c e m e n t  in  s o c ie t y .  T h e ir  m o t iv e s  b e tw e e n  

m a k in g  a  p r o f it  a n d  in s t i l l in g  fa ith  s e e m  to  b e  b lu rred .

T h e  p u r c h a s e  o f  a lm o s t  2 ,0 0 0  rai ( 8 0 0  a c r e s )  o f  fa r m la n d  a ro u n d  th e  o r ig in a l  s it e  

o f  th e  m o n a s te r y  in  o r d e r  to  d e v e lo p  an a rea  fo r  a s c e t ic  p r a c t ic e s  in  th e  s t y le  o f  th e  fo r e s t  

m o n k  tr a d it io n  c a u s e d  u p ro a r  a s  lo c a l  fa r m e r s  in  th e  a rea  h ad  to  r e lo c a te .  A f te r  

c o m p la in t s  fr o m  t h o s e  d is p la c e d  b y  th e  e x p a n s io n  o f  th e  m o n a s te r y ’s  g r o u n d s , th e  

D h a m m a k a y a  F o u n d a t io n  w h ic h  m a n a g e s  th e  m o v e m e n t ’s  f in a n c e s  a g r e e d  to  p a y  

3 0 0 ,0 0 0  b a h t c o m p e n s a t io n  to  e a c h  d is p la c e d  f a m i ly ,” (J a c k s o n  1 9 8 9 :  2 0 8 ) .

D a t ta j iv o  w a s  c i t e d  b y  fo r m e r  P r im e  M in is te r  M R  K u k r it  P ra m oj a s  s a y in g  

s o m e t h in g  to  th e  e f f e c t  th a t th e  D h a m m a k a y a  T e m p le  c o m p le x  in te n d s  to  e x p a n d  

c o n t in u a l ly  a n d  th a t 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  rai (a b o u t  4 0 ,0 0 0  a c r e s )  w o u ld  n o t  b e  e n o u g h  la n d , to  w h ic h  

h e  c o m m e n te d ,  “ th is  d o e s  n o t  s o u n d  lik e  th e  w o r d s  o f  a m o n k , b u t th e  w o r d s  o f  a  

f in a n c ie r  w h o  h a s  s e v e r a l  m i l l io n  b a h t a n d  w h o  is  lo o k in g  fo r  lan d  to  b u ild  a  r e s o r t ,” 

(S u w a n n a  1 9 9 0 :  4 0 2 ) .

A  le a d in g  T h a i h is to r ia n  a n d  o u t s p o k e n  c r it ic  o f  T h a i s o c ie t y ,  N ith i  

E a o s r iw o n g s e ,  s a y s  th a t “ in  th e  a g e  o f  g lo b a l iz a t io n ,  th e  e n o r m o u s  a n d  c o m p le x  

in te r c o n n e c t io n  o f  th e  w o r ld  in  te r m s  o f  p o l i t ic s ,  e c o n o m ic  a n d  c u ltu r e  m a k e  it 

im p o s s ib le  fo r  p e o p le  to  fo r e s e e  th e ir  o w n  s itu a t io n  a n d  e v e n  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  th e  

c o m p lic a t e d  w o r ld  s y s t e m . A s  a  r e s u lt , a  n u m b e r  o f  e m e r g in g  c u lt s  c o m e  in to  p la y ,  

p r o v id in g  th e m  w ith  e a s y  c o m f o r t .”

R e l ig io n  is  j u s t  o n e  a s p e c t  o f  s o c ia l  c h a n g e  o c c u r r in g  a s  a  r e su lt  o f  a 

“ m o d e r n iz in g ” B a n g k o k . T h e  s o c io e c o n o m ic  fa c to r s  m a k in g  u p  th is  n e w  B a n g k o k  c r e a te  

n e w  d is c o u r s e s  th a t n e e d  to  b e  a d d r e s s e d  in n e w  d ia lo g u e s .  It is  w ith in  th e s e  n e w

4 0
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d ia lo g u e s  th a t th e  p e o p le  e n g a g e d  f in d  r e s o lu t io n  o r  c o m fo r t  fr o m  th e  c o n f l i c t in g  s tr e a m s  

o f  tr a d it io n  a n d  m o d e r n ity . W e  c a n  s e e  th e  t w o  s tr e a m s  c la s h  b o th  in s id e  a n d  o u t s id e  th e  

b o r d e r s  o f  s o c ia l  a c c e p ta n c e /c e n tr e  p o l i ty  a s  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  e x p lo d e s  in to  c o n t r o v e r s y .

A  n in e  i s s u e  a lle g a t io n  a g a in s t  P h ra  D h a m m a c h a y o  w a s  m a d e  b y  th e  H o u s e  

c o m m it t e e  o n  r e l ig io u s  a f fa ir s , c o m p r is in g  o f:

1. th e  v io la t io n  o f  r u le s  o n  th e  c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  B u d d h a  s ta tu e s
2 .  th e  m is in te r p r e ta t io n  o f  B u d d h a ’s te a c h in g s
3 . th e  p r o m o t io n  o f  m ir a c le s
4 . th e  c o m m e r c ia l iz a t io n  o f  m e r it  m a k in g
5 . im p r o p e r  c o n d u c t  b y  th e  a b b o t  to w a r d s  f e m a le  f o l lo w e r s
6 . th e  a c c u m u la t io n  o f  lan d  p lo ts
7 . th e  t e m p le ’s  b u s in e s s  e m p ir e
8 . th e  f in a n c ia l  ir r e g u la r it ie s  r e la te d  to  d o n a t io n s
9 . th e  o r d in a t io n  o f  f e m a le  n o v ic e s

(C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t  1 9 9 9 :  1 4 )

A c c o r d in g  to  C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t , th e  H o u s e  C o m m it t e e  o n  R e l ig io u s  A f fa ir s  

f in a l ly  c o n c lu d e d  its  rep o rt o n  th e  D h a m m a k a y a  c o n t r o v e r s y  a n d  a b b o t  P h ra  

D h a m m a c h a y o  w a s  r e m o v e d  fr o m  h is  p o s i t io n  a s  a b b o t  o n  g r o u n d s  o f  “th r e a te n in g  

n a t io n a l s e c u r it y ,  v io la t in g  r e l ig io u s  p r in c ip le s ,  a n d  u n d e r m in in g  th e  m o n a r c h y ,” 

(C h a le r m s r ip in y o r a t  1 9 9 9 : 1 5 ).

A c c o r d in g  to  th e  N a t io n ,  fo r m e r  a b b o t  P h ra  D h a m m a c h a y o  a n d  t w o  o f  h is  c l o s e  

a id e s ,  K a m o ls ir i  K lis u w a n  a n d  M a iy a r it  P ita w a n ic  w e r e  a c c u s e d  o f  d e r e l ic t io n  o f  d u ty  

a n d  m a lf e a s a n c e  a n d  o f  e m b e z z l in g  9 5  m i l l io n  b a h t fro m  th e  te m p le .  A c c o r d in g  to  th e  

a r t ic le , p o l i c e  o f f i c ia l s  s a id  D h a m m a c h a y o  w a s  a c c u s e d  o f  “ s ip h o n in g  o f f  9 6  m i l l io n  b a h t  

to  b u y  j e w e l r y  fo r  o n e  o f  h is  f e m a le  f o l lo w e r s  a n d  f in a n c in g  h is  tr ip s  a b r o a d .”
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T h e  D h a m m a k a y a  i l lu s tr a te s  s o m e  m id d le  c la s s  c o n f l i c t s  a n d  its  s tr u g g le  fo r  

id e n t ity  a m id s t  th e  c h a n g in g  l i f e s t y l e  o f  m o d e r n  s o c ie t y .  T h o u g h  g o v e r n m e n t  o f f ic e r s  in  

c h a r g e  o f  “ s e c u r ity  m a tte r s” h a v e  b e e n  k e e p in g  a w a tc h fu l  e y e  o n  th e  D h a m m a k a y a ,

“t h e y  a re  n o t  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  th e  r e l ig io u s  c o n t e n t  o f  its  t e a c h in g s .  R a th e r  w h a t  w o r r ie s  

th e m  is  its  m a n p o w e r  m o b i l iz in g  c a p a b il i t ie s  w h ic h  are b e l ie v e d  to  p o s e  a  p o te n t ia l  

p o l i t ic a l  th r e a t .”  ( A p in y a  1 9 9 3 : 1 7 8 ) . I t’s  th e  s a m e  “ m a n p o w e r  m o b i l iz in g  c a p a b i l i t i e s ” 

th a t k e e p  a ll fo r m s  o f  cu ltu ra l e x p r e s s io n s  w ith in  re a c h  o f  th e  h e g e m o n y  p r o c e s s .  A n d  

w ith  m e d ia  a s  th e  a p p a ra tu s  fo r  d is s e m in a t in g  in fo r m a tio n , e x p r e s s io n  a n d  o p in io n s ,  it is  

n o  d o u b t  c l o s e ly  s a fe g u a r d e d .

T h e  b a t t l e f i e l d -  T h a i  m e d i a

T o  h e a r  or  s e e  s o c i e t y ’s  p a r t ic u la r  l i f e  a n d  m e a n in g , o n e  m u s t  e n te r  th e  p o p u la r  

c u ltu r e  b a tt le g r o u n d  m e n t io n e d  a b o v e ,  r e fe r r in g  to  th e  m a s s  m e d ia , th e  in fr a s tr u c tu r e  th a t  

f i lt e r s  o u t  s o c i e t y ’s  sp e c tr u m  o f  c u ltu ra l e x p r e s s io n .  A n  in v e s t ig a t io n  in to  th e  m a s s  m e d ia  

in fr a s tr u c tu r e  s h o w s  US h o w  a n d  w h y  e x p o s u r e  to  su b c u ltu r a l p e r s p e c t iv e s  a re  c o n n e c te d ,  

th o u g h  g r e a t ly  d is to r te d  an d  l im ite d  b e fo r e  it r e a c h e s  th e  g e n e r a l  p o p u la t io n .

T h e  w a v e s  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n  th r o u g h  w h ic h  m a s s  m e d ia  in  T h a ila n d  is  c o n t r o lle d  

f i lt e r  a ll i d e o lo g ie s  a n d  fo r m s  o f  e x p r e s s io n  th a t p a s s  th r o u g h . D e f in i t io n s  o f  w h a t  are  

s o c ia l ly  a c c e p ta b le ,  g o v e r n e d  b y  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e s ,” p e r p e tu a te  i t s e l f  th r o u g h  th e  p r o c e s s  

o f  h e g e m o n y ,  a  p r o c e s s  g r e a t ly  a c c e le r a te d  v ia  a  m a s s  m e d ia  in fr a s tr u c tu r e . I d e o lo g ie s  

fo r e ig n  to  t h o s e  o f  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e s ” a re  p r o n e  to  r e in te r p r e ta tio n  ( s o m e t im e s  d is to r t io n )  

a n d  a  r e c o n s tr u c t io n  in to  s o c ie t y  a l lo w in g  s e n s e  to  b e  m a d e  o u t  o f  i d e o lo g ie s  u n fr u it fu l to  

th e ir  r e a lity .
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T h e  p r o c e s s  o f  h e g e m o n y  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  a  r e a l ig n m e n t  o f  th e  id e o l o g i e s  a lr e a d y  in  

p la c e  w ith in  a  s o c ie t y .  T h e  th r e e  p il la r s  c o m p r is in g  t i le  p o l i ty  o f  th e  T h a i n a t io n , w h ic h  

a re to  b e  p r o te c te d  u n d e r  th e  n a m e  o f  n a t io n a l s e c u r it y -  th e  m o n a r c h y , r e l ig io n  a n d  th e  

T h a i n a t io n -  a re  s e e n  s h i f t in g  a n d  c h a n g in g  in s h a p e  to  a c c o m m o d a te  in  a c c o r d a n c e  w ith  

th e  re st o f  th e  m o d e r n iz in g  w o r ld .

A c c o r d in g  to  A la g a p p a , a n y  i d e o lo g y  th a t s l ig h t s  o r  e n d a n g e r s  th e s e  tr a d it io n a l  

in s t i tu t io n s  is  b y  d e f in i t io n  u n a c c e p ta b le  to  th e  r u lin g  e l i t e ,  b e c a u s e  “t h e y  h a v e  b e e n  

te r m e d  th e  c i v ic  r e l ig io n  o f  T h a ila n d , w h ic h  p r o v id e s  th e  l e g it im a c y  a n d  b a s is  fo r  a ll  

p o l i t ic a l  a c t iv ity ,  in c lu d in g  r e b e l l io n .”

A s  t e c h n o lo g y  a d v a n c e s  a n d  th e  “ in fo r m a tio n  w a r fa r e ” b e c o m e  s tr o n g e r , d e f in in g  

th e  b o r d e r s  o f  w h a t  a th rea t to  n a t io n a l s e c u r ity  a c tu a l ly  c o n s t i tu te s  ca n  b e c o m e  u n c le a r .  

“ T e r r ito r ia l in te g r ity  w h ic h  in  its  c o n te m p o r a r y  fo r m  in c lu d e s  la n d , a ir  a n d  s e a  s p a c e  ca n  

b e  v io la t e d  in  s e v e r a l  w a y s ,” A la g a p p a  s ta te s , “ b u t ap art fr o m  o v e r t  m ilita r y  a tta c k  

d ir e c te d  a t th e  s ta te  it is  d if f ic u lt  to  c la s s i f y  th e  o th e r  n u m e r o u s  in fr in g e m e n ts  a s  th r e a ts  

to  n a t io n a l  s e c u r it y .”

F r e e d o m  o f  e x p r e s s io n  is  o n e  s u c h  “ in fr in g e m e n t” a s  m a s s  m e d ia  c a n  b e  u s e d  to  

p r o p a g a te  c u ltu r a l c o d e s  co n tr a r y  to  th e  e n d u r a n c e  o f  ce n tr a l T h a i p o l i ty .  W h e n  th e  

“ r u lin g  e l i t e s ” a re  th r e a te n e d  b y  th e  m e d ia , A la g a p p a  s a y s ,  “ th e  s ta te  m u s t  im p le m e n t  

s e c u r it y  th r o u g h  n o n  a l i g n m e n t . . .b y  c r e a t in g  r e g u la to r y  m e c h a n is m s  to  fa c i l i ta te  

r e s o lu t io n s  th r o u g h  p e a c e fu l  m e a n s , o r  g iv e  r e a lity  to  c o n c e p t io n s  o f  r e g io n a l  o r d e r  to  

r e g u la te  p o w e r  in  r e g io n ,” in o th e r  w o r d s  d is to r t in g  th e  m e d ia  a s  a  “ p e a c e f u l  m e d iu m ” to  

m a k e  p e o p le  b e l i e v e  th e r e  is  “ r e g io n a l o r d e r ” - th e  p r o b le m  is  th a t it is  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e s ” 

w h o  d e f in e  w h a t  is  th r e a te n in g .



W ith  e a c h  a d v e n t  o f  m o d e r n iz a t io n  a n d  fo r e ig n  id e o lo g ie s ,  n e w  a n g le s  in th e  

n a m e  o f  n a t io n a l  s e c u r it y  are u s e d  to  m a n ip u la te  c e n s o r s h ip  in to  th e  n e tw o r k  o f  “ fr e e d o m  

o f  e x p r e s s io n ” to  k e e p  th e  cen tra l p o l i ty  o f  th e  T h a i n a tio n  ce n tr a l to  t h o s e  c o n t r o l l in g  it.

A la g a p p a  e x p la in s  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  c a p ita l is m  h a v e  in te r tw in e d  a n d  e x te n d e d  i t s e l f  

to  in f lu e n c e  T h a ila n d ’s m e d ia  s itu a t io n  th r o u g h  th e  a r g u m e n ts  o f  n a t io n a l  s e c u r ity .  A s  

e c o n o m ic  w e l l  b e in g  h a s  b e c o m e  a  b a s ic  g o a l  o f  a ll p o l i t ic a l  u n its  in th e  la s t  p art o f  th e  

tw e n t ie th  c e n tu r y , A la g a p p a  s ta te s , “ e c o n o m ic  w e l l  b e in g  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s  a  p r e r e q u is ite  to  

th e  p u r su it  o f  N a t io n a l  s e c u r ity  a s  it p r o v id e s  th e  m e a n s  to  m a k e  th e  s ta te  l e s s  v u ln e r a b le  

to  e x te r n a l p r e s su r e  a n d  m a k e s  p o s s ib le  th e  a l lo c a t io n  o f  n e c e s s a r y  r e s o u r c e s  to  c o u n te r  

in ter n a l a n d  e x te r n a l th r e a ts .”

T h is  is  im p o r ta n t w h e n  w e  ta k e  a  lo o k  at T h a ila n d ’s e c o n o m ic  b o o m  in th e  ‘ 9 0 s  

a n d  h o w  fr e e  m a r k e t  p h i lo s o p h y  b r o k e  d o w n  T h a ila n d ’s m e d ia  o w n e r s h ip  fr o m  th e  s ta te  

to  a ls o  in c lu d e  th e  p r iv a te  b u s in e s s  s e c to r . A f te r  th e  M a y  1 9 9 2  D e m o n s tr a t io n s ,  a m o n g  

th e  l is t  o n  th e  re fo r m  a g e n d a  w a s  r e -r e g u la t in g  th e  s ta te  m e d ia  s o  th e  T h a i p u b lic  ca n  

h a v e  m o r e  r ig h ts  a n d  fr e e d o m  to  in fo r m a tio n  a n d  c o m m u n ic a t io n . T h e  N a t io n a l  

B r o a d c a s t in g  C o m m is s io n  ( N B C )  w a s  r e s tru c tu red  to  “ in c lu d e  a c a d e m ic s  in  

c o m m u n ic a t io n ,  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  fr o m  w o m e n , c h ild r e n  a n d  c o n s u m e r  g r o u p s .”

A s id e  fr o m  r e s tr u c tu r in g  th e  N B C ,  th e  g o v e r n m e n t  d e r e g u la te d  th e  b r o a d c a s t  

s y s t e m  b y  in tr o d u c in g  a  n e w  t e l e v i s io n  c h a n n e l  o p e n  fo r  p r iv a te  b id d in g , ( บ b o n r a t 1 9 9 9 :  

2 ) . O u t c a m e  iT V , th e  n e w  U H F  t e l e v i s io n  s ta t io n  run b y  a c o n s o r t iu m  o f t e n  b u s in e s s  

p a r tn ers  in  1 9 9 6  a n d  an  a ir  o f  fr e e  s p e e c h  s e tt le d .

T h e s e  d e r e g u la t io n s  w e r e  in  fa c t  part o f  th e  “ e c o n o m ic  l ib e r a l iz a t io n  p r o c e s s  th at  

w e n t  h a n d  in  h a n d  w ith  th e  la r g e r  p ic tu r e  o f  th e  e c o n o m ic  b o o m  y e a r s . T h e  fr e e  m a rk e t
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p h i lo s o p h y  w a s ,  th u s , p u t in to  p r a c t ic e  a n d  it w a s  w e lc o m e  b y  th e  m id d le  c l a s s e s .” 

(U b o n r a t  1 9 9 9 :  2 )

A s  t im e  w e n t  o n  U b o n r a t  s ta te s  th a t th is  m e d ia  e x p a n s io n  d u r in g  th e  e c o n o m ic  

b o o m  p e r io d  d id  n o t  a c tu a l ly  s ig n i f y  a  g r e a te r  d e g r e e  o f  fr e e d o m  o f  c o m m u n ic a t io n ,  b u t  

ra th er  “ it d e m o n s tr a te s  th e  e c o n o m ic  e x p r e s s io n  o f  th e  m id d le  c la s s e s  a n d  o f  g lo b a l  

c a p ita l is t s  w h o  a re  in  a b e tte r  p o s i t io n  to  ca p tu r e  th e  m e d ia  s p a c e .” (U b o n r a t  1 9 9 9 :  1)

T h is  c r e a te d  a  n e w  m id d le  c la s s  “ r u lin g  e l i t e ” in s ta t in g  a  m e d ia  r e fo r m  m o r e  c o n d u c iv e  to  

a “ fr e e  m a r k e t” ra th er  th a n  fr e e  s p e e c h .

T h e y  b e l ie v e d  “th a t d e r e g u la t in g  th e  b r o a d c a s t  m e d ia  w o u ld  n a tu r a lly  le a d  to  

fr e e d o m  o f  s p e e c h  a n d  c o m m u n ic a t io n .” T h e  p r o b le m  w ith  th is  is  th a t th e  lo w e r  m id d le  

c la s s  a n d  th e  p e a s a n ts  w ith o u t  a  h a n d  or  p o w e r  in  b u s in e s s  g e t  s w e p t  o u t  o f  th e  r e a lm  o f  

fr e e  s p e e c h .  A s  U b o n r a t  s ta te s , “th e  r e -r e g u la t io n  a g e n d a  in  th e  ‘7 0 s  h a s  b e e n  

tr a n s fo r m e d  to  a  d e r e g u la t io n  a g e n d a  fo r  w h ic h  e c o n o m ic  r ig h ts  to  in fo r m a t io n  a n d  

c o m m u n ic a t io n  t o o k  p r io r ity  o v e r  p o l i t ic a l  a n d  c u ltu r a l r ig h ts ,” (U b o n r a t  1 9 9 9 :  3 ) .

T h u s , c r e a t io n  a n d  d is tr ib u t io n  o f  id e a s  a n d  c u ltu r e  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o n o p o l iz e d  b y  

th e  n o t  o n ly  th e  s ta te , b u t n o w  a ls o  a  h a n d fu l o f  m e d ia  c o r p o r a t io n s -  o f  w h ic h  P r im e  

M in is te r  T h a k s in  S h in a w a tr a  p la y s  a  v e r y  b ig  part o f  w ith  h is  S h in  C o r p . A l l  th is  d id  to  

th e  fr e e d o m  o f  in fo r m a t io n  c a u s e  w a s  b r o a d e n e d  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e ” to  a ls o  in c lu d e  th e  n e w  

b u s in e s s  m e n  r u n n in g  m e d ia  c o r p o r a t io n s .

P r im e  M in is te r  T h a k s in  S h in a w a tr a  a n d  h is  a d m in is tr a t io n  h a v e  p r o v e d  th e  

“ r u lin g  e l i t e ” c a n  s u c c e s s f u l ly  m a n ip u la te  th e  m e d ia  w ith o u t  a n y  d r a s t ic  r e c o u r s e .  E v e n  

w ith  th e  1 9 9 7  C o n s t i tu t io n  g iv in g  “ o f f i c ia l s  o r  e m p lo y e e s  in a  p r iv a te  s e c to r  u n d e r ta k in g  

n e w s p a p e r  or  r a d io  o r  t e l e v i s io n  b r o a d c a s t in g  b u s in e s s e s ” th e  r ig h t to  “ e n jo y  th e ir
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l ib e r t ie s  to  p r e s e n t  n e w s  a n d  e x p r e s s  th e ir  o p in io n s  u n d e r  th e  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  r e s tr ic t io n s  

w ith o u t  th e  m a n d a te  o f  a n y  S ta te  a g e n c y ,  S ta te  e n te r p r is e  o r  th e  o w n e r  o f  s u c h  

b u s in e s s e s ” in  A r t ic le  4 1 ,  n o  o n e  h a s  y e t  b e e n  p e n a l iz e d  fo r  in fr in g in g  u p o n  m e d ia  

fr e e d o m . A r t ic le  41  s t i l l  la c k s  e n fo r c e m e n t ,  a n d  th e r e ’ s n o  in d ic a t io n  th a t la w -m a k e r s  are  

in a  h u rry  to  in tr o d u c e  s u c h  p e n a lty  c la u s e s .

D e s p i t e  th e  g o o d  in te n t io n s  o f  th e  d r a fter s , m e d ia  fr e e d o m  is  b e in g  tr a m p le d  u p o n  

m o r e  b la ta n t ly  th a n  d u r in g  a n y  p r e v io u s  d e m o c r a t ic a l ly  e le c t e d  g o v e r n m e n t .

T h a k s in  is  k n o w n  to  h a v e  u s e d  s o m e  o f  h is  im m e n s e  w e a lth  fo r  p o l i t ic a l  p u r p o s e s .  

H e  is  fo u n d e r  o f  th e  c o u n tr y ’s  m a in  t e l e c o m s  c o m p a n y , S h in  C o rp  a n d  a s  o n e  e d ito r  sa id  

in  a  F ar E a ste r n  E c o n o m ic  R e v ie w  (F E E R )  a r t ic le  d a te d  M a y  2 0 0 1  : “ It s e e m s  to  b e  th e  

c a s e  th a t a n y  n e w s p a p e r  th a t is  a g a in s t  h im  w i l l  b e  b a rred  fr o m  a d v e r t is in g  fr o m  S h in  

C o rp  o r  its  s u b s id ia r ie s .” H e  s a y s  o n e  n e w s p a p e r  in  p a r t icu la r , b u s in e s s  b i w e e k ly  

P ra c h a c h a r t h a s  h a d  S h in  a d v e r t is e m e n ts  w ith d r a w n . It w a s  P ra c h a c h a r t w h ic h  in  

S e p te m b e r  2 0 0 0 ,  f ir s t  e x p o s e d  th e  c o n tr o v e r s ia l  h a n d lin g  o f  T h a k s in ’s a s s e t s  le a d in g  to  

h is  C o n s t i tu t io n a l  c o u r t  c a s e ,  o f  w h ic h  h e  w a s  la ter  a c q u itte d .

M o n th s  a fte r  T h a k s in ’ s e le c t io n  in  2 0 0 0 ,  h is  S h in  C o r p o r a t io n ’s  to o k  o v e r  

T h a ila n d 's  f ir s t  a n d  o n ly  in d e p e n d e n t  t e l e v i s io n  s ta t io n , iT V . O n c e  r e c o g n iz e d  fo r  its  

a g g r e s s iv e  a n d  in -d e p th  p o l i t ic a l  n e w s  c o v e r a g e ,  iT V  h a s  b e e n  r e d u c e d  to  a n o th e r  p u p p e t  

in  th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e ” w ith  th e  s u b s e q u e n t  s a c k in g  o f  2 3  n e w s  e m p lo y e e s  w h o  

h a d  v o ic e d  o b j e c t io n  to  in te r fe r e n c e  b y  th e  m a n a g e m e n t  a n d  h a v e  b e e n  k n o w n  to  c r i t ic iz e  

T h a k s in .

T h e  T h a k s in  g o v e r n m e n t  th e n  w a s te d  n o  t im e  in e x e r c is in g  its  c o n tr o l  o v e r  th e  

s t a t e - o w n e d  m e d ia . C h a n n e l 11 a n d  C h a n n e l 9 , o w n e d  r e s p e c t iv e ly  b y  th e  P u b lic
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R e la t io n s  D e p a r tm e n t  a n d  th e  M a s s  C o m m u n ic a t io n s  O r g a n iz a t io n  o f  T h a ila n d , b e c a m e  

th e  f ir s t  c a s u a lt ie s .  N e w s  c o m m e n ta to r s  c o n s id e r e d  to  b e  " critica l"  o f  th e  g o v e r n m e n t  

w e r e  q u ie t ly  e x tr a c te d . N e w s  rep o r ts  s e e n  a s  t o o  n e g a t iv e  a b o u t th e  a d m in is tr a t io n  w e r e  

p h a s e d  o u t.

K a v i C h o n k it ta v o r n , m a n a g in g  e d ito r  o f  th e  N a t io n  r e la te s  an  in c id e n t  h e  sa id  

h a p p e n e d  in  e a r ly  M a y  o f  2 0 0 0 .  A c c o r d in g  to  th e  F E E R  a r t ic le , K a v i s a id , S p e c ia l  

B r a n c h  p o l i c e  c o n t a c te d  th e  N a t io n  e d ito r  P a n a  J a n v iro j a n d  a s k e d  fo r  d e ta i l s  o f  

g o v e r n m e n t  s o u r c in g  fo r  a  M a y  4  2 0 0 0  rep o rt c r i t ic iz in g  T h a i F o r e ig n  M in is te r  S u ra k ia r t  

S a th ir a th a i’s  v i s i t  to  B u rm a . “ W e  k n o w  th e  p o l i c e  s p e c ia l  b ra n ch  h a d  b e e n  a s k e d  to  d o  

th is  b y  th e  F o r e ig n  M in is t r y ,” s a y s  K a v i. “ T h is  is  th e  f ir s t  t im e  E v e  h ea rd  o f  s u c h  a  th in g .  

It is  s h o c k in g  a n d  d i s g r a c e f u l .”

S o  h o w  is  th e  T h a k s in  a d m in is tr a t io n  g e t t in g  a w a y  w ith  s u c h  th in g s ?  A s  o n e  o f  

th e  r ic h e s t  m e n  in  T h a ila n d , T h a k s in  c a n  d o  j u s t  a b o u t  a n y th in g  in  th is  c a p ita l is t  o r ie n te d  

s o c ie t y .  L ik e  A la g a p p a  s a y s ,  “ as  th e  tr a d it io n a l in s t i tu t io n s  d o  n o t  p r o v id e  an a d e q u a te  

b a s is  fo r  th e  p o l i t ic a l  a n d  e c o n o m ic  o r g a n iz a t io n  o f  m o d e r n  T h a i la n d . . .  th e y  h a v e  b e e n  

s u p p le m e n te d  w ith  tr a p p in g s  o f  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  c a p it a l is m ,” (A la g a p p a  1 9 8 7 :  4 0 ) .

T h a k s in ’ s  a d v e r t is in g  p o w e r  w ith  th e  S h in  C o rp . c a n  e a s i ly  b e  u s e d  to  m a n ip u la te  

th e  m e d ia  to  h is  fa v o r  w ith  l it t le  p e r s u a s io n . “ It is  n o t  n e w  fo r  T h a i p r im e  m in is te r s  to  

f e e l  u p s e t  b y  c r it ic is m  a n d  s o m e h o w  try  to  in f lu e n c e  th e  p r e s s ,” s a y s  U b o n r a t  

S ir iy u v a s a k , h e a d  o f  C h u la lo n g k o r n  U n iv e r s i t y ’s  c o m m u n ic a t io n  arts fa c u lty  in  th e  M a y  

2 0 0 1  i s s u e  o f  F E E R , “ B u t  T h a k s in  is  a  r e la t iv e  p o l i t ic a l  n e w c o m e r  a n d  h e  s e e m s  to  rea c t  

m o r e  v i s i b l y .” S h e  a d d s , “ H e  a ls o  h a s  b ig  b u s in e s s  fr ie n d s  a ro u n d  h im . It is  th e  c a p ita l is t s  

w h o  are in  p o w e r  s o  th e  p r e s s  h a v e  to  g e t  a ro u n d  th is  fa c to r  b e c a u s e  i f  th e y  c r i t ic iz e  th e
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g o v e r n m e n t ,  th e y  are  a ls o  c r i t ic iz in g  b ig  c a p i t a l is t s ,” w h o  in  turn  a re  th e  a d v e r t is e r s  th a t  

k e e p  th e  p r e s s  in  b u s in e s s .

“ T h a k s in ’s  s ta k e  in an  in d e p e n d e n t  t e le v i s io n  n e tw o r k , th e  a l lo c a t io n  o f  h is  o w n  

f ir m s ’ c o n s id e r a b le  a d v e r t is in g  b u d g e t  a m o n g  n e w s  o u t le t s  a n d  h is  a p p a r e n t a tte m p t to  

p u r c h a se  a  m a jo r  n e w s p a p e r  g r o u p  a ll t e s t i f ie d  to  h is  w i l l in g n e s s  to  u s e  h is  im m e n s e  

p e r s o n a l r e s o u r c e s  to  c o n tr o l th e  f lo w  o f  in fo r m a tio n  to  th e  T h a i p u b l ic ,” (M o n t e s a n o  

2 0 0 2 :  9 2 ) .

M e d ia  fr e e d o m  is  th u s  s t i l l  in th e  h a n d s  o f  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e s ” w h o  h a v e  c o n tr o l  

o v e r  p o l ic y  m a k in g . “N a t io n a l  s e c u r ity  i s s u e s  a re  s e ld o m  th e  s u b je c t  o f  p u b lic  d is c u s s io n  

a n d  th e r e fo r e  p u b l ic  in p u t in to  s e c u r ity  p o l ic y  m a k in g  is  a lm o s t  n o n e x is t e n t ,” (A la g a p p a  

1 9 8 7 :  3 2 ) .  T h e  p e o p le  s im p ly  a c c e p t  th e  h e g e m o n ic  p e r c e p t io n s  a n d  p o l i c ie s  o f  th o s e  in  

p o w e r . W h ile  th is  s itu a t io n  c o n t in u e s  u n a lte r e d , th e  b a s e  o f  th e  e l i t e  g r o u p  h a s  b r o a d e n e d  

to  in c lu d e  th e  g r o w in g  m id d le  c la s s  in to  th e  c e n te r  o f  p o l i ty .

T h e  p r o b le m  w ith  th a t is  th e y  e n te r e d  th e  p o l i ty  w ith  c a p ita l is m  a s  its  m a in  

p r o p o n e n t . T h e  m e d ia  s o le l y  b e c o m e s  e c o n o m ic  e x p r e s s io n s  o f  th e  m id d le  c la s s e s  a n d  o f  

g lo b a l  c a p ita l is t s  w h o  are in  p o s i t io n s  to  c a p tu r e , c o n tr o l a n d  m a n ip u la te  th e  m e d ia  s p a c e .  

In o th e r  w o r d s ,  m e d ia  fr e e d o m  e x i s t s  a s  an  in fra stru c tu re  fo r  th e  g r o w in g  “ r u lin g  e l i t e s ” 

w h o  h a v e  c o n tr o l  o v e r  e ith e r , m o n e y ,  p o l ic y  m a k in g  o r  b o th . I s s u e s  o f  n a t io n a l  s e c u r ity  

ca n  th u s  b e  r e a l ig n e d  in to  th is  in fra s tru c tu re  in  s u c h  a  w a y  a s  to  k e e p  d o m in a n t  id e o lo g ie s  

in  p la c e .  A s  lo n g  a s  th e  “ r u lin g  e l i t e s ” c a n  u s e  n a tio n a l s e c u r ity  a s  a  m e a n s  to  j u s t i f y  

c e n s o r s h ip ,  m e d ia  fr e e d o m  in p o p u la r  c u ltu r e  w i l l  a lw a y s  b e  fir s t a n d  fo r e m o s t  a b o u t  

e c o n o m ic s  ra th er  th a n  s o c ia l  e x p r e s s io n .
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A s  th e r e  is  an  in fra s tru c tu re  o f  d is s e m in a t in g  d o m in a n t  id e o lo g ie s ,  th e r e  a re  a ls o  

in fr a s tr u c tu r e s  (a lb e i t  n o t  a s  d o m in e e r in g )  o f  th e  m a r g in a liz e d  i d e o lo g ie s  ta k in g  fo r m  in  

in te r p r e t iv e  w a y s  a s  w e  w i l l  fu rth er  e x a m in e . It is  th is  s p a c e  o u t s id e  th e  c o n f in e s  o f  

d o m in a n t  i d e o lo g ie s  th at s u b c u ltu r e s  c a n  w o r k  to  f r e e ly  e x p r e s s  t h e m s e lv e s ,  a n d  in its  

g r e a te s t  tr iu m p h s , e x p a n d  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  p o p u la r  cu ltu r e .
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