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INTRODUCTION

Tre King Is (NoT) DeEAD, LoNG L1vE CAPITALISM!

In the a ge of global capitalism, monarchy has been treated as if it were
dead, theoretically and literally. In philosophy, political theory, and po- .
litical economy, monarchy is no longer a central topic of debate. For
contemporary theorists, once capitalism becomes the dominant mode
of production in a state, a monarchy is supposed to be either abolished
by the bourgeoisie or transformed into a constitutional monarchy, a
symbolic institution that plays no significant role in the economic and
political realms that are ruled by the bourgeaisie. Rather than discussing
how a king should rule his kingdom, theorists today tend to focus on
how the bourgeoisie accumulates capital in the market and runs a state
or how other social classes should organize to resist bourgeois domi-
nation. The fate of monarchies in history is no better than their fate in
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9 ! INTRODUCTION

theory, as the majority of monarchies around the world were abolished
in the twentieth century in th:e face of the social classes that capitalism
begot. Even though a handful of monarchies still survives today, most
of them are deprived of control over the state and the market and merely
serve as ceremonial institutions representing a kingdom’s historical
continuity and cultural roots. The glorious days when kings, queens, and
emperors were the most powerful and wealthiest people and shared
every corner of the globe among themselves have been considered
gone forever.

Current thinking about a rixonarchy in the age of capitalism tends to
conceptualize it as one or the other side of two dichotomies. First, there
are binary oppositions between a royal institution and the economic
forces or social classes that capitalism begets. These include the mon-
archy versus the market, the% crown versus capital, a monarch versus
merchants, a high-born king versus bourgeois commoners, and conser-
vative royalty versus bourgeois revolutionaries. The second dichotomy
is the contrast between ethical values that monarchy traditionally em-
bodies and bourgeois ideology: glory versus greed, prodigality versus
prudence, extravagance versus economy, idleness versus industry, sov-
ereignty versus self-control, highness versus humility, and holiness
versus humanity. In these binary oppositions, what is associated with
monarchy is conventionally deemed a remnant of the past while its op-
posite is thought to be a relevant issue of our time. In other words, a
traditional proclamation that signifies the continuity of monarchies for
centuries—“The King is dead, long live the King!” —seems to be obso-
lete in the twenty-first century. Today it would be up-to-date to pro-
claim instead the demise of monarchy and the triumph of the capitalist
mode of production around ?che globe, “The King is dead, long live
Capitalism!”

This book sets out to &aﬂeﬁge the conventional wisdom that monar-
chy must eventually give way to capitalism. It argues that it is precisely
under the conditions of capitalist development and expansion that a
monarchy finds a way to not only survive but also thrive. The most em-
blematic embodiment of this novel form of monarchy is the monarchy
of Thailand. What makes the Thai crown an exemplar of the resilience
of the monarchy in the face of capitalism is a remarkable turn of its
fate—from standing on the brink of extinction in the early twentieth
century to becoming the dominant institution in national politics, the
popular and beloved institutizon of the masses, and, most important,

INTRODUCTION . [

the wealthiest monarchy on earth in the twenty-first century. How was
the Thai monarchy able to'rebound, redefine its role in the kingdom,
and stand tall in the face of multinational corporations, economic crises,
and technological advances in the age of global capitalism? This book
tells a story about the comeback crown in Thailand.

To understand those remarkable features of the Thai monarchy, this
book brings the reign of King Bhumibol Adulyadej (1946-2016) into
focus. Named King Rama IX in accordance with his rank as the ninth
monarch from the Chakri dynasty, Bhumibol ascended the throne on
June 9, 1946, and at the time of his death on October 13, 2016, he was
the world’s longest-serving head of state and the longest-reigning mon-
arch in Thaj history. In total the eighty-eight-year-old king reigned for
70 years and 126 days.! Under this historic reign, the transformation of
the Thai monarchy took place in concert with Thailand’s transition to
industrial capitalism. That is, during this great transformation of the
kingdom's political economy, the crown was transformed into what I
call a “bourgeois monarchy” —a monarchy that is composed of three
bodies, each of which embodies new features that make the Thai mon-
archy today distinctive from a traditional form of monarchy and em-~

* blematic of a new form of monarchy in the age of capitalism.?

The first body is grounded in the natural bodies of the Thai monarch
and the royal family. Rather than representing only royal and religious
values from the past, Thai royalty now embrace and embody the bour-
geois ethic of hard work, frugality, and self-sufficiency. The second .
body is the political body of the Thai monarchy. Rather than relying
merely on the extraeconomic coercion of the state apparatus, the crown
also seeks and secures political legitimacy from bourgeois democracy
and mass politics. The last body is the capitalist body of the Thai mon- .
archy. Rather than simply obtaining wealth as a rentier, the crown also

accumulates capital in the market economy as the biggest conglomer-

ate in the domestic market, as a'broker who connects business -elites
and patronizes their industries, and as a business partner of giant cor-
porations both inside and outside the kingdom. In response to these
measures, the bourgeoisie in Thailand —its industrialists, bankers, stock-
holders, entrepreneurs, bureaucrats, and other white-collar workers—
has never restrained the monarchy. On the contrary, it joins with the
monarchy, forming a dynamic symbiotic relationship that has left the
lower classes to struggle with both powerful forces. Thanks to the dis-
tinctive features that it has recently embodied, the Thai crown enjoys
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INTRODUCTION

hegemonic status in the capitalist state, preeminent status in the mar-

ket, and popular support fr
-world that kings, queens, an

om the urban bourgeoisie. It shows the
1 royalty are not necessarily humbled by

 capitalism; they still live long and large in cooperation with the bour-

geoisie’s politics, interests,
monarchy can become under

and ideology. It is an epitome of what a

capitalism in the twenty-first century.

Although this book is a study about the monarchy and capitalism in

Thailand, it is not a work for
the symbiosis between the cr

Thais alone. Instead this investigation of
ywn and capital in the Thai case sets forth

alternative notions for rethinking how the sovereign, social class, and

capital are all connected but
state. First, there has been an

-chy to adapt itself to capitali

in tension with one another in a capitalist
underestimation of the ability of a monar-
sm. Instead of an outmoded, static, and

conservative institution, a monarchy can be the first institution that
embraces sociceconomic change and transforms its mode of political

control, surplus extraction, and class alliance in concert with a king- -
dom/’s transition to a capitalist state. There has also been an overestima- .

tion of the power of the bourgeoisie and an insufficient examinatien of
the ideology of this capitalist class. Instead of a full-time progressive and

revolutionary class, the bourgeoisie frequently turns out to be a reaction--

ary class that seeks political, economic, and ideological sponsorships,
all.of which a new form of monarchy is able to supply. Moreover, if a
monarchy is not necessarily the first victim of the so-called bourgeois
revolution, as is so often assumed, it is necessary to rethink a theory
of class-struggle in some capltahst states where monarchies still reign,
if not rule. Instead of resxstmg the bourgeoisie alone, the lower classes
in those states have to struggle with two types of capxtahsts first, the
bourgeoisie proper; and, second, a bourgeois monarchy that has con-
gealed into a capitalist state, the market economy, and bourgeois ideol-
ogy. In this two-front struggle that the lower classes have to face, their
road to unchaining themselves from the fetters of capitalism appears to
be as hard as, if not harder than, social emancipation in a capitalist re-
public. Finally, a monarch who lives like a bourgeois billionaire in a
capitalist kingdom is not a mad monarch but a man who mirrors the
sovereign in a capitalist repubhc In the land where the sovereign has
never been crowned, a bourgeois billionaire can become a president,

administer a country like a cc
else but a king. They are the
talist world today—a world

ally indistinguishable.

mpany, and live extravagantly like no one
Siamese twins who loom large in our capi-
in which a monarch and a mogul are virtu-

INTROOUCTION 7

ONCE @ HING, NO LONGER 8 HINB?

Monarchy—by definition, a form of government in which one man
rules—used to be the leading topic in philosophy and political theory.?
How should a monarch rule his kingdom? What justifies his right to
rule? What constitutes a kingdom where justice, order, and peace pre-
vail? These are major questions that run throughout classic works. The
crown jewels among them—Plato’s Republic, Niccold Machiavelli’s The
Prince, and Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan—are no exception. Plato dis-
cussed the best form of government, which can only be found in a polity
where a “philosopher king” rules, a kingdom where either a philoso-
pher is crowned a king or a king himself learns to philosophize.* Machi-
avelli wrote a political treatise about the ways in which a new king can
constitute a unified, secure, and long-lasting kingdom by pursuing the
art of government and warfare instead of otherworldly morality.5 Mon-
archy is also a central theme for Hobbes. He not only argued that the
best form of government is monarchy but also justified absolutist rule
on the condition that an absolute soverelgn keeps his subjects safe from
the state of war and anarchy.®

Kings and kingdoms also used to be omnipresent in history. Through-
out recorded history, monarchy has been one of the most familiar and
predominant forms of government.” People around the globe may have
given a person who presided at the pinnacle of their political commu-
nities different names—king, queen, emperor, empress, raja, pharaoh,
sultan, shah, emir, khan, tsar, caesar, or kaiser—but there were common
features that made him (or sometimes her) a monarch. His post as the
head of a polity usually derived from birthright and lasted until his death
or abdication. He claimed to hold sovereign power over his subjects. His _
court was publicly recognized as a center for the distribution of power,
wealth, and social status; the control of manpower; the appropriation
of surplus; and the socialization of the highborn and blue-blooded. At
one time, all roads in any kingdom metaphorically, if not literally, led to
the court.

The archaic world in which a handful of royalty could rule the rest of
the kingdom would be turned upside down once capitalism, which
took shape in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, began to make
its presence felt globally in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In
political economy, Adam Smith was among the earliest to recognize that
a new age was coming. Instead of monarchy, royalty, and the crown'’s
monopoly over trade, Smith believed that the world would soon be
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INTRODUCTION

driven by the forces of the market, merchants, and free commerce. In

his projection of the four sta
- turage, agricultyre, dnd com
in the first three, In the last s

ges of social development—hunting, pas-
imerce—monarchy has a central role only

ety,” itis the market economyinstead of the crown that has the power
to improve the standard of living among commoners in a kingdom. It is
the mundane ethic of hard V@f/ork, frugality, and self-interest instead of

royal heroism or charity tha

tant, it is the “invisible han
king, that begets the wealth

t creates universal opulence. Most impor-
d” of the market, not the royal touch of a
of nations.® Similarly, G. W. F. Hegel real-

ized that the market economy, which he called “civil society,” would
become the central and most distinctive feature of the modern world.
InHegel’s version of the four historical sta ges—Oriental, Greek, Roman,
and Germanic—monarchy gradually loses its prominent role in each

stage and it is eventually tr

ansformed in the last one into a constitu-

tional institution that symbolically reigns over a “Germanic state” but

no longer rules the bourgeo

sie in civil society.® This theoretical trend

was reaffirmed by Karl Marx. In his theory of four modes of production

in history —primitive, slave
tral only in the first three pre

feudal, and capitalist—monarchy is cen-
capitalist modes. In capitalist society, Marx

predicted, a monarchy would be subjugated by a bourgeois revolution
that would end monarchical control of wealth and power in the state
and the market. The main purpose of government in the capitalist state,
therefore, is not administering the royal affairs of kings and queens but
“managing the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie.”10

Three historical events influenced Marx’s confidence about the de-

mise of monarchy in the age

of capitalism: the English Civil War (1642-

51), the American War of Independence (1775-83), and the French Revo-
lution (1789-99). What these three classic bourgeois revolutions had in
common was that they exemplified both the progressive tendency and

tage, which He called d “commercial soci-

the destructive force of the bourgeoisie when this class rose up against
the arbitrary rule of a monarchy and emancipated themselves, their
commercial prospects, and their private property from the crown’s con-
trol and exploitation. Another legacy of these historic revolutions was
that they paved the way for commoners in other kingdoms to consider
how to settle the question of a monarchy. Either the crown was abolished
once and for all or it was constrained under a bourgeois constitution.
In nineteenth-century Europe, as merchant and agricultural capital-
ismbegan to be replaced by industrial capitalism, most European kings

INTRODUCTION 3

and queens gave way to the rising bourgeoisie in their kingdoms. They
were placed under constitutional constraints and left with limited
powers. The emancipation of the bourgeoisie from the monarchical
yoke reached its apex in the twentieth century. As industrial capitalism
spread its wings globally, the majority of the world’s monarchies were
abolished. Today, among 193 sovereign states, only 43 have monarchs
as the head of state." Among those 43 surviving kingdoms, 16 are under
the Commonwealth of Nations, which recognizes the British monarch
as the ceremonial sovereign.'2 Twenty-two are under monarchies whose
powers are restrained by a constitution.*® Only 5 are still officially ruled
by absolute monarchs." In this regard, the history of the relationship
between a monarchy and capitalism seems to confirm what those classi-
cal theorists predicted: a monarchy is an archaic institution of the feudal
past that must eventually give way to capitalism.

Tharnks to this trajectory of the decline and demise of monarchies
around the world in the last two centuries, some thinkers expressed
concern about the traditional values, authority, and leadership that
were once embodied in monarchies. These had recently vanished when
the royals, courtiers, and aristocrats were subjugated, if not driven to
extinction, under bourgeois domination. In the late nineteenth century,
Friedrich Nietzsche lamented the loss of noble values such as glory in
war, the courage. of the “conqueror” and “military genius,” and hero-
ism in a capitalist society where the bourgeois multitudes were ob-
sessed with only the “dignity of work” and their own enrichment 15
Likewise, in the mid-twentieth century Joseph Schumpeter and Karl
Polanyi worried about the liberation of the market economy from non-
economic institutions such as kinship, kingship, and religion. If capital-
ism was no longer embedded in but set free from those precapitalist
institutions, these thinkers believed, the impact of capitalism on society
would be disastrous.!

Their warnings of the threat of unchained capitalism apparently fell
on deaf ears. In the last two centuries, except the monarchies of Spain
and Cambodia, hundreds of monarchies and royal dynasties around
the world were abolished completely; and even in those two cases
where monarchies were restored, the crown was brought back to life
merely to serve as a constitutional monarchy. In this sense, the bour-
geois emancipation from monarchical fetters looks like a one-way
ticket. Once the bourgeoisie takes over the state and the market from a
monarchy, the crown will be declawed by the bourgeoisie, and it will
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13 INTRODUCTION

not be allowed to regain its political and economic strength. Instead, if
it is allowed to exist, the crown will merely serve the bourgeoisie as a
figurehead of a capitalist state '

As monarchies become a rare species in the world today and those
that still survive are mostly under bourgeois domination, any reference
to monarchy in capitalist society seems to be merely a reminiscence of
the old days when kings and queens still ruled. Clark Gable might be
crowned the “King of Hollywood,” Elvis Presley the “King of Rock and
Roll,” Michael Jackson the ”K:ing of Pop,” LeBron James “King James”
of the basketball court, and Donald Trump’s lofty and luxury pent-
house “Versailles in the Sky.” These nicknames, however, simply con-
note an individual’s success, §1\e fame and wealth that he accumulates
from his career and business, not his birthright as royalty. Likewise, an
automobile corporation may advertise its luxury car as “Fit for a King”;
a five-star resort may promisé its customers the fantasy that they will
be “treated like a King”; and an investment bank may persuade their
clients that they can found their own “dynasty” or “empire.” However,
these are marketing strategies that simply send an appealing message
to the nouveau riche that, degpite being low born, they, too, can live,
consume, and spend money as royalty did in the past.

Moreover, this ideological motivation among the bourgeoisie today
lacks the ultimate goal of climbing the social ladder in order to literally
be a member of a royal family or court society. Instead, the apex of the
social ladder that this class wants to reach turns out to be the highest
stratum and most exclusive club in capitalist society, the so-called 1 per-
cent of the population. Just a few centuries earlier, references to the top
1 percent—the wealthiest me_ﬁ who had a disproportionate share of the
wealth, power, and means of production—would have led to the as-
sumption that the 1 percent comprised a king, a royal family, courtiers,
and aristocrats in a kingdom. In the twenty-first century, by contrast,

' talk about the 1 percent leads to consideration of the bourgeois elite,
which is composed of successful entrepreneurs, corporate executives,
industrialists, investment bankers, and stock traders. They have offices
in commercial districts and corporate buildings, not in a court. They
possess cash and capital, not a crown. Their merit tends to be verified
by a bank statement, not a bloodline and birthright. They do not deco-
rate themselves with a divine sword and scepter but a dapper suit and
suspenders. Most important, their authority can be seen through their
command of an army of laborers who work on farms and in factories,
not the command of an army of warriors to fight on battlefields.

INTROBUCTION 11

Given these distinctive and dominant features of the bourgeoisie in
our world today—the world where eight non-royal billionaires report-
edly own the same amount of wealth as the world’s 3.6 billion poorest
people—a discussion about monarchy in the age of global capitalism
seems to be out of place or even ignorant.”” Discussing the ruling class
that controls wealth and power in a capitalist state, regardless of its form
of government, monarchy or republic, leads all eyes to the bourgeois
class, not an endangered species of blue bloods. In short, the ones who
run a capitalist state and the market economy in the twenty-first century
are the wealthy and powerful members of the bourgeoisie. Despite never
having been officially crowned, they are kings of capitalism.

CaPITaL S3VE THE HING

The decline and demise of monarchies around the world in the last two
centuries, however, do not tell the whole story about the history of
monarchies in the era of capitalism. Challenging the reductionism of
the conventional theory, historical studies have shown that the history
of monarchies does not always fit the theoretical projection. The com-
plications in the history of monarchies that these studies reveal can be
categorized in three themes. The first casts doubt on what classical theo-
rists take for granted: the antagonistic relationship between a monarchy
and the bourgeoisie. The second rejects the theoretical notion of the fall
of a monarchy in the face of capitalism and emphasizes several roles
that a monarchy can perform in a capitalist state. The third highlights
the survival of some absolute monarchies despite the socioeconomic
changes that accompany a transition to capitalism. This last theme chal-
lenges the notion that a monarchy must be either abolished or trans- .
formed into a constitutional monarchy.

How REVOLUTIONARY AND ANTIROYALIST Is THE BOURGEOI1SI1E?

The conventional narrative that outlines the grim fate of a monarchy in
the age of capitalism is based on a subplot, the theory of the bourgeois
revolution. The bourgeoisie, this theory argues, is a revolutionary class
that seeks to destroy any political fetters that hinder the full develop-
ment of capitalism. Since the last fetter, the last remnant of the feudal
era, is a monarchy, the bourgeoisie would certainly turn, at last, into an
antiroyalist class that puts a final end to the monarchical regime. This
theory of the bourgeois revolution has been challenged by historical
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12 INTROBUCTION

studies. Two of the most popular cases that are used to show how this
theory fails to reflect the complexities of history are the English and
- Frenchrevolutiors. ' . :

The English Revolition of the miid-seventeénth century is normally
accepted as the critical juncture during which capitalism in England
finally liberated itself from the old regime whose apex was the English
monarchy. At first some historians, such as Christopher Hill, followed
the conventional theory by i;fnterpreting this revolution as the first bour-
geois revolution in Europe: They argued that the English Revolution
was carried out by the urban bourgeoisie, the revolutionary class that
struggled against the absolute monarch, whom it perceived as a political
tyrant and an economic parasite who produced nothing for the national
economy but relentlessly taxed bourgeois enterprises and monopolized
the national market.!® This interpretanon, however, is decried by con-
temporary scholars such as Perry Anderson, Tom Nairn, Ellen Wood,
and Vivek Chibber, Their arguments can be summed up as follows.

First, the urban bourgeoisie did not actually play a heroic role in the
English Revolution. In fact the revolution was led and dominated by
aristocratic landlords in the countryside and later supported by the
masses of the urban bourgeoisie, yeomen, and artisans.!® Furthermore,
as it was carried out by aristocrats who were in the process of success-
fully transforming themselves into capitalist landlords, the revolution
was not led against the aristocratic order, the pinnacle of which was the
English monarchy. Rather than destroying that order, English capital-
ism continually developed in the shadow of antiquated institutions like
the monarchy and aristocraicy.z" Last, unlike the monarchies on the Eu-
ropean continent, the Enghéh monarchy never really had the absolute
power required to monopolize wealth and power because political and
economic powers in England had always been shared among its aristo-
cratic elites. The English Revolution, therefore, did not end an absolute
regime of the monarchy that was hindering capitalist development in
England since there was no such regime in the first place.?!

The deviance of the Enghsh Revolution from the bourgeois revolu-
tion theory should lead to the consideration of the French Revolution at
the end of the eighteenth century as a better case with which to illustrate
the theory. However, the history of the French Revolution seems too com~
plex to be placed in the narrow frame of the conventional theory for
several reasons. Even though the French Revolution was indeed carried
out by the bourgeoisie, it was not led by capitalists, the bourgeoisie in
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the strict sense, as in the late eighteenth century the seeds of capitalism
had just been planted in France. Instead the revolution was led by other
groups in the fledgling bourgeoisie in France: state officers, profes-
sionals, clerks, and intellectuals.” Moreover, the French bourgeoisié -
was not fundamentally revolutionary and antiroyalist. Since its primary
goal was to restrain the monarchy under constitutional limits, it was
only when this class was pushed by the lower classes during the revo-
lution that the French bourgeoisie dared to abolish the monarchy.”® Most
important, even though the bourgeoisie in the French Revolution had
enough nerve to cut off the head of the king and inaugurate a republican
regime, this class did not initially sweep away the political and economic
structures that were established by the French monarchs of the previous
regime; instead, they strengthened them. Thanks in part to this fortifica-
tion of the existing structures of the political economy, the French mon-
archy was not completely destroyed. Instead it was later restored in the
first half of the nineteenth century, and France had to wait until the
latter half of that turbulent century for a wave of revolutions to finally
sweep away the monarchy for good and pave the way for capitalism to
develop freely.#

The theory of the bourgeois revolution has not only been challenged
by the history of those two well-known revolutions. In fact this theory
is also disputed by scholars, such as Benedict Anderson, who maintain
that it cannot explain the history of the abolition or transformation of
monarchies around the world. Two major-arguments can be drawn
from their challenge to the reductionism of the bourgeois revolution
theory. First, although the fall of monarchies in many countries is the
consequence of revolutions, these revolutions are usually led not by the
bourgeoisie but by either communist vanguards or military leaders. .
The downfall of monarchies in Russia, China, and Vietnam, for instance,
exemplify the former pattern, while those in Brazil, Egypt, and Ethiopia
follow the latter.” Second, the fate of monarchies-doés not depend on
domestic factors such as the rise of the bourgeoisie. It is often based on
two international factors: wars among states that undermine monarchi-
cal power in the national territory and the role of western imperialism
in their colonies.? While the two world wars that damaged the power
of monarchies in Europe represent the former external factor, the role of
the British and French empires in abolishing, preserving, or reinstalling
indigenous monarchies in Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia
indicate the influence of the latter.””
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Is MonNaRrcHY REALLY IRRELEVANT TO CAPITALISM?

- In addition to the bourgeois revolution theory, there is another subplot
in the conventional narrative of the fate of a monarchy in the age of
capitalism: the idea that oncé an absolute monarchy is transformed into
a constitutional form it is just a ceremonial institution that is irrelevant

“to the capitalist state, a domain that is politically and economically
dominated by the bourgeoisie. This subplot, likewise, is challenged by
historical studies of constitutional monarchies. In spite of such con-
straints, many constitutional monarchies around the world are not con-
sidered irrelevant to cap1tahsm because they play many s1gmﬁcant roles
in the capitalist state. j

First, a constitutional monarchy offers and maintains ideologies that
lessen class tensions in a capitalist state. As one of the oldest monarchies
that still survives in the world today and the first to be restrained under
a constitutional order, the British monarchy is frequently used as a case
study to reveal how the crown can tame the crowd. With majestic dig-
nity and a glamorous “royal class,” which distinguishes itself from
other political institutions, the British crown is considered by Walter
Bagehot and Nairn to be an 1deologxcal tool adapted by bourgeois elites
to distract the multitudes, e3pec1ally members the workmg class, from
government affairs in order to keep the hlerarchlcal and social struc-
ture intact.?

Moreover, thanks to thg uneven development of capitalism on a
global scale, the monarchies in those countries that need to catch up to
the advanced capitalist states economically can be called on to play a
historical role as the leaders of development. Despite the fact that the
real power of the state was in the hands of military officers and bureau-
crats, the monarchies in Imperial Germany and Japan, for example,
were an integral part of the state-building project and state intervention
in the national economy, as they were used as national symbols of prog-
ress, modernity, and imperialism.?’ Armed with these royal symbols,
the military officers and bureaucrats acquired the political legitimacy
to make, as Barrington Moore put it, the “revolution from above” that
propelled Germany and ]apan into the exclusive ranks of the capitalist
states at the beginning of the twentieth century.®

A constitutional monarchy also promotes consumerism and tourism
in the age of global capitalism. The British monarchy is the most popular
case; it is used to show how the crown can become what might be called
a brand that promotes consumerism and tourism in a capitalist state.
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The power of the branded British crown is supported by the fact that
royal residences such as palaces and castles are among the most popular
destinations for tourists in the United Kingdom,; and the capitalist cor-
porations that use images of the royal family in their merchandising
and advertising are continually profitable.® The monarchies in Japan,
the Low Countries, and Scandinavia, in contrast, do not attract as many
tourists as Britain does. The modern bourgeois lifestyle of the royal
families of these countries, however, also promotes consumerism by
showing the masses how to live comfortably and consume trendy com-
modities in a capitalist society.3?

How UN1vERSAL AND DESTRUCTIVE Is THE IMPACT
oF CAPITALISM ON MONARCHIES?

The case of absolute monarchies that still survive in the world today,
like that of constitutional monarchies, casts doubt on the validity of the
conventional theory about monarchies when it is put to the empirical
test. The most popular cases used to demonstrate how absolute monar-
chies can survive the challenge of capitalism are the Arab monarchies.
Socioeconomic changes during the twentieth century led to a popular
theory that the Arab monarchies, mostly invented and installed by the
European powers in the colonial era to serve their own interests, would
quickly collapse due to the “king’s dilemma.” According to Samuel
Huntington, socioeconomic changes are supposed to push the Arab
monarchies to reform their political institutions, develop basic infra-
structure, liberalize their national markets, and provide social welfare
for their citizens. Nonetheless, those monarchies are still concerned that
reform and development would beget and empower the new social
classes and lead to demands for the end of the royal monopoly on wealth
and power. Thanks to this dilemma, the Arab monarchies, as the theory
goes, would end up doing nothing and their refusal to change would
eventually trigger other political actors in the state, especially the rising
bourgeoisie, to topple this idle and obsolete institution.® The downfall
of monarchies in Egypt, Tunisia, Iraq, and Libya in the second half of the
twentieth century made this theory even more convincing.

The remaining absolute monarchies in Arab countries, neverthe-
less, have proven to be more resilient to capitalism than the theory pre-
dicts. In the age of global capitalisin, the monarchies of Saudi Arabia,
Qatar, and Oman not only have kept their absolute power and excessive
wealth intact, but they are also embracing the foreign investment of
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multinational corporations in their oil-rich kingdoms. Although the
monarchies of Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, and the United Arab
Emirates no longer officially hold absolute power, as they allow their
parliaments to possess the legislative power, they still retain the execu-
tive power, their rule is still unchecked by the parliament, and the wealth
they derive from business piartnerships with multinational corporations
remains intact. The resilience of these wealthy and powerful monarchies
has long been a puzzle in Middle Eastern studies. The results of the
Arab Spring uprisings during 2010-12, which seriously damaged the
authoritarian regimes in the republics of Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen,
and Syria while leaving mionarchies in other Arab states unscathed,
make the resilience of these monarchies even more puzzling.® Several
factors are invoked to explain why the Arab monarchies have been able
to withstand socioeconomic changes in the age of global capitalism.

First, most Arab monarchies are supported by the revenues of their
rentier states. Deriving nati:onal revenues from the sale of rich natural
resources in their countrieé to external clients, these monarchies use
those revenues to tame social grievances by appeasing their people
with the provision of expansive budgets and generous welfare.® As a
result, when the mass protests began in the region during the Arab
Spring, for example, the Arab monarchies were able to prevent a domino
effect in the region by spending a tremendous amount of oil revenue on
job creation, salary increases, and development projects.

Furthermore, the Arab monarchies have long been backed up by
external patrons. On the one hand, as clients of rentier states, multina-
tional corporations and their home governments continue to protect
the monarchical regimes in this region by supplying military and finan-
cial support as long as those regimes guarantee political stability and
economic partnership. On the other hand, to prevent the collapse of any
monarchy that may trigger a chain reaction in the region, the wealthiest
Arab kingdoms—Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab
Emirates—offer generous economic assistance to poorer monarchies
whose lack of oil-derived income or the burden of foreign debt hinder
any effort to lessen social grievances in their nations.’

Finally, in order to develop their nation-states in the postcolonial
era and catch up with advanced capitalist states, the Arab monarchies
are called upon to play a leadership role that is not so different from
that which communist leaders or nationalist bureaucrats have played
in other late-developing countries: the role of national founders and
developers. Their vital role in nation-state building and development
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projects in turn gives the Arab monarchies sufficient political legitimacy
to rule and maintain their sovereign power despite sociceconomic
changes in the'era of global capitalism.% '

As the history of monarchies around the world reveals, there are
general historical trajectories that diverge from the conventional theory
of monarchy in the age of capitalism: the bourgeoisie is not necessarily
antagonistic to a monarchy because this class does not play a decisive
role in the overthrow of the monarchical order, a constitutional monar-
chy is not irrelevant to capitalism because it can tame class tensions
while endorsing consumerism and tourism in a capitalist state, and
some absolute monarchies do not have to be abolished or restrained
under a constitution since they are well suited to the political and eco-
nomic structures of rentier capitalism. Thanks to these historical cri-
tiques, the conventional wisdom that classical theorists held stands on
shaky ground. Rubbing salt in the wound, the history of the Thai mon-
archy is the strongest case that turns the conventional theory about the
relationship between the crown and capital upside down. ’

THE JBWBL IN THE CROWN

There was a time when the monarchy of Thailand virtually followed
the theoretical and historical path of monarchies in the age of capital-
ism. In the early twentieth century, the Thai crown was on the brink of
extinction. Unable to deal with the economic crisis and incorporate new
social classes into the state structure, the absolute monarchy in Thailand
was overthrown by the so-called Siamese Revolution of 1932 led by
the People’s Party. Thanks to this revolution, the Thai monarchy—an an-
cient institution, the roots of which reach back to the thirteenth century—
was first restrained under a national constitution. Deprived of most of
its wealth and power, the monarchy became dependent on the govern-
ment budget and was constrained to serve merely as the ceremonial
figurehead of postrevolutionary Thailand. The end of the monopoly of
wealth and power invested in the throne, in turn, marked a new era for
the kingdom’s national economy and politics. Domestic entrepreneurs
could finally do business with foreign corporations without royal li-
censes, and those with nonroyal backgrounds could enter into and
advance in legislative, executive, juridical, and bureaucratic offices.
Despite a counterrevolution orchestrated by royalist nobles in 1933,
their defeat at the hands of the People’s Party cemented the legacy of
the revolution. Absolutism in Thailand was forever gone. Since the
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1932 revolution, even though there have been twenty constitutions,
twenty-nine prime ministers, sixty-two cabinets, and twelve coups
. d’état, the monarchy of Thailand has remained de jure a constitutional
monarchy.
In addition to the downfall of the absolute monarchy in the first half
of the twentieth century, another significant condition seems to suggest
that the case of the Thai monarchy closely converges with the conven-
tional theory. Although economic growth in Thailand from the 19505 to
the 1970s was noteworthy, the economic boom from the mid-1980s to
the mid-1990s was nothingé short of spectacular. This boom not only
transformed the Thai economy from an agrarian to an industrial one,
but it also heralded the rise bf a new social class, the Thai bourgeoisie,
which is apparently more coherent, numerous, and. powerful than
other bourgeoisies in Southeast Asia.® The rise of the nouveau riche, in
turn, has had a tremendous; impact in Thailand, as it played a crucial
role in the historic events of the 19g0s: the popular uprising that ended
the military dictatorship, the national pursuit of “Fifth Asian Tiger”
status following in the footéteps four other newly industrialized coun-
tries in Asia, and the rise of Thai pop culture.®? Thanks to its political,
economic, and cultural influences, it looked as if capitalism in Thailand
would be steered from then on by this rising class, the Thai bourgeoisie.
The official status of the Thai monarchy as a constitutional monar-
chy and the rise of the bourgeoisie in contemporary Thailand, however,
can be misleading and results in the belief that the monarchy in this
country has given way to capitalism. Under the fagade of the “constitu-
tional monarchy,” the Thai crown since the late twentieth century has
de facto played a hegemonic role in the economic, political, and cul-
tural realms of the Thai state that might be supposed to be occupied by
the bourgeoisie. In the national economy, the monarchy is simply the
biggest capitalist enterprise in Thailand.#! King Rama IX was ranked in
2008 the richest royal in the world thanks to his estimated fortune of
US$30 billion.*? Ascending the throne in 1946, during a nadir in the for-
tunes of the Thai monarchy, Rama IX and his royal family were able to
regain their wealth a few decades later due to the business success of
the Crown Property Bureau (CPB). As the largest corporate group not
only in Thailand but in all of Southeast Asia, the CPB not only owns the
largest and most valuable collection of commercial land in Thailand,
but it is also the biggest stockholder in the Siam Corunercial Bank (SCB)
-and the Siam Cement Group (SCG), respectively one of the country’s
four largest banks and its largest industrial conglomerate.®®
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The wealth of the king is even more astonishing compared to that of
the richest members of the bourgeois class in Thailand, Charoen Siri-
vadhanabhakdi and Dhanin Chearavanont. Although these two moguls
are the richest businessmen in Thailand and Southeast Asia thanks to
fortunes of US$3.9 billion and US$2 billion, respectively (an estimate
made in 2008), their wealth is still only a fraction of that of the monarch
and his enterprises.* In 2018 Charoen and Dhanin were finally ranked
among the world’s hundred richest billionaires as their wealth had
ballooned to US$17.9 billion and US$14.9 billion, respectively.?s Their
business empires, however, were dwarfed by what the crown had ac-
cumulated. When Rama IX breathed his last, he reportedly left both his
role as monarch and the wealth of his throne, which according to dif-
ferent analysts varied between US$30 billion and US$6o billion, to his
heir apparent.®® With this fortune, the new monarch of Thailand could
be numbered among the world’s richest capitalists along with Warren
Buffet, Bill Gates, and Mark Zuckerberg.

Meanwhile, in national politics, the Thai monarchy has played more
than the ceremonial role that is enshrined in the constitution. During
the Cold War, the palace backed the military regimes and state oppres-
sion of leftist movements and the communist insurgencies around the
country. Although the royal interventions in 1973 and 1992 délegiti-
mized particular military governments and supported the popular up-
risings that toppled the authoritarian regimes at those times, royal in-
volvement in the massacre of student activists in 1976 and coups in
1957, 2006, and 2014 seriously hindered any national progress in the
establishment of a parliamentary democracy. Moreover, the monarchy
during Rama IX's reign was influential in the making of policies and
their implementation regardless of whether the government was mili-
tary or civilian. The king’s vision of national development, the so-called
sufficiency economy philosophy (SEP), was integrated into the 2007
and the 2017 constitutions, as well as in the National Economic and
Social Development Board (NESDB) plans of 2003, 2007, 2011, and
2017. In spite of the royal influence on Thai politics, there has been no
attempt on the part of the bourgeoisie to restrain the power of the mon-
archy. Ironically, it is this class that keeps asking the palace to intervene
in political conflicts and to topple elected governments, which it per-
ceives as the root of corruption, capitalist crises, and antiroyalist senti-
ments in the Thai state.

In addition to the political and economic realms, the mbnarchy has
also dominated the cultural arena of the Thai state. Royal ceremonies
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were reinstalled by the military junta in the late 1950s and have been
officially promoted in public since then. However, state authorities are
_ not the only ones who haverevived the royal prestige and ideology in
public. The bourgeoisie has played a vital role in popularizing the mon-
archy in the era of mass media and pop culture since the turn of the
twenty-first century. The popularity of the monarchy in the cultural
realm manifests itself most noticeably through the bourgeoisie’s ob-
session with Rama IX. After the economic crisis hit Thailand in 1997,
the king’s supposed lifestyle of frugality, industry, and self-control was
praised by the bourgeoisie as the proper ethical mode of life in the age
of global capitalism. That proclaimed royal ethic was widely promoted
and reproduced ubiquitously in award-winning television dramas,
movies, commercials, noveljs, magazines, pop songs,.theatrical plays,
art exhibitions, and websites. The collective body of Rama IX’s biog-
raphies, speeches, and celebratory print commemorations of his reign
has become the best-selling genre in Thailand’s print industry. As one
popular song among the Thai millennials rejoices, “There is always
one picture that every home has, whether it be a rich, poor, remote, or
urban home” —the picture of Rama IX, with beads of sweat covering
his face, overseeing one of his development projects in a rural province
of Thailand.#?

Given those features, the Thai monarchy is the jewel in the crown
compared to its peers around the world. Not only does it embody some
features that diverge from the conventional theory, but it also repre-
sents a hybrid form of monarchy that combines the strongest compo-
nents of the other two extreme types: constitutional monarchies in Eu-
rope and absolute monarchies in the Middle East. The Thai monarchy
has the best of both worlds m the areas of financial resources, extra-
economic powers, class relations, external factors, and the transition to
capitalism.

Financial support for the Thai monarchy is not based mainly on gov-
ernment funds but on the palace’s own capital accumulation in the
market. Like the constitutional monarchies in Europe, the Thai crown
receives government support for the financial expenses of state cere-
monies in which the royal family participates. However, government
support is the main financial resource. for the European monarchies,
and the income these monarchies accrue from other sources is account-
able to the public:and checked by the parliament, while the excessive
wealth of the Thai monarchy is based mainly on the profits it gains
from the business investments of the CPB in the market % There is also
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no official public accounting or parliamentary inspection of royal
wealth in Thailand. In this regard, the Thai monarchy’s unrestrained
accumulation of capital bears some similarities to the Arab monarchies.
Yet the Thai crown possesses an advanced means of accumulating capi-
tal. While the wealth of the Arab monarchies is primarily based on the
revenue that these monarchies obtain by allowing foreign investors to
exploit the oil resources of the region, the Thai monarchy does not act
as what Mao Zedong: called the local “comprador” seeking revenue
from foreign investment.*® In fact the Thai crown has built its own fi-
nancial and industrial enterprises to both cooperate and compete with
multinational corporations in the country, as well as to expand its capi-
talist veritures beyond the national borders.

Moreover, the Thai monarch reigns neither coercively nor merely
ceremonially. Although the Thai monarchy is officially deprived of
extraeconomic powers of surplus extraction, it still wields them infor- .
mally. Unlike the absolute monarchies in the Middle East, the Thai mon-
archy no longer holds a monopoly on wealth and power. In the Thai -
kingdom, capitalist enterprises can freely do their business without royal
licenses. Extraeconomic powers—military force, political rule, and ju-
ridical authority—are extensively distributed among nonroyal actors
such as state officials, the army, politicians, corporations, and ordinary
citizens. In this regard, like the constitutional monarchs of Europe, the
Thai monarch no longer rules the state absolutely. He does not, however,
merely reign, as the European monarchs do. Rather than standing above
all political conflicts as a neutral institution, the Thai monarchy is one of
the most crucial political actors in Thai politics, as the royal family and
the Privy Council have influence over juridical reviews, military coups,
and state policies. The Thai monarchy does not have coercive forces in
its hands, but it has the ideological power to create consent among non-
royal actors and to co-opt them in following royal leadership.

The hybridity of the Thai monarchy can also be seen in its relation-

- ship with the bourgeois class. That is, the Thai crown is no longer the

dominant economic patron of the bourgeoisie, yet it resists giving way
to this class totally. Unlike the Arab monarchies, the Thai monarchy no
longer feeds the fledgling bourgeoisie by providing government jobs,
welfare payouts, and state contracts. Since the role of economic patron
was taken from the monarch in the 1932 revolution, the bourgeoisie
has mostly had to accumulate capital by itself ever since. The emer-
gence of a large bourgeois class and the transformation of the state into
the constitutional monarchy, meanwhile, makes the Thai case closer to
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the European ones. However, the Thai monarchy differs from those in
Europe because it has not been subjugated by the bourgeoisie. While it
. is often argued that the European monarchies are passive actors that
are used by the bourgeoisie as a political facade to distract the lower
classes, lessen class tensions, and promote consumerism, it is still un-
clear who is using and taming whom in the Thai kingdom.*® Rather
than taking a backseat to or being a junior partner in the bourgeois order,
the Thai monarchy has domesticated the bourgeoisie and taken the
leadership role in the national economy, politics, and culture.

Furthermore, external factors are no longer the most decisive influ-
ences in the fate of the Thai monarchy. During the Cold War, the United
States was the country’s external patron, promoting the Thai monarchy
as a symbolic institution in the fight against communism, which was
becoming increasingly appealing in Thailand and Southeast Asia gen-
erally. China,-on the contrary, was the primary external threat to the
Thai throne due to the military support it provided to the Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT). It is arguable that in this era there was a parallel
between the Thai monarchy and the Arab monarchies since their sur-
vival was similarly determined by external patronage and threats. The
events at the end of the Cold War, however, set the former apart from
the latter. Thanks to the withdrawal of the American military from
Thailand, the renewal of diplomatic relationships between Thailand
and China, the breakup of the CPT, and the decline of other communist
parties in Southeast Asia, the external factors that either supported or
threatened the Thai monarchy began to diminish in the late 1980s. They
are now less decisive than domestic factors such as military and popu-
lar support for the monarchy. The survival of the Arab kingdoms, on
the contrary, is still significantly determined by external patronage and
threats over the economic and political interests in the region.

Finally, the Thai monarchy still holds on to pohtlcal and economic
power in spite of the fact that Thailand is a newly industrialized coun-
try. It is conceivable that one of the reasons why the Thai monarchy is
still wealthy and powerful is that it plays a role similar to that of the
Arab monarchies, the role of leadership in several projects that are inte-
gral to the transition to capltahsm such as nation building and eco-
nomic development. It is doubtful, however, that this proposition still
holds, as those projects are more prevalent in Thailand than in the Arab
kingdoms. Similarly, the history of European kingdoms reveals that
royal leadership was crucial to the transition from agrarian to industri-
alized economies. Once the transition was over in Europe, however, it
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is clear that the monarchies simply became supporting actors playing a
subordinate role in the political domination and economic production
of a bourgeois state. As Thailand finally joined the exclusive club of
newly industrialized countries in the late twentieth century, the resil-
ience of royal hegemony in the economy, politics, and culture of the
country makes the case that the Thai monarchy has deviated from its
European counterparts.

THEB HEYS TO THE HINGDOM

Given its resilience in the face of capitalist expansion and its hybridity
embodying the strongest components of surviving monarchies, the Thai
crown is worthy of critical and comprehensive study. In past decades
this kind of study, however, was hardly touched on by scholars special-
izing in the political economy of Thailand for several reasons. On the
one hand, some scholars passed over the Thai monarchy and focused
instead on other political institutions, such as the army, bureaucracy,
and business corporations, as the locus of Thai politics.>! Following the
conventional theory, they tended to consider the monarchy as either
politically neutral or occasionally political but still subordinate to other
institutions. On the other hand, although some scholars acknowledged
that the Thai monarchy needs to be seriously examined as one of the
most important political actors in the Thai state, they tended to avoid
discussing this issue due to the harsh punishments incorporated in and
the arbitrary implementation of the l¢se-majesté law in the kingdom.5
Only a handful of scholars in Thai studies took the post-1932 mon-
archy seriously and put it at the center of their studies of Thailand.®
Thanks to their contributions, the monarchy’s hegemonic status in the .
political, economic, and cultural realms has recently been exposed.
Nonetheless, the existing studies of the Thai monarchy still have some
limitations that need to be overcome, and some of these can be high-
lighted here. To begin, the role of the monarchy in the political, economic,
and cultural realms of the Thai state has often been studied separately.
For example, a study of the monarchy’s intervention in national politics
leaves its dominant role in the market and the mass media unexplored,
while an investigation into how the monarchy accumulates capital
through business investments overlooks the ways in which royal
wealth depends on and benefits from political and cultural powers that
the crown also recently regained.® As a result, in Thai studies the ques-
tion of how royal intervention in national politics, royal wealth in the
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market, and royal popularity
interdependent has not yet b
- lyzed. To overcome this shoz
chy should pay attention to
tripartite symbiosis of royal

INTRODUCTION

in the mass media are interconnected and
een comprehensively examined and ana-
rtcoming, a new study of the Thai monar-
the construction and maintenance of this
powers in Thailand’s politics, economy,

and culture.
Moreover, inquiries into the hegemonic status of the monarchy in
Thailand normally focus on the historical continuity of the crown. For
instance, most scholars pay attention to how the historical symbiosis
_between Thai kingship and ancient beliefs in Buddhism, Hinduism,
and animism in Thai society keeps the monarchy relevant despite the
kingdom'’s transition to industrial capitalism.>® As a result, what has
been left understudied is how the Thai monarchy—an ancient institu-
tion dating from the feudal era—broke with the past, that is, how it
transformed itself in the age of capitalism, reinventing its old traditions
to serve its new interests, and adapting itself to new social classes that
emerged without precedent as Thailand underwent its transition to be-
coming a newly industrialized country.® The great transformation of
the monarchy, instead of its continuity, should be a crucial theme in
any new study.
Most important, studies of the Thai monarchy have mostly focused
on the relationship between the crown and the nation’s elites or political
institutions. The political alliance between the crown and the judicial,
military, bureaucratic, the intellectual elites has been a common topic
in studies of the Thai monarchy.¥” Although it is hard to deny that the
Thai monarchy has long been dependent on the political support of the
elites and state authorities, these actors alone are not responsible for
the revival of the crown. Especially after Thailand was transformed
into a capitalist state, new social classes such as the urban middle class,
the growing number of industrial workers, and capitalist peasants have
become crucial actors sharing the national stage of Thai politics. Il this
new era of mass politics, the legitimacy of the monarchy in Thailand,
therefore, cannot be based merely on the endorsement of the military
and bureaucratic institutions; it also requires the wide support of these
social classes. Rather than merely focusing on political institutions,
factions, and elites, a new study of the Thai monarchy must take the
social classes of newly industrialized Thailand and their relationships
with the throne into consideration.
This book makes a start on that kind of study. To overcome all these
shortcomings, it relies on three theoretical concepts to study the Thai
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monarchy: the division of the monarchical bodies, the invention of tra-
dition, and social class. Studying European monarchies in the Middle
Ages, Ernst Kantorowicz argued that a king has two bodies, a natural
body and a political one. While the first body of the king is mortal, since
its organic components must grow, decay, arid die, the second body is
immortal because the crown as a political institution transcends the
death of an individual king and continues to hold sovereign power in
the kingdom.® What still needs to be explored in Kantorowicz’s seminal
theory is whether and how those monarchical bodies evolved centuries
after medieval-feudal kingdoms developed into modern capitalist
states. By bringing the case of the monarchy and capitalism in Thailand
to light, this book picks up where Kantorowicz left off. In the age of
capitalism, the Thai king not only embodies two traditional bodies but
also develops a third body, one that guarantees financial security to the
crown—a capitalist body. Although the roots of this invented body
reach back into previous reigns of Thai kings, it was only after the suc-
cessful revival of the first two bodies during Rama IX’s reign that the
third body became a money-making machine for the crown and made
the Thai monarch the richest royal on earth in the twenty-first century.

Borrowing the concept of the “invention of tradition” from Eric
Hobsbawm, this book challenges the overestimation of the historical con-
tinuity of the Thai monarchy and focuses instead on how royal rituals,
images, and ideologies were revived, reinvented, and institutionalized
during the reign of Rama IX.” The main reason for the crown’s popu-
larity among many Thais, especially those in the urban bourgeoisie, is
that this institution successfully rebranded itself by embracing ideologi-
cal values and images that are well suited to the kingdom’s transition
to capitalism. What makes the bourgeoisie obsessed with the monar-
chy, therefore, is not simply the ancient beliefs of Buddhism, Hindu-
ism, and animism, which present a monarch as a divine Hindu king, a
virtuous Buddhist king, and an ancient warrior-king, In fact in the early
twenty first century the nouveau riche perceived Rama IX less as a di-
vine and religious figure than as a beloved and ordinary father figure
who embraced the bourgeois ethic of hard work, frugality, prudence,
and self-reliance—the new ideology that this rising class was also pro-
moting just as global capitalism was finally making a deep impact on
Thailand. :

Social class and class conflict are also crucial themes in this book.
Since the book focuses on the Thai monarchy in the age of capitalism, the
main social class that will be discussed is, to follow Marx, the possessors
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2b INTROBUCTION

and bearers of capital itself —the bourgeoisie or capitalists.® As Hat
Draper pointed out, Marx did not provide a definite distinction between
. the capitalist class and the bourgeoisie; instead he used those two terms
interchangeably. Therefore, to make it clear what the term bourgeoisie
means in this book, I borrow Draper’s clarification of this term.®! Mem-
bers of the Thai bourgeoisie are first and foremost capitalists proper:

industrialists, bankers, stockholders, merchants, and entrepreneurs.

Yet the term is also used in a broader sense to include various social
groups orbiting the core of capxtahsts and functioning as servitors and
beneficiaries of capital without owning capital themselves. In this regard,
an army of corporate managers, bureaucrats, professionals, intellectuals,
and white-collar workers—the “middle class” as we know it—is also
viewed as a crucial part of the Thai bourgeoisie. It is.the dynamic and
symbiotic relationship between the Thai bourgeoisie and the crown in
national politics, the market} and the mass media that is the key to under-
standing the hegemony, wealth and status of the Thai monarchy in the
twentieth-first century.

MAPPING 'f‘HB CarITALIST HINGDOM

This book is divided into ﬁve chapters, Chapter 1 focuses on the histori-
cal background of the Thai monarchy before the reign of Rama IX. The
history of the monarchy from the feudal era to the early stage of capital-
ism in Thailand reveals that there was a time when the crown virtually
followed the conventional pro]ectxon of monarchy in the age of capital-
ism. The crown was almost abolished in the early twentieth century by
the new social classes that capxtahsm begot in Thai society. The nadir of
the Thai monarchy was a result of the crown’s inability to handle criti-
cal challenges during the transition from feudalism to agricultural and
mercantile capitalism in Thailand. Powerless in the face of economic
crises and penniless as a result of royalty’s bad investments and per-
sonal prodigality, the crown was eventually constrained under a na-
tional constitution and deprived of royal wealth and power just a few
years before Rama IX took the throne.

Chapter 2 examines the reversal of royal fortunes and the great
transformation of the monarchical role during Rama IX’s seven decades
on the throne. In the early phase of the king’s reign, the crown was
closely and actively associated with extraeconomic forces, its revival of
wealth and power was based on military intervention, and the main
social class that supported the crown was the rural peasantry. Despite
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this revival of power and wealth in Rama IX's early reign, the crown’s
reliance on military force created a backlash among some progressive
and leftist sectors of the bourgeois class. Only in the later phase of the
king's reign did the monarchy finally make a great comeback in national
politics and the economy, thanks to the renovation of the crown in
several respects. The monarchy distanced itself from the military and
embraced society’s demands for demilitarization and democratization.
Instead of contentious politics, the crown engaged more with economic
policies of industrialization, development, and urbanization. Critically,
instead of the rural peasantry, the crown sought and secured the active
consent of the urban bourgeoisie—the social class that concurrently
rose to prominence in Thailand’s political economy during the late
reign of the king.

Chapter 3 focuses on the monarchy’s reinvention of its public images
and the interpretation of those images by the urban bourgeoisie. In the
early reign of Rama IX, although the palace tried to promote the king in
public using three major themes—the religious king, the cosmopolitan
king, and the warrior-king—these themes failed to resonate with the
daily life of the urban bourgeoisie. Only in the later phase of Rama IX's
reign did the monarchy become widely popular and celebrated among
the nouveau riche, thanks to the rebranded look of the crown based on
a set of new themes: the developer king, the economist king, and the
jubilant king. The bourgeoisie’s interpretation of royal images also has
its own history. Barely seeing how the monarchy and its images were
relevant to its commercial activities in the early reign of the king, it ulti-
mately changed its perception of the crown. Members of the nouveau
riche began to appreciate the crown'’s new look; they selectively idol-
ized and glorified those royal images that were compatible with their
class ideology. Further, they created and popularized their own version
of royal discourse in the mass media, which can be divided into four
themes: the hardworking king, the frugal king, the father king, and the
cosmopolitan king. Thanks to this symbiosis between the rebranded
images of the palace and bourgeois ideology, the crown has reigned
supreme in Thailand’s culture industry.

Chapter 4 examines the political, economic, and cultural conse-
quences of the triumph of the bourgeois monarchy in Thailand. Despite
all its successes during Thailand’s transition to industrial capitalism,
the bourgeois crown embodied intrinsic problems that later devel-
oped into critical challenges for the monarchy in the last few years of
Rama IX’s time on the throne. The crown’s success in accumulating
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capital and establishing monarchy-led capitalism in Thailand came ata
price. It fostered socioeconomic inequality, uneven development, and
«capital concentration, which created a wide gap between the rich and
the poor and the city and the countryside. While the monarchy success-
fully developed an ideological, political, and economic partnership
with the urban bourgeoisie, this symbiosis alienated the majority of the
Thai population: the rural peasantry and urban working class. Although
the crown had recently secured its hegemonic status in the government,
the market, and the mass media, it still relied on extraeconomic coercion
as a last resort in restoring political order when royal ideology failed to
maintain public consent. Above all, the popular king who embraced
bourgeois ethics and images was anything but immortal, and it was un-
certain whether the unpopular prince who stood first.in line of succes-
sion by the virtue of his birth—instead of through the bourgeois ethic of
hard work, frugality, and merit—would be able to follow in his father’s
footsteps. Unable to handle thi,ese major challenges, the bourgeois mon-
archy of Rama IX did not end on a high note. Instead, it turned reac-
tionary and violent in the face of political instability, class conflicts, and
anxiety about the royal succession.

The last chapter discusses the legacy of Rama IX, the prospects of
the Thai kingdom under the riew monarch, and the lessons that can be
drawn from the Thai case. During Rama IX’s historic reign, the Thai
monarchy was transformed into a bourgeois monarchy —a novel form
of monarchy that is deeply embedded in a capitalist state, the market
economy, and bourgeois ideology. Against all odds, the crown has
weathered political instability, survived the demise of a popular mon-
arch, and maintained its wealfch and power under the newly crowned
King Rama X. Showing how a monarchy can survive and thrive in the
age of capitalism, the Thai case pushes us to rethink the relationship
between the crown and capital in the twenty-first century, its role in a
capitalist kingdom, its relationship with various social classes, and
even its image mirrored in a capitalist republic.

THE GENESIS
OF THE BOURGEOIS MONGRCHY

The rise of the Thai crown at the turn of the twenty-first century as the
richest monarchy on earth and the hegemonic institution of the Thai
state was a spectacular phenomenon, especially considering the con-
ventional wisdom that monarchy must give way to capitalism instead
of adapting and thriving through it. To really appreciate how spectacular
this phenomenon has been, however, we have to compare the current
status of the Thai monarchy with the lowest point of the crown before
King Rama IX ascended the throne in the mid-twentieth century. At that
time, the monarchy was virtually on the brink of extinction, as it had
been humbled by the forces of capitalism, the forces that the crown it-
self had played a vital role in setting in motion a century before.

A history of the Thai monarchy before the reign of Rama IX, a chroni-
cle spanning from the early thirteenth to the mid-twentieth century,

23
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an 'I‘HB GENESIS OF THE BOURGBOIS MON3RCHY

comprised these major features First, the Thai economy’s mode of pro-
duction before Rama IX’s reign was predominantly precapitalist, and
the monarchy during this penod appropriated economic sufplus from
producers through extraeconomic coercion comprised of political rule,
military conquest, and )urxdmal power. This historical process of primi-
tive accumulation allowed the crown to accumulate wealth and become
a pioneer in the kingdom’s earhest stage of capitalist development.
Second, despite a slow move toward capitalism, ancient monarchs still
justified their monopoly of power and wealth with feudal ideologies
that depicted the king as a godlike, prodigal, and extravagant figure.

_Third, the boundary between the two bodies of the. monarchy in the
precapitalist era, the natural and the political, was still ambiguous. Al-
though the monarchy a’ttempted to establish a third bedy: of the mon-
archy via the Privy Purse’s investment in the expanding market, the
indistinct boundaries between the king, the crown, and royal enterprises
hindered the professional management of the Privy Purse and led to its
failure. Finally, the monarchy’s accumulation of capital and monopoly
over state power did not last long once the new social classes that de-
veloped during Thailand’s transition to capitalism began to flex their
muscles. Railing against the burden of royal extraction and disen-
chanted with royal ideology, the bureaucratic bourgeoisie overthrew the
absolute monarchy, deprived it of most of its wealth and prerogatives,
and pushed the institution to the brink of extinction in the first half of
the twentieth century, the dark days for the crown before Rama IX be-
came king.

THE 3NCIENT MDNERCHV aND THAI FEUDALISM

Before encountering the global economy for the first time in the mid-
nineteenth century, the Thai monarchy had been able to maintain its
wealth and power in the kingdom through its rent-seeking activities,
ideological justification, and patronage of social classes. In the long his-
tory of Thai feudalism, the monarchy’s means of accumulating wealth
were rooted in different kinds of rent-seeking activities: the corvée,
taxes, and trade monopolies. In this period of primitive accumulation,
however, royal wealth was still spent unproductively as it was wasted
on armories, religious ceremonies, and luxury goods. To justify the right
of a monarch to riile and accumulate wealth, the crown depended on
various types of a royal ideology: the virtual god, the virtuous ruler, the
great warrior, and the merchant-king. This kind of ideology worked its

THE GENESIS OF THE BOURGEDIS MONGRCHY N

magic on the majority of the kingdom’s population in the precapitalist
era, when most Thais were still rural peasanis. The ancient monarchy
in the age of feudalism, despite this, still faced a challenge when it came
to two social classes: Thai nobles and Chinese merchants. Even though
these two classes were instrumental in monarchical rule, their increasing
wealth and power occasionally undermined the crown’s political legiti-
macy and economic primacy in the feudal kingdom.

Royar ExPLOITATION IN THE FEUDAL MODE oF PRODUCTION

Before the expansion of the market economy in the second half of the
nineteenth century, agriculture was the principal economic activity of
the mass of the Thai population, and the Thai economy was primarily
dominated by the production of use value: agrarian products necessary
for the subsistence and reproduction of society.! In this precapitalist era
in the Thai kingdom, the dominant mode of production was a local form
of feudalism (sakdina), which was first codified by King Trailok (r. 1448-
88) in 1454.2 What apparently distinguished Thai feudalism from the
classic form of feudalism in Western Europe were its three major char-
acteristics: the emphasis on labor control, the absence of the notion of
private property, and the lack of landlordism.

While land control was a key component of European feudalism,
the heart and soul of Thai feudalism was the control and allocation of
labor.® Occupying the apex of the sakdina system, a monarch gave dif-
ferent ranks (sakdi) to different princes and nobles. Even though those
ranks formally signified the right of each person to possess a specific
area of paddy fields (na), they actually indicated the number of com-

-moners or serfs that a monarch assigned to the lords individually to be

ruled at their command. As a result, in spite of its connotation of “ranks
or power over paddy fields,” sakdina was the practice of labor control
that the monarch employed to manage manpower in his kingdom.*
Moreover, unlike European feudalism, a concept of private property
and its legal application did not exist in sakdina. Traditionally revered
by his subjects as the “Lord of the Land” (phrachao phagndin), a monarch
in Thai feudalism was officially the sole owner of all the land in the
kingdom.®> Allowing princes, nobles, and commoners to possess the
king’s land temporarily in order to produce agricultural goods, a mon-
arch had the legal right to take it back anytime he found that the land
had been left unoccupied or used unproductively. In this respect, de-
spite their possession of land, no Thais, with the exception of the
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3z THE GENBSIS OF THR BOURGBOIS MON3RCHY

monarch, had a right of ownership over landed estates in this precapi-
talist era. Finally, due to the absence of a legal right to private property,
. feudal nobles, unlike those/in Europe, were not “little monarchs” or
“fragmented and parcelized sovereigns” who monopolized wealth in
and power over their own estates.” Residing mostly in the capital city,
Thai nobles did not own vast landed estates or plantations, and thus
landlordism was virtually absent in sakdina.? In a kingdom where land
was abundant and producers were desperately needed, manpower
rather than land was the most valuable means of production that the
royalty and nobility sought to control.

In spite of these differences, Thai feudalism did share one crucial
component with the classic form of feudalism in Western Europe: sur-
plus extraction via extraen:(fmon'tic:,force.9 Allowed.by.a monarch to
temporarily occupy land and cultivate agrarian products on it, male
commoners had to repay him and the royal family, which, as a Thai
Marxist sarcastically remarl%ed, “sacrificed their precious time to rule
subjects and provided themf land for cultivating, rivers for drinking,
and air for breathing.”*® To be precise, “to return the royal favor” com-
moners needed to provide three to six months of labor to the palace per
year.! By royal command, commoners were forced to perform several
unproductive activities. Théy variously staffed royal administrative
positions; fought in royal battles between dynasties and kingdoms;
built new palaces, temples, and fortresses; and did odd jobs such as
feeding the royal elephants aind simply standing by to accompany their
royal masters.!? In addition to forced and unpaid labor, the crown ap-
propriated surplus from commoners through various types of taxation.
A farm tax (akon kha na), for example, obliged peasants to pay a specific
rate of tax in kind to the crown: 10 percent of the crops cultivated in
their fields.?? :

Thanks to this heavy burden, some commoners deserted the cities
along the Chao Phraya Delta and migrated to the rural hinterland, for-
ests, and mountains while some others were forced to sell themselves
to nobles and become slaves in their households.! As the lowest social
class, perceived by royalty as “subhuman” and mere “speakable tools”
meant to serve the nobility, slaves were exempted from the corvée and
taxation.’® To prevent the desertion of forced laborers and the lack of an
adequate labor supply, the palace’s punishment for any disloyalty on
the part of comrioners was harsh. Those who refused to labor in the
corvée system were “bound in shackles and ‘squeezed to death,’ or
sometimes left in the sun to Qie,” and those who settled and cultivated
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the hinterland without the king’s permission would also suffer capital
punishment.’® Meanwhile, those who lived in forests and mountains
were frequently kidnapped and dragooned into forced labor.” In addi-
tion to the corvée and taxation, the monarchy also used force to accumu-
late and maintain manpower by making war on neighboring king-
doms. When a Thai monarch prevailed in war, he did not merely force
the monarchs who were defeated to pay tribute to him in kind. He also
took away the masses of the population, relocating them in his under-
populated kingdom and incorporating them into the existing system of
forced labor.!®

Since the production of use value was the dominant mode of produc-
tion under Thai feudalism, agrarian goods were primarily produced
not for trade but for the subsistence of commoners and the consump-
tion of the privileged classes that did not produce, that is, royalty, the
nobility, and an army of courtiers and slaves in the royal and noble
households.! Surplus that the monarchy extracted from commoners, -
however, occasionally exceeded royal consumption and became sur-
plus that the crown could appropriate for its overseas trade. This sur-
plus did not result from the frugality or diligence of Thai royalty but
from its extraeconomic extraction. Living far away from the palace,
some commoners fulfilled their labor obligations by paying the crown
in kind.? As a result, forest goods such as elephant tusks, spices, herbs,
animal essences, and gems were collected and transferred to the king’s
warehouses.?! In addition to these forest goods, the warehouses were
stocked with two types of products: agrarian goods, especially rice, that
commoners had paid as taxes in kind; and luxury items, such as minia-
ture trees of gold and silver, that some neighboring kingdoms were
obliged to send to the Thai throne as tribute.? Furnished with these
goods, the crown exported them to the biggest market for Thai exports
before the nineteenth century, the Chinese empire.” This overseas trade
was monopolized by the monarchy, and it became one of the crown’s
most valuable means of accumulating wealth. Royal wealth that came
from trade monopolies, however, was not invested in production but
wasted on consumption. That is, a Thai monarch usually used revenues
from overseas trade to purchase military weapons, to buy luxury goods
that promoted royalty’s splendor and prestige, and to fund religious
ceremonies.?

Besides unproductive expenditures, a Thai feudal monarch had
another problem when it came to the accumulation of wealth, the con-
fusion between the kingdom's treasury and the king’s personal purse.
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ad THE §BNESIS OF THE BOURGEOIS MONBRCHY

In theory, as the Lord of the Land, a monarch had a right to all land in
his kingdom. Revenues from taxes and tolls that came from the land
- were also royal revenues, and thus a monarch could spend them as he
pleased.” In practice a monarch usually extracted a certain amount of
gold, silver, or money from the kingdom’s treasury, put it in his purse,
and kept it beside his throne or bed. Traditionally known as the “Red
Purse” (ngoen thung daeng) or “the store beside the king’s bed” (phrakh-
lang khang thi), the Privy Purse was supposed to be a fiscal account of a
monarch’s personal savings and expenditures.® Under Thai feudalism,
however, it was difficult to draw a line between the treasury and the
Privy Purse. That is, when the kingdom faced a fiscal problem, a mon-
arch sometimes used money from the Privy Purse to alleviate it, and
there was no attempt on the part of the nobility to check or control the
specific amount of money the Privy Purse extracted from the treasury.?
In other words, there was then only “one body” of the king in Thai feu-
dalism; the king’s corporeal body and personal wealth were not clearly
distinguishable from the political body and state treasury.

THE JUSTIFICATION OF THE DIVINE RIGHT oF THE KING

Even though extraeconomiciforce was used by the monarchy to control
manpower, levy taxes, make war, and monopolize overseas trade, force
alone was not a sufficient way to extract surplus, accumulate wealth,
and maintain monarchical rule. Indeed, ideclogy was instrumental in
maintaining the legitimacy of the monarchy under Thai feudalism.
Before the kingdom encountered western imperialism in the mid-
nineteenth century, four types of ideology were the means by which
the crown justified its right to rule and extract surplus. As noted above,
these were the virtual god, the virtuous ruler, the great warrior, and the
merchant-king.

The first ideology was the notion that a Thai monarch was a virtual
god or a god-king (devaraja). At the beginning of the Ayutthaya King-
dom in the mid-fourteent‘n“‘century, the Thai monarchy irnported the
nght to rule.® According to this ancient Behef a monarch was a reincar-
nation of the Hindu god Vishnu; he embodied a duality of divine and
secular power in one person. As the “Lord of the Universe,” he pos-
sessed absolute power over his kingdom, and his palace was the cen-
ter of the “galactic polity” around which princes and nobles orbited.?
To dramatize and enhance the divinity incorporated in the devaraja,

THE GENESIS OF THE BOURBEOIS MONGRCHY 3s

the Thai monarchy also imported Brahmins to perform rituals in the
palace.®® Thanks to these rituals, the monarch was portrayed to the
public not only as an absolute and divine figure but also as a ruler who
was mystical, formidable, and detached from all vulgar subjects. As a
result, Thai monarchs before the mid-nineteenth century barely showed
themselves in public; their corporeal bodies were deemed untouchable,
and it was a taboo for commoners to gaze at their god-king.

Merely making commoners fear and submit to the divine power of
the Hindu god, however, was not the most effective ideological justifi-
cation for Thai kingship. Even though Hinduism and the practices of
the devaraja cult were influential in the Thai court, Buddhism was a
popular religion among commoners, and hence the Buddhist notion of
the virtuous ruler (dharmaraja) was crucial for the public perception of
the king’s legitimacy.3? According to a Buddhist belief, a monarch was
a reincarnation of the Buddha or a bodhisattva (Buddha-to-be ).?3 The
verification of whether he would be the next Buddha, nevertheless, was
not based on his birthright but on the merit of his actions in his present
life. To be precise, justification for the rule of a Buddhist monarch was
based on the public’s evaluation of whether he practiced the ten kingly
virtues (thotsar}hit ratchatham): munificence, moral living, generosity,
justice, compassion, absence of bad ambition, suppression of anger,
nonoppressiveness, humility, and upholding of dharma. If a monarch
did not practice these ten virtues, his subjects had a right to find a new
ruler, one they perceived to be a more virtuous monarch. Thanks to this
Buddhist notion of the virtuous ruler, royalist historians usually claimed
that there had long been a social contract between the monarch and his
subjects in the Thai kingdom, a concept they expressed long before the
days of Thomas Hobbes and John Locke.®

Buddhism also embodied two ideological themes that were instru-
mental in legitimizing Thai kingship in the feudal era. The first was that
a monarch was the greatest warrior of the kingdom.3 According to
Stanley Tambiah, in theory a Buddhist monarch always faced a dual
challenge. On the one hand, as the Buddha-to-be, he had to perform
numerous religious duties: practicing the ten kingly virtues; patronizing
the community of monks, nuns, novices, and laity; and preserving mon-
asteries. On the other hand, a monarch was revered as the “universal
emperor” or the “wheel-rolling monarch” (cakkavatin) who made war
in order to establish a political order and stability, sought glory for the
kingdom, and rolled the wheel of dharma to conquer all subjects of and
territory in his galactic polity.”” Facing this dual challenge, a Buddhist


taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight


b THE GENESIS OF THE BOURGEDNS MONGRCHY

monarch, as Tambiah put it, was socially expected to be both the “world
renouncer” and the “world conqueror,” and sometimes “kings must be

.good killers before they can turn to piety and good works.”3 This
theme of the bloody warrior-king was widely reproduced in Thai litera-
ture in the age of the Ayutthaya kingdom. The Tale of Prince Sammuttha-
khote, for example, emphasizes the ideal of a Thai monarch; he must
have “martial prowess and his ability to discern skilled warriors, build
camaraderie, and inspire their loyalty.”® With this ideology, Thai his-
toriography has dramatically glorified the legacy of two monarchs,
King Naresuan (r. 1590~1605) and King Taksin (r. 1767-82). Having lib-
erated the Thai kingdom frof:n Burmese domination, they have been
praised not as devaraja or dharmaraja but as the greatest warrior-kings in
Thai history. | —

The last ideological theme was the wealthy monarch. As Christine
Gray pointed out, since the n{)tions of wealth, fortune, and prosperity
in Buddhism were closely associated with virtue, merit, and power, a
Buddhist monarch—who was supposed to be a virtuous, meritorious,
and powerful ruler—was traditior\ally accepted by his subjects as the
wealthiest man in the kingdom. According to Gray, a Buddhist mon-
arch’s wealth was believed to “flow” naturally to him in response to his
great virtue. His fortune was not explicitly connected or articulated in
terms of hard work but appeared naturally or effortlessly in response to
his superior merit. Furthermore, his kingdom was supposed to have
plentiful rainfall, thriving rice crops, and social harmony as a result of his
virtuous actions.®® This social acceptance of the wealthy monarch, how-
ever, came at a price: he was expected by his subjects to donate money
and property to alleviate poverty, financially support Buddhist monks
and monasteries, and keep the kingdom prosperous. The first three mon-
archs of Thailand’s current dynasty, the Chakri dynasty, exemplified
the application of this royal ideology. Although King Yodfa (Ramal,
r. 1782-1809), King Loetla (Rama II, r. 1809-24), and King Nangklao
(Rama II1, r. 1824-51) were called “the merchant-kings,” as they became
wealthy by means of royal overseas trade with China, they were also
revered by their subjects as great Buddhist kings thanks to the large
amounts of money they spent on the constriiction of new Buddhist
temples in the capital city.*

.--THE CROWN, NOBLES, AND MERCHANTS

The prior discussion of the monarchy’s surplus extraction and ideologi-
cal justification might lead to the assumption that the Thai monarchy in
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the feudal era had a firm economic, political, and ideological basis on
which to claim and secure its absolute power over the kingdom. That
assumption does not hold up, however, if we further examine the his-
tory of the relationship between the monarchy and two social classes
that were influential under Thai feudalism, the nobles and the mer-
chants. Although these two classes shared an interest in the process of
extracting, redistributing, and consuming the surplus that commoners
produced, they occasionally challenged the royal right to control labor,
land, taxes, and trade. In other words, they could be both allies of and
threats to the throne,

In theory, under Thai feudalism the monarchy and the nobility en-
joyed mutual interests in various ways. While nobles were granted
ranks from a monarch and these ranks guaranteed their right to control
a specific number of commoners, a monarch in turn received support
from the nobles, who sent the men under their command to labor on
the public projects the crown initiated.*2 Due to the lack of reliable tax
collectors who could levy various types of taxes, a monarch also de-
pended on nobles to perform this task. In turn, the latter were allowed
to keep a part of those revenues for themselves before remitting the rest
to royal warehouses. Moreover, despite the royal monopoly on over-
seas trade, a monarch not only spared space in his trading ships for
nobles to fill with their trade goods, but he also employed them in the
port authority, a valuable office where they could extract a portion of
import duties before remitting the rest to the crown.® Critically, while
the monarchy provided political protection to nobles in its royaldomain,

* the latter had an obligation to send the commoners undér their com-

mand to fight in royal battles with neighboring kingdoms.*

The relationship between the monarchy and the nobility, in reality,
was not always mutually advantageous. It was often contentious, vio-
lent, and bloody. In terms of labor control, nobles frequently kept many
commoners with them instead of commanding them to labor on royal
projects. Unable to bear the burden of laboring on royal projects, most
commoners preferred to work in noble households, and, as mentioned

earlier, some even entered slavery in order to live under noble protec-

tion.”* Similarly, in terms of taxation, nobles usually hoarded revenues
beyond what they were allowed or they delayed their remittances to .
the crown. Thanks to this practice of labor control and taxation, the no-
bility became the crucial player in the “game of thrones” in the Thai
kingdom. On the one hand, since the law of royal succession did not
exist in Thailand until the early twentieth century, nobles had long been
the king makers in Thai history. They were influential in the process of
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38 gTHB GENESIS OF THE BOURGEDIS MONARCHY

selecting one prince over another as the next monarch. Moreover,
whenever nobles realized that the current reign did not benefit them,
‘they could stage a coup and dethrone the reigning monarch. As the
history of the Ayutthaya kmgdom reveals, the bloody end of one dy-
nasty and-the founding of another usually derived from the machina-
tions of the nobility. On the dther hand, nobles could put monarchical
rule in jeopardy when there Was a war between the Thai kingdom and
its neighbors. The fall of Ayutthaya in'1767, for example, was in part a
result of the monarchy’s failure to secure the nobility’s loyalty. When
the Burmese army invaded the Thai kingdom, several nobles failed to
put up any resistance but concentrated all the manpower under their
command awaiting the fall of the monarch in the capital city.¥

As it was with the nobility, the monarchy’s relationship with the
class of merchants was anything but secure. In the long history of Thai
feudalism, this class was predommantly composed of one ethnic group,
the Chinese. Even though the monarchy welcomed merchants of di-
verse ethnicity— Arab, British, Dutch, French, Japanese, Persian, and
Portuguese—to participate in the royal trade when Ayutthaya was one
of the world’s biggest entrepots in the seventeenth century, the crown
privileged the Chinese in numerous ways. It exempted the Chinese from
the labor obligation and taxed them more lightly than local Thais. It pre-
ferred to employ Chinese workers in royal ships engaged in overseas
trade with China and Europearn colonies in Southeast Asia.®8 It staffed
state offices with Chinese litérati and gave them ranks and honors. It
permitted intermarriage between Thai royalty and Chinese merchants.®
Most important, during the first half of the nineteenth century, Chinese
merchants became a wealthy class in the kingdom thanks to the system
of tax farming that thrived during the reigns of Rama Il and Rama IIL.%
Under this system a monarch sold tax farmers (nai-akon) a license to tax
a specific market item in a specific are, and the holders of these licenses
were remunerated by collecting taxes beyond what the crown re-
quired.* Since most tax farmers were Chinese merchants and the most
valuable tax farms were those associated with Chinese communities in
Thailand —liquor, gambling, opium, prostitution, markets, and com-
mercial buildings—the Chinese who worked fof the crown not only ac-
‘cumulated massive wealth but also utilized state offices to support
their personal enterprises.®

One reason that the monarchy traditionally trusted the Chinese is
that they not only had trade networks with overseas Chinese commu-
nities but were also locally perceived as mere sojourners or aliens
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whose presence was temporary. Thus, it was believed that they would
not engage in the local politics of their host country.®® The economic
activities of the Chinese, however, could not be separated from politics
in the Thai kingdom. Like Thai nobles, Chinese tax farmers frequently
hoarded royal revenues or delayed their remittance to the crown. This
subsequently caused a financial shortfall in the royal treasury.’* More-
over, while many Chinese merchants enjoyed royal patronage, some
also sought political protection from the great nobles. Crucially, Chinese
immigrants began to flood into the Thai kingdom with the establishment
of Bangkok as the new capital city in the late eighteenth century.® While
the Chinese were obviously an ethnic minority in the kingdom, they
were overrepresented in Bangkok. According to G. William Skinner,
most nineteenth-century travelers generally recognized that “the Chi-
nese outnumbered the Thai in the Thai capital city.”% Looking at their
increasing wealth, uncertain allegiance, and crowded population in the
capital city, the monarchy began to have doubts about the Chinese in
the Thaj kingdom.

THE MONZRCHY ND THE FORMATION OF CAPITALISM
IN THaILEND

The signing of the Bowring Treaty in 1855 between the British and Thai
monarchies is normally considered by historians of both the Right and
the Left as one of the most critical junctures in Thai history. It marked
the beginning of a new era. For the first time the Thai kingdom was in-
corporated into the global economy that was dominated by Western
powers. Even though the treaty did not end Thai feudalism once and
for all or suddenly beget capitalism in the kingdom, it did set in motion
economic and political forces that had been stagnant during the feudal
era. As a result, the Thai monarchy during the second half of the nine-
teenth century had to adapt itself to the forces of the world economy
and Western imperialism in numerous ways. To begin, the monarchy
had to improve its mode of surplus extraction by launching fiscal and
bureaucratic reforms. The monarchy also needed a new kind of ideo-
logical justification for its new type of government. It accomplished this
goal by rebranding itself as the bearer of bourgeois culture and the em-~
bodiment of the nation-state. On top of that, the monarchy had to deal
not only with the old contentious classes of nobles and merchants but
also the newcomers: bureaucrats, wage laborers, and free peasants. All of
them were affected by the formation of capitalism in the Thai kingdom.
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418 THE GBNESIS OF THE BOURGEDIS MONGRCHY

THE ENCOUNTER OF THE TrAI KINGDOM
WITH THE GLOBAL EcoNOMY

Even before the signing of the Bowring Treaty, Thai feudalism had al-
ready shown signs of its structural decay. During the eighteenth cen-
tury, the monarchy’s feudal mode of surplus extraction had gradually
deteriorated in response to the growing demand for Thai rice exported
to China and Western colonies in Southeast Asia. As rice cultivation in
the kingdom began to shift its mode from a production of use value to
that of exchange value, the self-subsistence economy that had been
dominant in Thailand for centuries gradually shifted to a market econ-
omy.% This change had an impact on the monarchy in several respects.
The corvée became a less effective means for the crown to control and
extract labor. Thanks to the growth of the market economy, most com-
moners decided to labor in paddy fields all year long and began to ful-
fill their labor obligation to the crown in kind and in cash.% The crown,
therefore, lacked forced labor to work in public projects and mobilize
for royal battles, and it had to import Chinese workers to do the former
job while hiring Western mercenaries for the latter.”? Furthermore, the
monarchy lost its power to control land in the kingdom. As rice was in
high demand in the marketﬁ, commoners no longer conformed to the
legal prohibitions imposed by their Lord of the Land. Instead, they pio-
neered in the hinterland in order to find unoccupied areas for farming.
The monarchy also faced the fiscal problem of unpredictable royal reve-
nues. The rise of the markef economy provided economic opportuni-
ties for Thai nobles and Chinese tax farmers not only to hoard more tax
revenue but also to use that accumulated wealth for their investments in
trading enterprises. While the former approach reduced total revenues
in the royal treasury, the latter challenged royal trade monopolies.®!

As if the situation of the monarchy could not get any worse, Sir John
Bowring, an envoy of the British Empire, arrived in Bangkok on April
18, 1855, and demanded that King Mongkut (Rama IV, r. 1851-68) end
the two means of surplus extraction that the crown had long enjoyed:
overseas trade monopolies and heavy taxes on foreign businesses in the
kingdom. The Bowring Treaty set the British free from royal fetters in
several ways. Economically, they were given the right to trade freely in
all Thai seaports without a royal restriction except for fixed duties on
imports and exports. Legally, they were granted extraterritoriality and
placed under British consular jurisdiction. Geographically, they were
free not only to buy and rent land but also to travel into the hinterland
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to buy and sell commodities directly with individual Thais in lieu of
having to deal with the crown’s middlemen.$? After the British success-
fully challenged royal prerogatives, other western powers rushed into
the Thai kingdom to sign similar treaties: the United States (1856),
France (1856), Denmark (1858), Portugal (1859), the Netherlands (1860),
Germany (1862), Sweden (1868), Norway (1868), Belgium (1868), Italy
(1868), Austria-Hungary (1869), Spain (1870), and Russia (1899).6*

Consequently, during the second half of the nineteenth century, the
Thai kingdom was abruptly opened to the West and brought into the
international division of labor. Domestic producers were now driven
by economic instead of political forces to produce not only rice but also
teak, tin, and sugar in order to supply a market demand from European
colonies in the region.** At the same time, western trading, banking,
and manufacturing enterprises began operating in the kingdom. As
Marxist scholars of Thai history have asserted, the Bowring Treaty
marked both the end of classic Thai feudalism and the beginning of a
new era for the Thai economy, which extended from the late nineteenth
to the mid-twentieth century. While some called this era “semicolonial,
semifeudal,” others described it as “underdeveloped capitalism” or
“peripheral capitalism.”® Even though the appropriate term with
which to describe this transitional period is still debated by Thai scholars,
there is no debate about the fate of the monarchy.® To withstand the
sociopolitical changes triggered by the force of the global economy and
to survive western imperialism, the monarchy needed to reform itself,
politically and economically.

On losing its right to monopolize overseas trade, the monarchy
turned to the domestic market to compensate for the loss of royal reve-
nues. Rather than returning to the old mode of surplus extraction, King
Chulalongkorn (Rama V, r. 1868~1910), launched several groundbreak-
ing policies that eventually increased the monarchy’s wealth and power.
Recognizing that the system of labor control had already decayed, the
monarch set all forced laborers in the kingdom free by officially abol-
ishing the corvée and slavery. Thanks to this royal decree, the monarch
killed two birds with one stone. On the one hand, the abolition of the
corvée and slavery at the beginning of the twentieth century inevitably
ended the subjugation of commoners and slaves by the nobility. From
then on, nobles were no longer a serious threat to the throne as they did
not possess an army of commoners in their households; all Thai sub-
jects finally became the “king’s men.” Further, the entire population
was obliged to pay poll taxes, which the crown had just introduced.t’


taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight


q2 g’I‘HE GENBSIS OF THE BDURGBDIS MONZRCHY
On the other hand, because 'éhe forced laborers and slaves had been
emancipated, they could spend their time producing agrarian goods
rather than wasting their Iaborg on performing unproductive services for
the royalty and nobility. The more those emancipated commoners used
their labor to produce goods, the more the crown could tax their prod-
ucts and fill the royal treasur)?. Unchained from the fetters of a feudal
mode of labor control, all Thais under the king’s guidance were now
free to participate in the growijng market economy.

Rama V also launched a cr@cial policy that, for the first time in Thai
history, eventually created the absolutist state: the installation of a
modern bureaucracy. In place of a few nobles who formerly had hoarded
a portion of tax revenues beyond those they were allowed to collect with
the crown’s permission, the nefwly installed bureaucracy. was staffed by
an army of salaried officials who came from a wider range of back-
grounds: royalty, nobility, and commoners. Under this new system, tax
revenues that were locally collected would be directly transferred to the
capital city without the nobility’s interference. Tax farms, which were
once a valuable source of capital accumulation among the Chinese, were
gradually reduced by the crown and eventually replaced with a new
system of taxation. Instead of indirectly taxing market items via tax
farmers, the crown sent bureaucrats to tax those items directly.® More-
over, a modern judicial system was introduced in the kingdom. The
legal right of landownership, which had been introduced by Rama IV,
was strengthened and secured under Rama V. In addition to private
property at the microlevel, the boundaries of the kingdom were also
officially drawn at the macrolevel. Pushed by the British and the French
empires, which had colonized all of Thailand’s neighboring kingdoms,
Rama V, as Benedict Anderson put it, internally and indirectly colonized
the hinterland and tributary states by coercively incorporating them into
the newly drawn territory of the invented nation-state.”® This was an
innovative policy in a kingdom where royal authority had been based on
control of the population instead of territory. Besides sending bureau-
crats from Bangkok to staff provincial offices that used to be occupied
by local princes and nobles, the monarch made sure that his project of
centralizing state power would prevail over any resistance by creating
the Royal Military Academy in 1887 and introducing national conscrip-
tion in 1905.” Financed by the crown instead of noble patronage, the
modern army was designed to serve only the monarchy, and hence the
notion of the “soldiers of the king” was introduced. Unprecedentedly
armed with centralized state power, professional civil servants, efficient
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taxation, a modern judiciary, and a national army, the absolute monar-
chy was born in the Thai kingdom.

Under the reign of Rama V, there was an attempt to officially sepa-
rate the fiscal body of the kingdom from that of the king. In 1890 Rama V
founded the Privy Purse Bureau (PPB). Designed as an institution that
managed the income and expenditures of the monarch, the royal fam-
ily, and the royal household, the PPB received a fixed rate of the state
budget annually, 15 percent of government revenues.” The forces that
drove the monarch to institute the PPB were the burden of royal expen-
ditures and the growth of the market economy.” To feed a large number
of queens, princes, princesses, royal consorts, and courtiers, Rama V
needed an institution such as the PPB, which could provide not only fi-
nancial security to the throne but also professional management of royal
wealth.” Acknowledging economic opportunities in the expansion of
trading, banking, and manufacturing in the kingdom, the monarch also
established the PPB to serve as a royal enterprise that would produc-
tively invest the crown’s capital in the rising economy. The PPB did
not let the king down. Thanks to the reformed taxation and centralized
bureaucracy under Rama V’s leadership, the overall revenues of the
goverrunent increased considerably, and so did the PPB’s budget.” By
the early twentieth century, this budget had increased to such an extent
that the PPB not only had sufficient funds to cover all the personal ex-
penses of royalty and the royal household but had also accumulated a
large surplus, which was invested in the market.

The PPB invested capital in three major economic activities: land
rental, banking, and manufacturing. After the introduction of a legal
right of landownership in the second half of the nineteenth century,
even though the Lord of the Land could no longer claim a right to all
the land in the kingdom, he was still the biggest landowner and pos-
sessed both the economic and extraeconomic means with which to ac-
quire more landed estates. These economic means were based on the
ability of the PPB to use its capital to either purchase occupied land or
make loans to peasants and entrepreneurs, whose property would be
seized by the crown if they failed to repay.’ The extraeconomic means
resided in the power of the PPB, on behalf of the absolute monarch,
simply to claim its right over unoccupied land or evict peasants from
their property.” With these two means of leverage, the PPB became the
owner of the most valuable land in the kingdom and hence prosperously
accumulated capital from land leasing.”® The PPB also constructed com-
mercial buildings and markets on its most valuable land in Bangkok
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and major provinces and leased them to entrepreneurs.” At the same

time, the PPB involved itself
_substantial stock holdings in
and the Siam Cement Comp
pariner, the PPB also investe
with rice milling, tramways,

in banking and manufacturing through
the SCB, which was established in 1907,
any (SCC), created in 1913.%% As a junior
d in numerous joint ventures associated

electricity generation, canal construction,

and shipping.®* As Chollada Wattanasiri noted, a lot of foreign com-
panies voluntarily offered stocks and positions on their boards of direc-
tors to the PPB. From the point of view of these foreign investors, given
the fact that the PPB was the king’s enterprise, having it as a joint inves-
tor “raised the company’s credibility and prestige in the Thai market
and in the public eye.”® In this regard, from the beginning the monar-
chy, via the PPB’s ventures, was the first and most dominant investor in
Thailand’s capitalist development.

THE JUSTIFICATION OF THE ABSOLUTE MONARCHY

To establish the absolutist state, the crown also introduced and propa-
gated a new type of ideology to justify its regime: nationalism and
bourgeois culture. That is, the formation of Thai absolutism—the cen-
tralization of state power, the installation of a modern state apparatus,
the concentration of state revenues, and the subjugation of local prov-
inces and tribunal states under royal authority —was rationalized by
the crown as a cc}untermeasurzfe against western imperialism. Without a
unified nation-state and what it called a civilized culture, the Thai king-
dom, according to the crown, would be judged by western powers as
barbarian, and it would inevitably be colonized by them.® To create a
unified nation-state, the mor{archy introduced the notions of “Thai
identity” and the “Thai nation” into the kingdom, which had long been
composed of diverse ethnicitie$ and cultures other than Thai. These in-
cluded the Lao, Khmer, Mon, Shan, Vietnamese, Malay, Indian, and
Chinese.** Rama IV wrote a book that claimed a linear history of the
kingdom and its dynasties beginning with the founding of Ayutthaya
in the fourteenth century.® Responding to a border dispute with the
British Empire in the late nineteenth cerftury, Rama V asserted, “The
Thai, the Lao, the Shan all consider themselves peoples of the same
race. They all respect me as their supreme sovereign, the protector of
their well-being.”# King Vajiravudh (Rama VI, r. 1910~25), reproduced
this theme by promoting the monarchy as both the embodiment and
the protector of the Thai natiorZ\. “Being loyal to the king,” he claimed,

i
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“is the same as loving oneself because the king has the duty of protecting
the nation.”¥ The nation, the king added, is “analogous to the ship, the
king to the captain, and the people to those in the ship,” and thus “people
in the ship must always obey the captain’s orders. If they do not, the ship
might be wrecked and the people in the ship in danger of losing their ,
lives.”®8 In this sense, an “imagined community” in the Thai version, as
Thongchai Winichakul contends, has long been influenced by the imagi-
nation of the monarch, not by that of the ordinary people.’?
Nationalism also served as an ideological justification for royal in-
volvement in the expanding market economy. To be precise, the PPB’s
investments in three economic activities were rationalized as invest-
ments made in the national interest. First, the PPB’s investments it land

. rentals and property development could hardly be separated from the

government’s projects of developing infrastructure such as roads, canals,
and railways. Once those projects received the green light from the
monarch, the PPB had the privilege of occupying valuable land along-
side the construction sites, constructing commercial buildings and
markets on its estates, and then leasing them to entrepreneurs. Second,
funded by the PPB, the SCB had a nationalist origin. Prince Mahisara, a
brother of Rama V, wished to see the first Thai bank competing with the
western banks, which “did not care about Thai customers,” and the
Chinese banks, which “welcomed only those who could speak Chinese
or English.”® When the SCB faced a financial crisis, the crown asked
not only the PPB but also the state treasury to bail the bank out since the
SCB was perceived by the monarch as a national bank, which could not
be liguidated. Finally, the idea of founding the SCC as the first cement
plant in the kingdom was supported by Rama V, who believed that this’
enterprise would serve the interests of the nation.”! The nationalist idea
of creating a “Thai capital for Thais” was also promoted by Rama VI
The PPB’s investments in the founding of the Siam Steamship Com-
pany and the Siam Minihg Industry were rationalized by the monarch

- through the notion that the Thai nation should have its own shipping

and mining enterprises.”?

In addition to nationalism, the discourse of civilization (khwam si-
wilai) was employed by the monarchy to justify its new regime. To sur-
vive western imperialism, Thailand, according to the royal ideology,
needed to be transformed from a barbaric to a civilized nation, and the
bearer of this transformation was none other than the king. The irony of
this royal ideology, however, was that what was called Thai civilization
was anything but Thai. Instead it was influenced by a particular culture
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that had been dominant in Europe since the eighteenth century, that of
the bourgeoisie. In other words, unlike their forefathers prior to the mid-
-nineteenth century, the self-proclaimed civilized monarchs in the Thai
kingdom presented themselves in public less like an Indian god-king, a
Buddha-to-be, or a wealthy Chinese merchant and more like a bourgeois
westerner. However, it is worth asking how “civilized” or bourgeois the
Thai monarchs had become, as the crown nolonger pursued Indianiza-
tion and Sinicization but had turned instead toward the West.
According to an observation by John Bowring, which he made after
visiting Rama IV’s European-style apartments, the monarch had “all
the instruments and appliances which might be found in the study or
library of an opulent philosopher in Europe.”*® Noticing pendulums,
watches, barometers, thermdmeters, and microscopesin the royal resi-
dence, the Englishman concluded that “almost everything seemed
English.”* Florence Caddy, an Englishwoman who was a guest of
Rama V, described a banquet hosted by the Thai king in the following
way: “Dinner was served in European style, the glass and porcelain, all
from Europe, were engraved and painted with the royal arms and King
Chulalongkorn’s long name.”* Noticing that “the king and princes all
drank European wines,” she remarked that there was only one thing that
looked local on the dinner table: “The dessert was the only thing pre-
senting any great novelty to us.”* Following the king, male royals and
courtiers began to copy. the western fashions of longer hair, mustaches,
shoes, trousers, tailored suits, hats, and dress uniforms.?” Besides his
preference for European fashions and commodities, Rama V highly val-
ued western technology, knowledge, and education. He unprecedent-
edly sent hundreds of Thai students, including a large contingent of his
own children, to study in Britain, France, Germany, Austria, Hungary,
Denmark, Russia, and the United States.” The best and brightest among
these students seemed to be his son Vajiravudh. Having studied law,
history, and public administration at Oxford and written a dissertation
titled “The War of the Polish Succession,” Rama VI was a man of letters
indeed.*”® Introducing a western style of writing novels, newspaper ar-
ticles, poems, and plays to Thai literary circles, he was the first writer to
translate any of Shakespeare’s plays into Thai: The Merchant of Venice,
Romeo and Juliet, and As You Like It.3% .
This newly invented image of Thai royalty as the bearers of bour-

geois western cultisre was supported by a new medium that shaped the
mass perception of the monarchy, photography. Before the nineteenth
century, images of monarchs and royal families were virtually absent
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from Thai society. Depictions of Thai royalty were banned by the palace
because they were deemed to be a threat to the royals’ life spirits and
could also expose the physical vulnerability of the monarch, who was
socially worshipped as an immortal and transcendent god-king. Con-
sequently, the monarchy had long prohibited the gaze of commoners
on royal bodies, and a monarch normally hid himself from the public in
order to maintain his mystique, sanctity, and purity.' This tradition
was seriously undermined by the introduction of photography in Thai-
land during the second half of the nineteenth century.

As a monarch who was enthusiastic about western technology,
Rama IV broke the royal taboo by allowing a Scottish photographer to
take pictures of him dressed not only in full Thai regalia but also in
French and Russian military uniforms and to bring those photos back
to the British court in 1865.1? Seeing the Thai monarchy as not inferior
but equal to its counterparts in Europe and usually calling Queen Victo-
ria his “distinguished Friend” and “very affectionate Sister,” Rama IV
wanted the West to get a glimpse of what Thai royalty really looked like
via the medium of photography.!® According to Rosalind Morris, this
was a crucial moment because it launched the era of photography in
the kingdom, which in turn marked not only the end of the king’s abso-
lute withdrawal from public space but also his increasing emergence
into the public sphere.!® Photography flourished in Thailand even more
during the reign of Rama V. Frequently expressing enthusiasm about
cameras, photographs, and stereoscopic images, the king supported the
circulation of his photographic portraits throughout the kingdom, 1%
Photography became the most popular medium for depicting images
of the monarchy under the reigns of Rama VI and King Prajadhipok
(Rama VII, r. 1925-35). In this period it was normal for ordinary Thais |
to see photographs of their monarchs in daily newspapers and maga-
zines.!% Instead of passive subjects under the absolute gaze of the mon-
arch, Thai commoners were now able to gaze back at the royal bodies.
With photography a cat may look at a king after all.

THE MONARCHY, BUREAUCRATS, AND THE “CHINESE PROBLEM”

The formation of the absolutist regime in the Thai kingdom during
the late nineteenth century had an impact on class composition and alli-
ance. To end its long struggle with the nobility and claim its absolute
power in the kingdom, the Thai monarchy followed the path of abso-
lute monarchies in Europe: absorbing the nobility into newly installed
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bureaucratic offices. Instead of competing with the crown over surplus
extraction, nobles were transformed into civil servants and were com-
pensated not only with fixed salaries but also with high ranks in the bu-
reaucratic hierarchy. The mod;ern Thai bureaucracy, however, absorbed
into state offices not only the nobility but also numerous members of
the class the crown had recently emancipated, the free commoners.

While the royals and nobles occupied the upper echelons of the state
apparatus, the middle and lower ranks of the bureaucracy were staffed
with an army of commoners.!” Instead of birthright or royal patrona ge,
members of this new bureaL{cratic bourgeoisie climbed the political
ladder via their own merit, education, and skill.®® Self-driven and more
talented than many royals, some bureaucrats from humble backgrounds
won the king’s scholarships to study in Europe.l® On returning to the
kingdom to teach and train a new generation of civil servants, the young
bureaucrats brought back the bourgeois ethic of self-motivation, hard
work, productivity, and meritocracy. As one of them remarked, “The
national income was used to feed many people who actually did not
work. In addition, the national decay and the inefficiency in the admin-
istration was due to the fact that there were many incompetent men in
high positions. Hence, the absolute monarchy was the cause of this in-
justice.”1% Although they were frustrated by the monarchy’s favoritism,
which promoted only the highborn to high ranks, these young, ambitious
bureaucrats were not able to challenge the absolutist regime, as their re-
sentment toward the crown had not yet found popular resonance among
the masses of other Thais.

Once the beneficiaries of a feudal mode of surplus extraction, Chinese
merchants had to adapt themselves to the absolutist regime and the
penetration of western capital into the Thai economy. The crown'’s cen-
tralization of state revenues and introduction of modern taxation hit
the Chinese hard as these poﬁdies put an end to tax farming, their most
valuable means of accruing wealth. Purthermore, the western ultimatum
of free trade for Thailand ended the trading privileges that the crown
had once provided the Chinese.™! As the monarchy began acting more
like a bourgeois enterprise via the PPB’s investments, it was no longer a
protector but a competitor of Chinese merchants. Although the crown
compensated Chinese tax farmers for their loss by giving them loans to
invest in the expanding market economy, they could not compete with
western entrepreneurs, who were armed with large amounts of capital

and advanced techﬁology. Given the latter’s economic and technological -

advantages, the monarchy even preferred to invest in joint ventures
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with western firms instead of its old Chinese partners.!’2 Worse than
that, unable to repay the royal loans, many Chinese estates, factories,
and commercial buildings were seized by the crown. Once a privileged
class that was known as the “royalist Chinese,” these merchants drasti-
cally declined in terms of influence in the nineteenth century due to
business failures and bankruptcies.® In Skinner’s words, under the
royal hand “the practice of ennobling wealthy Chinese was allowed to
die.”/ 114

Nevertheless, the relationship between the Thai monarchy and the
Chinese minority did not end with the extinction of that generation of
Chinese tax farmers. Thanks to the abolition of the corvée and slavery,
the monarchy needed a new source of manpower to labor on royal proj-
ects. Since Thai commoners preferred to either labor in paddy fields or
enter the bureaucratic system, the monarchy turned to Chinese labor
for a solution. During the second half of the nineteenth century, thou-
sands of Chinese immigrated to Thailand annually and sold their labor
to the crown.® Penniless in China, most of them initially participated
in the labor sector. Once they could stand on their own feet, they entered
into other economic activities in the kingdom such as commerce, manu-
facturing, finance, and mining."¢ Some thrived and became wealthy
traders and entrepreneurs in one generation. Unlike the former genera-
tion, the new wave of Chinese immigrants was more self-reliant, as
they lacked the political protection and patronage of the crown.”

Chinese immigrants brought not only their corporeal bodies but
also their ethical values to the host kingdom. According to Skinner,
nineteenth-century travelers commonly recognized some prominent
characteristics among the Chinese minority in Thailand: “extreme indus-
triousness, willingness to labor long and hard, steadiness of purpose, _
ambition, desire for wealth and economic advancement, innovativeness,
venturesomeness, and independence.”!18 Local Thais, in contrast, were
described as “indolent, unwilling to labor for more than immediate
needs, contented with their lot, uninterested in money or economic
advancement, conservative, and satisfied with a dependent status.”¥
These fundamental perceived differences between the two ethnic
groups were explained by Skinner in terms of nurture, not nature. Not
only growing up in overpopulated, unfertile, and socially competitive
regions of China but also coming to Thailand in order to work and send
money back to families in their homeland, the Chinese immigrants
had been socially and mentally trained to be industrious, frugal, and
abstemnious. Thai commoners, on the contrary, tended to enjoy life and
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lived in the present thanks to both their underpopulated and fertile
motherland and their Buddhist culture, which discouraged economic
advancement, social mobility, and anxiety about the fortune and social
status of one’s family.1? These differences between the Thai majority
and the Chinese minority, however, did not create ethnic tensions be-
tween them. For most of Thai h:story before the early twentieth century,
the Chinese were not the victims of ethnic discrimination by the locals.

In fact, unlike other Southeast
the Chinese and held them in

Asian natives, Thais seemed to welcome
high regard because of their work ethic,

their entrepreneurial skills, and even their fair complexions.'#

The comfortable relationship between these two ethnic groups was
turned upside down by royal intervention. Promoting the idea of nation-
alism to justify its project of nation building, the monarchy in the early

twentieth century raised the m

trasting it with Chinese othern

was exemplified by Rama VI's
the Orient. Influenced by the di

ass consciousness-of “Thainess” by con-
ess. Royal prejudice against the Chinese
‘most notorious written work, The Jews of
scourses of racism, xenophobia, and anti-

Semitism to which he had been exposed in fin de si¢cle Europe, the king
asserted in this 1917 publication that the Thai people “are no more like
the Chinese than any of the European races are like the Jews.”'? Chi-
nese immigrants and their descendants in the Thai kingdom, Rama VI
elaborated further, were “no more Buddhists than the Jews Christians”

and were “every bit as unscrup

tlous and as unconscionable as the Jews,”

as they were “utterly without morals, without conscience, without
mercy, without pity . . . where money is concerned.” He continued,

claiming that they were “like s
an unfortunate victim'’s life-bl
birth, by nature, by sympathy
ultimately “bound one day to ¢
tants.”!? Once an ethnic groug
and patronage, the Chinese no
stigmatized as the “Chinese pr

THE CONTRBDICTION ¢

o many vampires who steadily suck dry
ood” and were not only born “aliens by
by language, and finally by choice” but
ome into bloody conflict with the inhabi-
> that had long obtained royal privileges
w were alienated from the monarch and
oblem” in the kingdom of Thais.1*

NI CRISIS OF THal aBSOLUTISM

Unlike European monarchies, the Thai monarchy could enjoy and
maintain its absolute power for only a short period of time. The abso-
lutist regime that Rama V installed in the late nineteenth century began
to show its structural problems in the early twentieth century during
the reign of Rama V1. Drasncally declining under the reign of Rama VI],
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the absolute monarchy was overthrown in 1932 by a small group of
middle-ranking bureaucrats organized under the banner of the People’s
Party. The end of the absolute monarchy in Thailand was mainly a con-
sequence of the following causes. First, the monarchy failed not only to
make itself sufficiently bourgeois in the market but also to administer
the national economy, which was deeply incorporated into the global
market. While the former failure led to royal debts and bankruptcies,
the latter intensified an economic downturn and public resentment to-
ward the crown. Moreover, the royal attempt to re-create itself as bour-
geois in the ideological sphere undermined rather than sustained the
justification for the absolutist regime. Instead of admiration and ap-
preciation, the masses resented, criticized, and even mocked the bour-
geois lifestyle and conspicuous consumption of royalty. Worst of all, the
middle-ranking bureaucrats were no longer the only group that recog-
nized the incompatibility between the absolute monarchy and the na-
tion’s transition to capitalism. With strong support from a new class of
“vulgar bourgeoisie” —entrepreneurs, professicnals, and intellectuals—
the People’s Party did not face social grievances or political resistance
when it deprived the crown of its power and wealth and consequently
ended absolutism in Thailand.

TaeE MONARCHY AND THE MODERN EcoNOoMY

The economy was the Achilles heel of the absolute monarchy in Thai-
land. Incorporated into global capitalism since the mid-nineteenth
century, the kingdom had to respond not only to a high demand for
agricultural goods, especially rice, but also to the insecurity and vulner-
ability of the global economy and foreign affairs. The monarchy in the
early twentieth century failed to handle these critical challenges. Rama V
failed to undertake the construction of a large-scale irrigation facility that
would have effected a major increase in rice production and alleviated
the agricultural recession and poverty among the peasantry.1 Rama VI
struggled to reverse the economic downturn during World War 1.
Rama VII was powerless in the face of the economic crisis triggered by
the Great Depression. Having graduated from a British military acad-
emy, Rama VII often confessed his lack of knowledge about the na-
tional economy. “I'm only a soldier. How can I understand such things
as the gold standard?” he once said.’? “The financial war is a very hard
one indeed. Even experts contradict one another until they become
hoarse. Each offers a different suggestion. I myself do not profess to
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know much about the matter and all I can do is listen to the opinions of
others and choose the best. I }?ave never experienced such a hardship,”
“he said on another occasion. He went even further, saying, “If I have
made a mistake [on economic policies], I really deserve to be excused
by the officials and people of Siam.”*? In this critical moment when the
monarchy was humbled by a series of economic problems, the absolute
monarch himself, as Handley put it, “conceded that the king wore no
clothes.”128
The only way a monarchy can survive the force of capitalism, ac-
cording to Max Weber, is to step back and let state affairs be managed
by bureaucrats. In other wordis, the administration of the national econ-
omy and politics in a capitalist state is not the political vocation of a
monarch who lacks modern knowledge of the market and the state. In-
stead, it should be done by bureaucratic experts.'?? The Thai monarchy,
however, did not follow the%Weberian path. Despite its inability to
solve the economic crisis, the crown refused to decentralize state power
and distribute government responsibilities to bureaucrats thanks to a
simple rationale among the king’s advisers, who feared that it would
make the absolute monarch look “weak” and “unable to rule” in the
public eye.’® To make the situation worse, the palace banned modern
instruction in politics and economics in the schools. Rama VI allowed
only princes and high nobles to study political theory, economics, law,
philosophy, and public administration.’s! Worried that modern knowl-
edge of the state and the market would promote class consciousness
among his subjects, Rama VII made the study of political economy a
criminal offense.’® Even among princes and nobles who had permis-
sion to study this “forbidden discipline,” whenever some of them dared
to analyze the problems of the kingdom through the lens of political
economy, they tended to be neglected by the monarch, and their careers
simply came to an end.’® ﬁ
In addition to its struggle with the crisis of the national econoiny,
the monarchy had to deal witﬁ the financial problems of the crown it-
self. Even though the establishment of the PPB was supposed to guaran-
tee financial security to the monarchy, the bureau during the reigns of
Rama VI and Rama VII could not find enough revenue to balance royal
expenditures for several reasons: the failure of the PPB’s investments,
the nature of royal spending, and the lack of royal leadership. With
the exception of royal investments in the cement industry, the PPB’s
ventures in other economic sectors were in the red. Lacking account-
ability in banking, the SCB almost went bankrupt during its early days
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in the 1910s and needed to be bailed out by the government.’® The
Siam Steamship Company and the Siam Mining Industry, unfortunately,
were shut down only a few years after their founding due to a lack of
the advanced technology and overseas networks necessary to compete
with western anct Chinese enterprises.’® The monarchs, in addition, did
not make the fiscal situation of the PPB better, thanks to the way they
managed its revenues. Rather than reinvesting royal capital in the mar-
ket, the kings drew large amounts of the PPB’s revenues and squandered

~ themin unproductive activities: purchasing landed estates and con-

structing new royal residences; granting monthly allowances to princes,
princesses, queens, royal consorts, and courtiers; and buying luxury
items from Europe. Granted capital by the monarchs, an army of royalty,
meanwhile, did not engage in business. While male royals chose to serve
the king by working in state offices, female royals were prohibited by-
the palace from work of any kind because it would “tarnish the royal
prestige.”1% The few royals who did engagé in business invested their
capital in land rentals instead of industrial production, commerce, or
banking.' The nature of royal spending meant that investment of royal
capital was barely set in motion and did not create a new means of re-
production and reinvestment. Instead, it was constantly taken from the
market, hoarded, and unproductively consumed.

Under Rama V’s leadership, despite the high and unproductive ex- -
penses of royalty, the PPB had thrived. The king balanced the PPB’s ac-
counts and paid close attention to its investments and expenditures on
the royal household.!® Rama VI, by contrast, abused the institution
that his father had prudently founded. Besides the regular expenses of
the crown, the monarch added a financial burden to the PPB with sev-
eral costly projects, including a dramatic funeral for his father; an ex-
travagant coronation for himself; the purchase of jewels for his male
escorts; the establishunent of his personal guards, the Wild Tiger Corps
{suea pa); and the construction of playhouses, movie theaters, the Dusit
Thani miniature city, and seaside palaces.’® Consequently, the prodi-

gal monarch overspent the annual budget that the treasury provided to

the PPB tenfold and used up almost 8 percent of the government’s an-
nual revenues. The king's reckless expenditures, as Benjamin Batson
put it, were also “tucked away” in the state budget or disguised as
“loans” and “advances” from the treasury.’’ Eventually, Rama VI had.
to seek foreign loans to cover his personal debts. Once he passed away,
Rama V11 inherited a throne that was heavily burdened by royal debts,
and the PPB’s business under his reign was contracting.¥! What Rama V


taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight


54 THR GBNESIS OF THE BOURGROIS MONARCHY

envisioned —a separation between the purse of the monarchy and the
treasury of the kingdom and the professional management of royal

-businesses that would provide financial security to the crown—virtually
crumbled in the hands of his two sons.

TrE MONARCHY AND THE LEGITIMACY CRISIS

Instead of supporting the monarchy, the bourgeois image that absolute
monarchs tried to embody and present to the public undermined their
legitimacy to rule over the Thai kingdom. Even though the bourgeois
lifestyle was popular in the Tha1 court during the age of absolutism,
this new culture imported from the West alienated the majority of the
population from the monarch According to Maurizio.Peleggi, there
was a huge difference in the early twentieth century between the bour-
geoisification of the royals in Europe and that same process in Thailand.
In Europe royalty had no choice but to blend themselves into bourgeois
culture as they could not resist the bourgeois class, which held political
and economic power in the new capitalist state. In fin-de-siécle Thai-
land the majority of the population still lived in poverty, and formation
of the Thai bourgeoisie was still in its nascent stage. As a result, Thai
royalty’s emulation of the European bourgeoisie was simply a narcis-
sistic attempt to bolster their self-esteem instead of creating a social
bond with the mass of local Thais.}*? Thak Chaloemtiarana shared the
same idea about the bourgeoisification of Thai royalty. As he remarked,
while the royal elites in the reign of Rama V drove their luxury cars im-
ported from Europe on Ratchadamnoen Avenue, a grand boulevard
newly constructed simply to connect the old palace with a new one,
“most of the Thai people still commuted with their own bare feet or
‘bullock carts powered by horjses or water buffaloes.”®
Like his father, Rama VI enjoyed an excessive bourgeois lifestyle at
the court. What differentia’ced them, however, seemed to be their will
to rule and sexual orientation. While Rama V was publicly praised as
a monarch who relentlessly put his efforts into state administration in
order to modernize the kingdom, Rama VI was deemed an idle king
who enjoyed writing novels and performing plays at court. Moreover,
while the former filled the court with queens, princesses, consorts, and
female servants, the latter did so with a troop of young male pages ata
time when homosexuality was frowned on in Thai society. As Chanan
Yodhong revealed, the dally routine of Rama VI, who was normally
escorted by as many as seventy pages, was as follows. The king woke
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up at 1:00 p.m. and drank cocktails while signing state papers until 3:00.
After having a Thai lunch, he played tennis or cricket and then had a
western dinner and cocktails at g:00. At night he played bridge, per-
formed dramas, watched Japanese movies in the royal theater, and told
ghost stories with the pages. After having dessert at 3:00 a.m., the king
finally went to bed at 5:00.1% Living extravagantlv while the masses still
lived in destitution, Rama VI ironically stated, “I am able to attest that
no other country has fewer poor or needy people than Siam.”** The
king’s lavish lifestyle and sexual orientation did not go unnoticed by
young bureaucrats, especially those in the army. In 1912 a group of mili-
tary officials—who not only had lost patience with the idle and spend-
thrift monarch who favored his pages with high official ranks and
supplied them with luxury items but also worried that the monarch’s
personal troops would soon replace the army—plotted a rebellion
against the monarchy.! Even though their plot was leaked and hence
preemptively aborted by the crown, the army did send a clear message
to the public: the legitimacy of the absolute monarchy was in decline.

The public did respond. Thanks to the popular circulation of royal
images via photography, a new class of journalists, columnists, and in-
tellectuals had a chance not only to get a glimpse of royalty’s conspicu-
ous consumption but also to mock the royal bodies and manners that
were exposed in public. In the late 19205 and early 1930s, political car-
toons and caricatures that criticized and satirized the monarchy were
published in newspapers, magazines, and journals. In publishing a
portrait of Rama VI in honor of his birthday, Bangkok Kanmuang, for ex-
ample, juxtaposed that portrait with an essay titled “The Suffering of
the Rich,” which begins with a passage that seems to refer to the penni-
less monarch: “Who would have thought that the rich could suffer?
Since they usually obtain everything they desire, what could possibly
upset them?”*” On another occasion, the same newspaper published a
caricature that criticized Rama VI's leadership by depicting a rickshaw
driver named “morality” struggling to pull “a paunchy king” up a steep
incline.'® Political satire that undermined royal legitimacy was also
popular during the reign of Rama VII. Kro Lek, for instance, mocked royal
favoritism in the absolutist regime with a drawing titled “Let's Not
Have It Be Like This, Beloved Comrades!” In this caricature, the king
was depicted as cradling his relatives and sycophants while giving his
boot to the nation’s “honest, hard-working, straight-talking officials,”14°
In light of these political criticisms and satires, it was clear that the days
of the absolute monarchy were numbered.
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TaE END OF THE ABSOLUTE MONARCHY

. On the morning of June 24, 1932, while Rama VII was playing golf
with the queen at his seaside palace, a group of military and civilian of-
ficials known as the People’s Party seized control of the government
and brought to an end the absolute monarchy in Thailand. Read in front
of the palace and circulated in the capital city, The Declaration of the
People’s Party vividly illustrated critical problems of the absolute mon-
archy that the young bureaucrats had long recognized. To start with, the
absolute monarchy did not promote meritocracy but royal favoritism
and sycophantism. Coming from the humble background of common-
ers, the young officials were frustrated by the fact that the top echelons
of the bureaucratic hierarchy were reserved exclusively for the royals
and nobles, whose justification for their ranks was based merely on
blood and birthright instead of merit and a work ethic. Worse than that,
when the royal government faced a financial crisis in the early 1930s,
Rama VII cut the national budget of the bureaucracy, increased taxes
on civil servants, and sacked a huge number of officials in the middle
and low ranks of the bureaucracy to save on government expenditures
while leaving the royals and nobles in high positions in place.™ Given
this resentment toward royal favoritism, the young bureaucrats asserted
in the Declaration that Rama VII “appointed his relatives and incompe-
tent favorites to important positions without listening to the voice of
the people.” It further stated that he “allowed [them] to abuse their
power, such as by receiving bribes in government building projects and
buying supplies, seeking profits in the exchange of government money,
and spending public money extravagantly” and “elevated the royal class
and gave them many privﬂegés 50 as to allow them to oppress the com-
mon people,”151 {

Furthermore, the absolute monarchy lacked sufficient modern
knowledge of political economy to administer the state and the country’s
finances. Educated in Europe, the leaders of the People’s Party had the
privilege of studying political theory, philosophy, law, public adminis-
tration, and economics, subjects reserved only for royalty and nobility
in their home country. On returning to Thailand, they challenged the
traditional principle of royal service (lak ratchakan)—that of civil servants
serving only at the pleasure of the king—by introducing new adminis-
trative principles based on academic knowledge, law, rationality, and
professionalism (luk wicha).152 They were also frustrated by the monar-
chy’s failure to renegotiate the trade treaties between western powers
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and the Thai kingdom that had long benefited the former at the expense
of the latter. Despite presenting itself as the protector of the national
interest, the crown was perceived by the People’s Party as a supporter
of the penetration of western capital into the kingdom.® Written at a
critical moment when Thailand was struggling with an economic crisis,
the Declaration stated that the royal government “has made the people
believe it would promote their economic well-being. But the people
have waited in vain.”?* Putting the spotlight on Rama VII, the Declara-
tion asserted that the monarch had failed to lead the nation: “[The King]
rules without any guiding principle. As a result, the destiny of the na-
tion was left at random, as evidenced by economic depression and the
misery and hardship of the people, which is generally known.” The ab-
solute monarch, the Declaration announced, “was unable to remedy
these wrongs.”55

Finally, the absolute monarchy was an institution that did not repre-
sent or protect the country but appropriated surplus from the producers
of the national economy, the ordinary people. Echoing the popular dis-
course in the early 1930s that the crown was an economic parasite that
had harshly exploited poor peasants by “farming on their backs,” the
People’s Party criticized the way royalty accumulated wealth and en-
joyed their extravagant lifestyle at the expense of taxpayers.!% “Where
does the money come from that royalty uses?,” the Declaration asked,
and then gave a simple answer: “It comes from the people.” Despite
this fact, as the Declaration stated further, the royal government “re-
gards the people as servants, as slaves, and even as animals.” It went on
to state that “the taxes collected are used personally by the king” and
“royalty sleeps, eats, and is happy. No other country gives its royal
class so much.” In contrast were the ordinary people: “For them to earn
even a little money requires them to sweat blood” and “if the people
cannot pay taxes, their property is seized or they are forced to labor
without pay.” In light of this, the People’s Party unprecedentedly de-
clared a radical principle for the administration of the national econ-
omy: “Our country belongs to all citizens, not the king as it has been
propagated,” and “money collected by taxation should be used on be-
half of the nation and not for the enrichment of royalty.”157

In the Declaration it was implicit that “the people” on whose backs
royalty “had farmed” and whom the People’s Party claimed to repre-
sent were the majority of the national population at that time, Thai
peasants. The overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932, however,
did not alienate but rather garnered popular support from the Chinese.
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Like Thai bureaucrats, Chinese businessmen did not believe that the

monarchy was the right ins

itution to administer the economic and

. political affairs of the new nation-state. Even though they had long

pleaded with the monarchy
country’s nascent industries

to set high tariffs in order to protect the
from foreign competition, the crown dis-

appointed them by welcoming a flood of western capital into the king-
dom and favoring business partnerships with western companies. Do-
mestic enterprises, therefore, were left by the crown to stand on their
own.!®® As a result, unlike their forefathers, new Chinese entrepreneurs
were independent of the palace and relied on their business connec-
tions both inside Chinese communities in the kingdom and overseas.
As one royal recounted, “In the old days, the Chinese . ... always visited
princes and nobles, or high officials, and were very close to the Thais.”
She felt bitter about the new wave of Chinese in the twentieth century.
“Now they are different,” she averred; “they see no need to visit or
please anyone,” and “[they] do not even want to be ennobled.” She fur-
ther maintained that they “come.in to pursue large businesses, investing
in rice mills and trading firms with thousands or millions of baht, with-
out having to have connections with anyone.”’® Detached from royal
patronage and frustrated with the royal government, Chinese business-
men did not lament but welcomed the end of the old regime. For the
Chinese, the new order that was steered by the People’s Party was sup-
posed not only to purge all rayal fetters from the national economy but
also to end the royal prejudice they had endured. They hoped that the
prejudice about them as the “Jews of the Orient” or “vampires of the
national economy” would disappear with the demise of the absolute
monarchy.

TaE NEW ORDER AND RELICS OF THE ROYAL PAST

The legacy of the absolute monarchy did not go simply but lingered
after the 1932 revolution. Even before the revolution, Rama VII had
warned that Chinese domination of the national economy would be-
come a big problem for Thai politics should a parliamentary system be
introduced into the kingdom. As the last absolute monarch predicted,
“The Parliament would be entirely dominated by the Chinese Party.
One could exclude all Chinese from every political right; yet they will
dominate the situation all the same, since they hold the hard cash. Any
party that does not depend on the Chinese funds cannot succeed, so
that politics in Siam will be dominated and dictated by the Chinese
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merchants.”1® A royal ideology associated with nationalism and eth-
nic prejudice against a Chinese minority remained alive in the post-
revolutionary government led by the People’s Party. Like the king, the
young bureaucrats were deeply concerned about the “Chinese prob-
lem.” According to Skinner, by the 1930s the Chinese “were estimated
to constitute 85 percent of the ‘commercial class’ and to hold in their
hands go percent of the country’s commerce and trade.”16! Thanks to
this background, the People’s Party not only perceived Chinese mer-
chants as a self-interested group seeking their own economic gain in-
stead of promoting the national interest, but they also worried that Chi-
nese domination of the Thai economy would eventually empower this
ethnic minority to play a political role on the national stage.162

The Chinese problem became a bigger concern of the government
when the military prevailed over civilian officers in a struggle for power
inside the People’s Party. Driven by protofascist and nationalist ideolo-
gies, Field Marshal Plaek Phibunsongkhram launched several policies
in the early 1940s that glorified the ethnocentrism of “Thainess” while
discriminating against the Chinese business class. The government
promulgated a new slogan, “Thais produce, Thais consume, and Thais
prosper.” Several occupations such as driving taxis, slaughtering pigs,
fishing, and planting rubber were legally reserved for Thais alone. The
official name of the country was changed from Siam to Thailand. Every
non-Thai citizen was required to adopt a Thai name, and Thai became a
compulsory language in school. Chinese schools were forced to close
permanently, and Thais were to hold at least half the jobs in any firm
with more than ten employees. In addition, Chinese enterprises in the
rice, fishing, rubber, tobacco, and petroleum industries were seized by
the state.!® To survive the government’s militant nationalism, wealthy
Chinese businessmen had no choice but to seek political protection from
bureaucrats, especially the military. To be precise, they asked some high-
ranking generals to take positions on the boards of directors of their en-
terprises and then compensated those generals with stock and salaries.
As Skinner remarked, “In one of the most intriguing paradoxes of Thai
history, militant economic nationalism has resulted not in the defeat of
the enemy but in cooperation between the antagonists.” On the one
hand, “The Thai ruling group found in the new Sino-Thai alliance a sat-
isfactory and legitimate source of wealth and economic power.” On the
other hand, “Chinese merchants profited from the political protection
and special privileges the alliance afforded.”?6* This mutual relation-
ship between Thai bureaucrats and Chinese businessmen marked a new
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era in the Thai economy in the mid-twentieth century that later became
known as “bureaucratic capitalism.”63

In addition to the Chinese, the post-1932 government attempted to
control the crown under the newly installed regime, a constitutional
monarchy. Seeing the British monarchy as a model, the People’s Party
ended royal prerogatives in riational politics and reduced the monarch
to serving merely as a figurehead of the state. The revolutionary party
also attempted to effect ambitious changes in royal wealth by distin-
guishing the property of the monarch, the monarchy, and the kingdom
from one another and by taxing the first like the property of commoners
while making the latter two national treasures and sources of govern-
ment revenues. Facing the elimination of royal wealth and power, the
crown did not give up without a fight. One year after.the 1932 revolu-
tion a group of princes and high nobles staged a counterrevolutionary
movement, the Boworadet rebellion. Rama VII, meanwhile, continued
to do what he had secretly done even before the end of absolutism:
transfer money from the PPB to his bank accounts in Singapore, London,
and New York.1% As a justification for his action, the monarch declared,
“When I was the king in the absolutist regime, everything in the country
was mine. {Though] now we have a constitution, I must still have a right
to use the property of the crown. No one could argue that I am cheating
and exploiting the national treasury.”¢” .

The revolutionaries, nevertheless, gained the upper hand over the
reactionaries. Seeing that the government had defeated the royalist re-
bellion, imprisoned some of }us relatives or forced them to live in exile,
and continued to promulgate new acts that limited royal wealth and
power, Rama VII lost his will to fight for royal dignity. He abdicated
just three years after the end of the absolute monarchy in Siam and de-
cided to live in Britain for the rest of his life. His nine-year-old nephew,
Ananda, ascended the throne in1935as King Rama VIII (r. 1935-46) but
spent most of his reign in Switzerland instead of his home kingdom.
With the absence of a reigning monarch and the decline of royal power,
the government had a great opportunity to pursue several projects that
had a critical impact on the status of the monarchy.

In 1939 the government ﬁléd a lawsuit against Rama VI, accusing
him of an illegal transfer of PPB money. At the end of a notorious trial
in 1945, the former monarch lost, his personal properties in Thailand
were seized as government compensation, and the government even
tried to sell those properties by advertising them in newspapers.16
Most important, as the king’s bank accounts and estates both inside
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and outside the kingdom were revealed in the trial, for the first time
ordinary Thais had a chance to comprehend not only how wealthy the
monarch had been but also how enormous was the gap between the
wealth of the king and that of commoners.

The government also drastically cut financial support for the mon-
archy. During the reigns of Rama V and Rama VI the crown on average
accounted for 20 percent of government expenditures per year. This per-
centage is remarkable if it is compared to the absolutist government’s
average expenditures for public education per year, 2 percent. Facing :
criticism for royal profligacy, Rama VII reduced the crown’s expenses to
8 percent of government expenditures. The government of the People’s
Party nonetheless took the reduction of the government’s budget for -
the monarchy to the next level, an annual average of 0.9 percent of the
government expenditures during 1935-50. With this drastic reduction,
the postabsolutist government could spend its budget on more fruitful
national projects. Government spending on public education, for exam-

ple, rose to g percent of national expenditures during the same period.16?

On top of that, the government passed the Crown Property Act in
1936 in order to clarify and manage three types of property associated
with the monarchy. The first type was defined as the king’s private
property. Composed of property that belonged to the king before he
ascended the throne, property conferred on the king by the state, and
property acquired by the king by any means and at any time other than
property acquired on account of kingship, including any fruit accrued -
therefrom, the private property of the king was subject to taxation. The
second type was public property, which the act defined as property of
the king used exclusively for the benefit of the state, such as palaces.
Identified as a national treasure, this property belonged to the state,
and thus it was tax free. Also exempted from taxation, the last type
comprised the remaining property outside the first two categories.!”?
This last category included landed properties and investments in the
SCB, SCC, and other companies that had formerly belonged to the PPB.
All these properties were placed under the control of a new institution,
the CPB.}! In this critical moment it looked as if for the first time the
bodies of the king in the Thai kingdom had been clearly distinguished in
three categories: the corporeal body as a symbolic sovereign, the political
body as a national institution, and the fiscal body as a state enterprise.

Once the royal arm of investment in the market, the CPB—the third
body of the king—came under the control of the Ministry of Finance
under the new constitutional monarchy, and it became a financial -
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source of government funds During the 1940s, the government asked
the CPB to fund several state enterprises that were newly established in

_ order to compete with the Chinese and western companies that had
dominated the national econ omy. At the same time, generals and poli-
ticians who had positions in the government occasionally withdrew
money from the CPB and used it illegally for personal investments.172
While this phenomenon illustrated corruption and cronyism among
bureaucrats and politicians, w}uch would be a symptomatic feature of
Thai politics in the decades to come, it also revealed the lowest point of
the monarchy. The crown now completely lacked the power to stop the
exploitation of royal wealth by government officials. The golden age of
the Thai monarchy seemed to be forever gone. Instead of relying on the
highborn, such as royalty and nobxhty, the national economy and politics
were dominated by the class of ordinary Thai bureaucrats and Chinese
businessmen. As if the fate of the monarchy could not get any worse,
during a short trip in Thailand in the summer of 1946, Rama VIII was
found in his palace bed, dead from a single bullet in his head.’” Thanks
to the mysterious death of his brother, Bhumibol, then eighteen years
old, ascended the throne precipitously as King Rama IX and faced a
task that seemed impossible ?co accomplish, taking the monarchy back
from the brink of extinction. |

CONCLUSION

Before Rama IX ascended the throne in 1946, the Thai monarchy was
destined to meet its doom. The decline of the crown was due to its un-
successful attempt to embed itself into the kingdom's transformation in
its mode of production, from late feudalism to the early stage of capital-
ism. In the feudal era, the ancient monarchy enjoyed its accumulation
of wealth through forced levies, compulsory labor services, and trade
monopolies. At that time the crown ruled through religious and feudal
beliefs that were still effective in taming the mass of producers, most of
whom were rural peasants. A critical juncture for the crown, however,
came in the second half of the nineteenth century. While the monarchy
in this period was forced by western imperialism to end royal trade
monopolies and embrace the new economic order of so-called free
trade, the crown effectively monopolized political power in the king-
dom. In the era of absolutism, the monarchy freed all producers from
feudal fetters. It justified its rule as the bearer of bourgeois culture, ap-

propriated surpluses via a new tax system, and acted like a bourgeois
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enterprise by investing its capital in banking, manufacturing, and land
development. This brief royal experiment in “bourgeoisification”
ended in disaster. As a political institution, the crown was unable to
lead the country out of economic crises. The natural bodies of royalty
added insult to injury. Living extravagant and lavish lives, wasting state
budgets on new palaces and luxury goods, and lacking professional
management of royal investments, the king and the royal family were
not only burdened with royal debts but also publicly stigmatized as na-
tional parasites. These royal failures cleared the way for the 1932 revo-
lution, which ended the absolute monarchy in Thailand. Under the new
order, the crown was constrained by the national constitution. The new
era in the kingdom seemed to belong to a new class of bureaucratic and
commercial bourgeois who had the power, wealth, and knowledge to
deal with the formation of a capitalist market and a bourgeois state.

At that moment, it looked as if the story of the Thai monarchy would
follow the path that classical theorists in political economy predicted.
The monarchy then seemed like a remnant of the feudal past that would
not play a dominant role in the political and economic realms of the
bourgeois state. Consequently, the odds were stacked against Rama IX
when he ascended the throne in 1946. Under his reign, how could the
monarchy revive its power in a kingdom that had developed as a bour-
geois state dominated by bureaucrats and businessmen? How could
the crown regain its wealth within a Thai economy transformed by capi-
talism? How could the palace restore the tarnished public image of roy-
alty? This would have been an uphill task for any monarch, let alone
the young, shy, and quiet king of Thailand, who had spent most of his
childhood and adolescence in western countries, spoke European lan-
guages more fluently than his first, and barely knew his home kingdom
or its local populaces.
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THE RISE aND TRIUMPH
OF THE BOURGBOIS CROWN

The revival of the Thai monarchy—from the brink of extinction in the
mid-twentieth century to one of the most influential and wealthy in-
stitutions of the kingdom in the twenty-first—was nothing short of
spectacular. How did the monarchy turn things around? What was the
historical background behind the success of the crown? What were the
secrets of the monarchy under King Rama IX that helped that institu-
tion not only survive but thrive under capitalism? Besides its pure will
to survive, the monarchy’s rise from the ashes stemmed from major
historical shifts during the Thai economy’s transition to industrial capi-
talism in the late twentieth century. That is, the historical context of
Thailand's late capitalism made the comeback of the crown possible in
the first place.

bq
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The political context during the second half of the twentieth century
provided an opportunity for the monarchy to revive its role in national
politics. During the Cold War, as the monarchy still lacked political
strength and agency, it was the military that brought wealth, power,
and prestige back to the crown on the condition that the king would
serve as an anticommunist figurehead and legitimize the dictatorial
military regime. With the end of the Cold War and the beginning of
demilitarization and democratization in Thailand, the monarchy in the
late twentieth century began to distance itself from the military and
fully show its strength and independence as a political agent in Thai
politics. The crown acted as an umpire in political conflicts between the
military and civilians, as a symbolic figure of national reconciliation
between the Left and the Right, and as a last resort for the fledgling par-
liamentary democracy in the kingdom: Furthermore, the monarchy
adapted itself to Thailand’s transition to industrial capitalism remark-
ably well by applying a Janus-faced approach to this historical juncture.
In public the monarchy promoted itself as an antidote to critical prob-
lems of uneven development, economic inequality, and social uncer-
tainty unleashed by rapid industrialization. As a result, instead of being
seen as the nation’s rentiers, the monarch and the royal family were
perceived by their subjects more as philanthropists, as well as developers
and saviors of the poor. At the same time, the monarchy enjoyed its own
accumulation of wealth during the economic transition and became the
biggest capitalist conglomerate in the nation. The palace also acted as a
broker for elite businessmen in the expanding market. Most important,
the monarchy was quick-witted when it came to class alliances, as it
successfully secured popular support from different classes in different
eras. In Rama IX’s early reign, the rural peasantry was the main client
of royal patronage, as agriculture was still dominant in the national
economy. When capitalism flexed its muscles later in the reign of the
king, Thai royalty turned their attention to the emerging bourgeoisie
and developed a strong partnership with an army of industrialists,
bankers, and members of the urban middle class. This approach to po-
litical change, economic transformation, and class alliances accounted
for the rise of a novel form of monarchy in Thailand in the early twenty-
first century. The monarchy was not only actively engaged in bourgeois
activities in the market, but it also drew political legitimacy and popu-
lar support rather than resentment and revolution from the bourgeoisie
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itself. The term bourgeois mofnurchy fits these new features of the Thai
crown. ?,

THE RETURN OF THE HING

In the early phase of Rama }X’s reign, from the mid-1940s to the late
1970s, extraeconomic forces played a significant role in bringing power
back to the throne. These were the political, judicial, and military inter-
ventions carried out by three political actors: the military, royalist move-
ments, and the United States. The monarchy, in turn, served these actors
as a symbolic institution legitimizing their political causes. The revival
of monarchical power in the Thai state helped the crown to reenter the
national market. After Thailand launched its national project of in-
dustrialization, royal enterprises relentlessly accumulated capital and
thrived in the expanding market. Besides its political and economic ac-
tivities, the monarchy attempted to revive its public image in Thai so-
ciety and improve its relatibnship with different social classes. Even
though Rama IX had begun to develop a connection with the nascent
bourgeoisie in the early years of his reign, the crown’s main priority
was seeking mass support from the rural peasantry—the majority of
the kingdom’s population at that time.

BRINGING THE MONARCHY Back 1NTO THAT POLITICS

Rama IX ascended the throne in 1946. It was the time when the Thai
monarchy had hit its lowest point due to a series of tragic events the
crown had faced just a few years earlier. These included the overthrow
of the absolute monarchy, the abdication of the last absolute monarch,
the dispossession of royalty;’s wealth and power by the revolutionary
government, and the mysterious death of the teenage monarch under
the newly installed constitutional regime. Once the most powerful and
the wealthiest person in the kingdom, the Thai monarch in the mid-1940s
was constrained by bureaucrats and politicians who controlled the state
apparatus and by businessmen who ruled the market. Rama IX himself
recalled the time when the palace was no longer the center of power
and wealth in the Thai kingdom: “When I was young, we had nothing.
The carpets and upholstery in the palace were full of holes. The floor
creaked. Everything was so old. Yes, we had a piano. . .. But it was out
of tune. . .. The whole palace almost crumbled. No one cared about it
whatsoever.”!

THE RISE @ND TRIUMPH OF THE BOURGEODIS CROWN &7

The nadir of the crown, however, did not last long. Thanks to the
changing contexts of both domestic and international politics, the mon-
archy was revived by extraeconomic forces from the late 1940s to late
1970s. Domestically, a series of critical events unfolded in favor of the
crown. In 1947, just one year after Rama IX ascended the throne, the
military staged a coup d’état that toppled the civilian government. Tar-
nished by its cooperation with the Imperial Japanese Army during
World War 11, the military lacked the political legitimacy to rule and
allied itself with its former political foes, who had been suppressed for
a decade, the royalist nobles and politicians. Under the military-royalist
partnership, the new government overruled many legal programs that
the People’s Party established after the overthrow of the absolute mon-
archy. The monarch now had royal prerogatives to both appoint and
discharge the prime minister, the cabinet, and senators. The Privy Coun~
cil was reestablished. A revised lése-majesté law was promulgated, and
the maximum punishment was set at seven years in prison. Further,
royal ceremonies such as Brahman fertility rites associated with the
royal plowing ritual (raek na khwan) and the celebration of the king’s
birthday were revived in public.2 Most important, in 1948, under the
administration of Prime Minister Khuang Aphaiwong—the founder
and leader of a conservative and royalist party, the Democrat Party—
the CPB was transferred from governmental authority to the monaz-
chy’s control. As the Crown Property Act of 1948 stated, the CPB’s in-
come could be “expended in any way at the king’s pleasure,” and its
expenditures could be approved only by His Majesty.? The separation
of the corporeal body of the king from his politico-economic bodies—
the revolutionary project of the People’s Party —was now reversed.

The restoration of the monarchy was taken to the next level when a
new generation of military officers staged double coups in 1957 and
1958. Led by Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat, these coups ended the revo-
lutionary era of the People’s Party by expelling its key members from
Thailand once and for all. They also marked the beginning of a brutal -
era of military despotism that lasted for fifteen years. Abrogating the
constitution, dissolving the parliament, banning political parties, and
suppressing all political opposition, Sarit sought a ceremonial symbol
that could legitimize his dictatorial regime, and he found it in the king
and the royal family. While Rama IX actively endorsed the coups and
supported military rule, Sarit returned the favor by launching several
campaigns that significantly restored the status of the monarchy. Royal
trips to the rural hinterland and foreign countries were arranged and
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financed by the government in order to promote the monarchy’s popu-

larity. Royal ceremonies such
. university graduates (phrarat

as the king’s presentation of degrees to
chathan parinyabat) and his donations of

new robes to Buddhist monks (kathin phraratchathan) were revived in

public. In addition, royal pro
ported by the government. Ra
the army, and several militar;
guards. The period also saw
(rachasap), which emphasized

jects and charities were financially sup-
ma IX was granted honorary positions in
y units were transferred to serve as royal
the reintroduction of the court language
the social distinction between royalty and

commoners.* Most symbolically significant, Thailand’s National Day

was changed. Once having ¢

clebrated the day on which the People’s

Party overthrew the absolute monarchy and installed a constitutional re-
gime, National Day was changed from June 24 to December 5, Rama IX’s

birthday.’
After Sarit’s death in 1963,

the monarchy seemed to be more confi-

dent that it could spread its wings in national politics without military
backup. While the army still held on to despotic rule into the early 1970s,
in spite of increasing frustration among civilians, the king jumped on

the civilian bandwagon and st

arted to criticize the military regime. Out-

raged by the army’s indifference to popular democratic demands, an

uprising finally broke out on

October 14, 1973. Even though Rama IX

had enjoyed a long and fruitful relationship with the military despots,

the uprising provided an opportunity for the king to test the waters.
After it was clear that the military regime was about to collapse, the
king made a political move, intervening by appearing on television and
announcing the formation of a new civilian government led by Sanya
Dharmasakti, the first prime minister handpicked by Rama IX.6 The
withdrawal of the military from politics and public excitement over
the unprecedented liberalization during 1973-76, however, seriously
backfired on the monarchy. Without state censorship, intellectuals, jour-
nalists, and university students rediscovered, circulated, and discussed
leftist writings that had been banned by the military regime. The most
popular among them was Chit Phumisak’s The Real Face of Thai Feudal-
ism, the iconoclastic book that historically exposed the parasitic nature
of the monarchy in Thailand’s political economy.” This sudden resur-
gence of Thai radicals—plus the growing influence of the CPT among
students, peasants, and workers and the triumph of the Communists in
Vietnam, Laos, ahd Cambodia~became an imminent menace to the
monarchy. Consequently, the palace needed to use violent force to pro-
tect the throne. This was the last time in Rama IX's early reign that this
became necessary; nonetheless, it was the bloodiest.

THE RISE @ND TRIUMPH OF THE BOURGERD!S CROWN B3

Outraged by a rumor that some radical students had mocked Prince
Vajiralongkorn, the king’s only son, at a political gathering at Thamma-
sat University, royalist elements launched a campaign known as “Right
Kill Left.” They committed one of the most violent crimes in Thai his-
tory, the massacre of university students on October 6, 1976.8 In this
bloody and gruesome event, as Katherine Bowie putit, “Some students
were shot, others garroted, and yet others doused with gasoline and set
ablaze.” The Far Right forces that participated in this brutal crackdown
came from both the civil and state sectors. The civil mobilization was
driven by royalist vigilante organizations: ex-convicts, former soldiers,
hooligans known as the Red Gaurs (krathing daeng), and the paramili-
tary rural organization called the Village Scouts (Iuksuea chaoban).!® The
state mobilization, meanwhile, was organized by members of the Bor-
der Patrol Police and Metropolitan Police. After the crackdown, the

government reported that 46 people had been killed, 180 injured, and’

3,059 arrested, even though the unofficial estimates were higher."
Thanks to this bloody massacre, the civilian government’s inability to
control the political chaos and royalist hysteria among members of the
Far Right, the military eventually found a way to return to national poli-
tics. Legitimizing its political intervention with the claim of restoring
political order and protecting the throne, the 1976 coup makers formed
a far right goverhment led by Thanin Kraivichien, an ultraroyalist pre-
mier whom the king personally endorsed.’? Under the new military-
royalist rule, radical books were banned and burned, journals closed,
and political movements outlawed.® Crucially, the government in-

creased the maximum sentence for contravening 18se-majesté to fifteen.

years and unprecedentedly set the minimum sentence at three years.!t

Consequently, Thailand, as David Streckfuss pointed out, “is the only .

‘constitutional monarchy” to have increased punishment for Iese-majesté
in the last century.””® Barely used after the end of the absolute monarchy,

_ the lése-majesté law from this point on became a popular and violent
means by which the military and royalists could suppress anyone they
" deemed a threat to the throne.

In addition to domestic politics, the reversal of royal fortunes was
also shaped by global politics. In the early years of Rama IX’s reign,
Thailand was drawn deeply into the Cold War as the kingdom was a

major ally of the United States in Southeast Asja. In the face of the pene- -
tration of communism into the region, the United States began providing

economic and military aid to Thailand in the 1950s. The escalation of the
Vietnam War from 1960 to 1970 made the American presence on Thai
soil even more overt, since the kingdom was at the center of U.S. military
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operations. During the war, the United States poured US$3 billion in
military and economic assistance into Thailand and sent fifty thousand
servicemen there. Eighty percent of all the American air strikes over
North Vietnam originated at Thai air bases. Bangkok, Pattaya, and cities
near air bases were packed with bars, nightclubs, and so-called mas-
sage parlors newly created for the US soldiers’ rest and relaxation tours.
In this period of Thai history, which Anderson called the “American
Era,” both the military and the monarchy appeared to be runaway bene-
ficiaries."” Preferring the right-wing military rule in Thailand over left-
leaning or democratic parliamentary regimes, the United States not only
left the military dictatorship intact but also promoted Rama IX as a sym-
bolic figure embodying the ﬁght against the communist insurgency in
Southeast Asia. In Thailand, the US Information Serviceand US Agency
for International Development supported the distribution of pictures,
posters, radio and television programs, and calendars that featured the
king and the royal family. This promotion of royal images particularly
targeted poor households in the rural provinces where communism had
started to gain local support.!® Beyond the kingdom, the United States
also promoted Thai royalty’s trips to several countries in what was
known as the Free World. Spending the longest time in the United States
and invited by his hosts to give a speech in Congress in 1960, Rama IX
showed his appreciation of American patronage by stating, “We are
grateful for American aid.”?® Additionally, the king called for a further
collaboration between the United States and Thailand in the Cold War:
“In view of the present world tensxon and the feeling of uncertainty ap-
parent everywhere, it is my sincere feeling that the time is ripe for an
even closer cooperation.”?®

During Rama IX’s early relgn, two major aspects of the relationship
between the monarchy and extraeconomic coercion were notable. First,
rather than staying above contentious politics as a constitutional mon-
archy, the monarch and the royal family actively participated in the vio-
lent acts that brought them back to power. Similarly enhancing royal
prerogatives in national politics, the 1947, 1957, and 1976 coups were
publicly approved and praised by the palace. The king and queen paid
a personal visit to the despotic leader Sarit when he was on his death-
bed.? After Sarit died, Rama IX not only declared an unprecedented
twenty-one days of mourning in the palace but also presided at Sarit's
cremation.® During the government campaign to fight communism, the
king, queen, and crown prince donned military uniforms and frequently
visited military camps in order to show their political solidarity.®
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Likewise, after the 1976 massacre, the palace seemed to be unapologetic
about the tragedy as the royal family publicly saluted right-wing forces
such as the Village Scouts and the police officers who participated in
the violent crackdown on students.?® In this respect, a boundary had
not yet been clearly drawn between the monarchy and violent oppres-
sion. Second, the monarchy in this period tended to passively follow
the political leadership of the military and royalist movements. In other
words, the monarchy was still a political puppet or at best a junior part-
ner of the Thai ruling class during the Cold War. The crown’s political
agency and hegemonic status over other political actors were still
works in progress in the first phase of the king's reign.

Tae MonarcHY AND EcoNoMic CHANGES

When Rama IX ascended the throne, the Thai economy was hardly
built on industrial capitalism. Indeed, it was anything but. In the late
19408, agrarian goods still constituted a vital component of domestic
capital; 60 percent of the kingdom'’s gross domestic product (GDP)
came from agriculture, whereas manufacturing represented 10 percent.
Among the working population, 85 percent were peasants, 2 percent
were urban workers, and only 0.04, 0.06, and 0.01 percent of the whole
population had private telephones, personal automobiles, and univer-
sity degrees respectively.” Despite the founding of Thai capitalism in
the mid-nineteenth century, the national economy was still underde-
veloped. According to James Ingram, “There were virtually no liquid
funds for capital investment, no banking system to provide such funds
or to facilitate the transfer of money within the country, and little or no
entrepreneurship except that supplied by foreigners and the govern-
ment.”? In short, Ingram noted, there was “not much ‘progress’ in the
sense of an increase in the per capita income, and not much ‘develop-
ment’ in the sense of the utilization of more capital, relative to labor,
and of new techniques.”?

Thailand’s long-awaited progress and development finally came
into view in the 1960s. As if Thai history was repeating itself, the Prome-
thean force that set the national economy in motion in the second half of
the twentieth century came from outside the kingdom. While it was the
British Empire in the mid-nineteenth century that incorporated Siam
into the global market, the external force that kicked off Thailand’s in-
dustrialization in the mid-twentieth century was the global power of the
United States. In addition to serving as a base for US military operations
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during the Vietnam War, Thailand was seen by the American govern-
ment as a potential model of capitalist development for Southeast
‘Asian countries.?® According to U. Alexis Johnson, the American am-
bassador from 1958 to 1961, Thailand could serve as “a showcase in
which US firms would demonstrate the benefits for economic develop-
ment of openness to foreign capital.”?

Under American patronage, the Thai economy was rapidly trans-
formed in numerous respects. Import-substitution industrialization
(ISI) was promoted by the military government with the idea that the
local production of industrialized goods would become a major com-
ponent of domestic capital, taking the place of agrarian goods.® The
industrial orientation of the military regime in the American era di-
verged from the former major policy of promoting agrarian production
and the peasantry’s well-being under the leadership of the People's
Party. Instead of state-led imj:iustrialization, the government took a
backseat to the private sector and let it play an autonomous role in the
market. In contrast to what the People’s Party did, the junta promoted
economic growth by supporting private sectors while minimizing the
economic scale and activities of state enterprises.?! The government
also promoted foreign investment and parinerships with domestic en-
terprises during Thailand’s nascent development of industrial capital.
Attracted by Thailand’s cheap labor and harsh repression of labor unions
under military rule, American ci:apitalists and their global partners, Japa-
nese capitalists, quickly entered the Thai market.? Further, the govern-
ment facilitated the expanding market by developing national infra-
structure. With economic aid from the United States, the government
constructed new highways, connected electricity, supplied tap water,
and expanded landline networks in order to support American access
to Thailand’s provincial air bases.®® These development programs, in
turn, facilitated the extraction of national resources, brought labor from
rural provinces to industrializing Bangkok, and fostered the penetra-
tion of capitalism into the hinterland.

Thailand’s orientation toward industrial capitalism from the 19608
on provided an opportunity for the monarchy to play an active role in
the national economy, a role that had been taken from the palace with
the end of the absolute monarchy. Against the background of economic
change and uncertainty, the monarch and the royal family promoted
themselves as both the catalysts of national development and the saviors
of those who had missed the rapid train of industrialization. Rama IX
initiated several projects that focused on rural development in order to
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alleviate poverty among the peasantry, the class that still constituted
the majority of the national population during his early reign. Inside
his main residence, the Chitralada Royal Villa, the king ran experiments
and conducted research on agriculture, forestry, irrigation, small-scale
manufacturing, rice milling, fisheries, dairy farming, and livestock hus-
bandry.* During his trips to the rural provinces where communism
and poverty were prominent, he attempted to adapt his development
projects to local villages. Observing a rapid shift in the national economy,
the monarch expressed his concern in 1974: “If we want to only pursue
progress and economic growth, without any plan that is related to the
conditions of the nation and the people, there would be an imbalance in
many ways. It would create problems and failures, like what happens
to many civilized countries that are facing the economic crisis right
now."® Like her husband, Queen Sirikit initiated various projects in the
rural provinces. Most of them aimed to preserve ancient crafts and
cultural artifacts, the precapitalist products that had drastically de-
clined after the introduction of mass commodities from Bangkok and
beyond into the countryside. The local production of handicrafts, tex-
tiles, clothing, weaving, pottery, ceramics, glass, and leather were all
patronized by the queen’s charitable organizations.? “People in rural
Thailand,” the queen remarked, “say they are neglected and [the king
and queen] try to fill that gap by staying with them in remote areas.”?’
Thanks to this symbolic role of royalty and their projects, the monar-
chy during Rama IX's early reign not only acted as the institution that
checked the national pursuit of industrial capitalism but also partially
fulfilled what the government failed to provide to the poor: social wel-
fare and moral support. In this respect, Thai royalty seemed to embrace
the role of a “welfare monarchy,” a term Frank Prochaska used to de-
scribe the British monarchy and its provision of welfare to the under-
privileged in industrjalized Britain3®

This public image of royalty, nevertheless, might mislead an ob-
server into believing that the Thai monarchy was essentially in the van-
guard of anticapitalism. The crown, in reality, not only played a crucial
partinbutalso massively benefited from Thailand’s industrial develop-
ment. Returned to palace control by the royalist government in 1948,
the CPB was driven by the accumulation of capital and maximization
of profit in the market. As Porphant Ouyyanont noted, the CPB under
the management of the People’s Party was run as a state enterprise, and
the creation of social well-being was its primary goal. Once it was re-
turned to crown control, however, the CPB became a corporate body.


taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight


74 THE RISE 3ND TRIUMPH OF THE BOURGBDIS CROWN

Unrestricted by government management and unchecked by parlia-
mentary scrutiny, it chiefly pursued the maximization of royal profits
. in the market. :

During the American era, the CPB revived the royal fortunes via its
three major investment divisions: The SCG, SCB, and real estate.®® As
the virtually monopolistic producer of cement in Thailand, the SCG
reaped enormous profits from the flourishing construction of national
infrastructure, and its total assets escalated from 124 million baht
(US%5.8 million) in the early 1950s to almost 10 billion baht (US$480
million) at the end of the 1970s.4 As banking and finance were integral
to Thailand’s rapid industrialization, the SCB also thrived. Its deposits
grew impressively from 557 million baht (US$26.2 million) in the early
1960s to 16.7 billion baht (US$816.5 million) in the early 1980s.4? In the
real estate market, the CPB, as the biggest landlord in the kingdom,
leased its valuable plots, especially those in the commercial districts of
Bangkok, to investment and financial firms, shopping malls, entertain-
ment complexes, and luxuriy hotels. Besides these major investments,
the CPB welcomed and prospered from its joint ventures with foreign
capitalists. The most prominent among the latter were the Japanese,
who had surpassed the Americans as the biggest foreign investors in
Thailand by the end of the 1970s.% Prospering from economic growth
and rapid industrialization, the monarchy embraced and facilitated in-
stead of rejecting and hmdermg the penetration of global capitalism
into the kingdom. |

THE YouNG KiNG aAND SociaL CLASSES

In the early stage of Rama IX’s reign, the palace aimed to secure sup-
port from the peasantry, the social class that constituted the majority of
the population. From the 1950s through the 1970s, in spite of Thailand’s
orientation toward industrial development, the peasantry’s proportion
of the population only shrank from 82 to 70 percent of the working pop-
ulation.* In addition to its size, the peasantry also drew royal attention
because of its susceptibility to communist ideology. Having seen the
monarchies of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia crumble in the face of com-
munist guerrillas who drew popular support from poor peasants, Thai
rayalty during the Cold War could not afford to neglect the peasant
question.®® The éxtent of the royal concern about the rural peasantry
could be seen in the thousands of rural development projects Rama IX
initiated from 1960 to 1980.! ?5 Indeed, it could also be measured by the
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amount of time the king spent in the countryside. That is, Rama IX vis-
ited the kingdom's rural provinces for only 5 days in 1950 and 2 in 1g60.
By contrast, once the threat of communism escalated in the kingdom,
the king's trips to the countryside comprised 114 days in 1970 and 165 in
1980.” By spending four to six months a year in rural provinces during
the peak of the Cold War, the monarch apparently achieved his goal
since his industrious efforts were appreciated by the local populations.
According to Charles Keyes, most peasants in the northeastern prov-
inces, the poorest region of Thailand, generally held a positive attitude
toward the monarchy in the Cold War era. Although these poor peas-
ants were frustrated by local bureaucrats and politicians who exercised
power without moral constraints, they revered Rama IX as the moral
figure of the nation and “viewed the king as embodying benevolence,
manifested in his highly publicized visits to rural areas.”48

In spite of its primary focus on the peasant question, the monarchy
did not overlook another crucial class in the kingdom, the bourgeoisie.
In fact, three major components of this class—bureaucrats, business-
men, and ordinary members of the middle class—were also persuaded
by the palace to create a political alliance. In his early reign, Rama IX
was only able to establish a partnership with the bourgeoisie rather
than leading it. Despite having restored the power and wealth of the
monarchy, the military faction of the Thai bureaucracy tended to ex-
ploit royalty for its political causes, and it was not afraid to clash with
the palace when the royal-military partnership did not go well. The
1948 and 1977 coups, for example, toppled the royalist governments -
that similarly came to power through military intervention, but they
each eventually alienated high-ranking generals and contravened their
interests.* Likewise, civilian bureaucrats apparently had not yet ac- _
cepted royal leadership. According to Handley, Rama IX in his early
reign remained disappointed that bureaucrats and development spe-
cialists ignored the projects he initiated and lacked any motivation to
apply them on a national scale.

A class of Sino-Thai businessmen, on the contrary, tended to have a
healthier relationship with the palace than the bureaucrats did. From
the late 1950s on, the monarchy attempted to draw wealthy business-
men into the royal network via their private donations to royal charities
and development projects. In this partnership, the business elites—who
had long faced an identity crisis as they were the second or third gener-
ations descended from Chinese immigrants—donated money to royal
projects in order to obtain symbolic recognition and decorations from
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Thai royalty. The monarch and the royal family, in turn, were able to
tap private funds for use in their projects outside the constraints of state
. finances.®! In addition to court society in Bangkok, the partnership be-
tween business sectors and the palace made its presence felt in the
countryside. Studying the Thai ritual of the royal presentation of new
robes to Buddhist monks in rural provinces, Gray argued that in the
1970s this popular ritual allowed royalty to help Sino-Thai business-
men from Bangkok who were expanding their capital investments in
the hinterland. By donating money to the royal rite, these bankers and
industrialists could introduce themselves and their enterprises to rural
Thais and make the point that they were not immoral capitalists but
sponsors of the benevolent Buddhist king. From Gray’s perspective, the
business elites merely took advantage of the monarchy, using it as a
puppet to disguise their capitalist investments and activities. Once the
class of Sino-Thai capitalists had become stronger and bigger in the
1980s, it no longer needed royal patronage and fully took over the capi-
talist state of Thailand.52 In this regard, the monarchy, to Gray, was use-
ful to the business sectors as an ideological facade only in the early
stage of capitalist development, but it would become an irrelevant in-
stitution once capitalism was fully advanced in Thailand. Yet, as the
later stage of Rama IX’s reign unfolded, this presumption did not stand
the test of time. It underestimated the ability of the crown to adapt itself
to advanced capitalism.

The last group of the Thai bourgeoisie was the middle class.
Thanks to a variety of sociceconomic changes that began in the 1960s—
industrial development, the increase of foreign investment in the do-
mestic market, the expansion of higher education, and the growth of
service and tourist industries triggered by the American presence in
Thailand—a middle class had formed and finally made its presence felt
in the 1970s. Encompassing white-collar workers and salespeople, en-
gineers and artists, and intellectuals and hotel managers, among others,
the middle class might have posed a political challenge to the monarchy.
While the middle class was virtually absent in former reigns, Rama IX
had to deal with this prospering and well-educated group, which con-
stituted around 10 percent of the working population in the 1970s.5 In
the early reign of the king, the crown’s attempt to ally itself with this
growing class had mixed results.

As the tragic 1976 massacre revealed, the middle class was not homo-
geneous but deeply divided into two camps: royalist and radical. Ac-
cording to Anderson, the withdrawal of the American military from
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Thai soil, economic uncertainties, and the communist threat in South-
east Asia drove the insecure members of Thailand’s middle class to
rally around and protect what they perceived as the last bulwark of the
nation’s historical continuity and spiritual pinnacle, the monarchy.5*
Others in the middle class, in contrast, were the victims of royalist re-
pression: radical students, journalists, and artists. Witnessing how brutal
royalty and royalists could be to their disloyal compatriots, the radicals
eventually turned to the political force that the palace had long battled
during the Cold War, the communist guerrillas. After the massacre, the
CPT was suddenly empowered by the flight of thousands of liberal and
leftist youngsters into the deep forest, where the party initially wel-
comed and protected them. The leftist mobilization and antiroyalist
resentment among the young radicals would never be higher than it
was in the late 1970s. In this regard, although the monarchy virtually
secured the popular support of the rural peasantry, it failed to achieve
the same goal when it came to those students turned guerrillas who still
licked their wounds in the jungle.

RDYAL HEGEMONY IN THE 268 OF CaPITaLISM

The great transformation of the monarchy began in the 1980s, and it

dramatically changed the way the palace engaged with politics, the

economy, and the different social classes. Contentious politics during

Rama IX's early reign gradually evolved in favor of the crown once the

second phase of the reign began. Communism in Thailand drastically -
declined in the early 1980s and was virtually extinct once the decade

came to an end. In addition, the military gradually withdrew from poli-

tics as the popular demand for bourgeois democracy escalated in the
early 1990s. In the face of the political winds of change, the monarchy
adapted by less directly engaging in national politics. Instead of bloody
violence, the crown established its hegemonic status via public dis-
courses and put military backup aside. Thailand’s economic boom from
1986 t0 1996 and the economic crisis of 1997-98 also set the stage for the
new role of the monarchy in the economy. The royal focus now shifted
from the rural and agrarian question to the urban and industrial chal-
lenge. Royal enterprises reached new heights during the boom, and
they impressively survived after the bust. Socioeconomic changes from
the 1980s onward also shook the relationship between the monarchy
and the different social classes. In place of the rural peasantry, popular
support for the monarchy shifted its base to the urban bourgeoisie.
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Establishing its hegemonic status in bourgeois democracy, prosper-
ing from bourgeois activities in the market, and widely supported by
an army of bourgeois urbanites, the crown during the later phase of
Rama IXs reign was transformed into a bourgeois monarchy—a novel
form of monarchy that is deeply embedded in the capitalist mode of pro-
duction and is able to tame the latter’s prime mover, the bourgeoisie.

Tae MoNARrcHY “ABOVE” PoLITIiCS

Atthe end of Rama IX's early réign, political contexts inside and outside
Thailand made the prospects of the monarchy look bleak. In 1975 com-

munism in mainland Southeast Asia was at its peak. Saigon had fallen.

The Khmer Rouge captured Phnom Penh. In Laos the six-hundred-
year-old monarchy was abohshed by the Pathet Lao, the crown prince

was sent to and died in a so-called reeducation camp, and the king’s .

youngest son had to escape his motherland by swimming across the
Mekong River to Thailand.® As if it could not get any worse, the United
States withdrew its military presence from Thai soil in the late 1970s

due to the American defeat in
between the United States and

Vietnam, the normalization of relations
China, and popular resentment toward

the American presence in Thailand. Without American patronage, the

monarchy and military had to
The exodus of radical youngste
salt into the royal wound. Br
jungle, the CPT called the roy
“fascist reactionaries” that sut

fight the communist forces on their own.

2rs into the guerrilla strongholds rubbed
badcasting its manifesto from the deep
yalist-military government a regime of
bmissively served “American imperial-

ism, great landlords, and big ca pitalists.” What had to be done, the CPT

" declared, was “eradicate the
remnants of feudalism” from T}

influence of imperialism and purge.all
hailand. In 1977 the communists strongly

believed that they had history on their side and thus conﬁdemly an-

nounced, “No enemies can prevail over the people’s power” and “New
Thailand, which belongs to the people and ensures liberty, democracy,
and prosperity, will come.”% Concurrmg with this projection, the US
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) station chief in Bangkok bleakly
predicted that the Thai kmgdom would be the next domino to fall to
communism.5®

Thai history in the last two decades of the twentieth century, however,
was on the royal side. Even before the 1980s, the CPT was struggling
with internal and external conflicts. Inside the party, a rift had opened
between the senior vanguardsand the newcomers. The former were
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older, Maoist, pragmatic, and tended to be more Chinese in terms of
both ethnicity and cultural preference. The latter, in contrast, were
younger, embracing “Thainess” despite their Chinese lineage; former
university students from Thailand’s best schools; and readers of Antonio
Gramesci, Louis Althusser, and the Frankfurt school.®® In addition to their
different backgrounds, the two camps could not find common ground
on which to confront the important questions that ultimately under-
mined their political cause and actions. They could not agree on exactly
what Thailand’s mode of production was, feudal or capitalist, and what
role the monarchy played in it.% Political situations outside the party
fanned the flames further. China, the major sponsor of the CPT, nor-
malized its relations not only with the United States but also with
Thailand. “The Machiavelli of Beijing,” as Anderson put it, arranged an
alliance with Thai military leaders against Vietnam—the Soviet Union’s
follower and China’s foe—in exchange for an end to Chinese aid to the
CPT.# Thanks to this political shift, the Thai government finally put the
last nail in the CPT’s coffin. During 1980-82, the government issued a
series of decrees that gave amnesty to all communist insurgents who
surrendered and joined in national reconciliation.

Unable to deal with both its internal and external problems, the CPT
quickly declined and broke up. A mass of defectors, mostly university
students who had joined the party in the late 1970s, gave up their arms
and returned to Bangkok. In 1982 the Bangkok Post ran a big headline
declaring the downfall of the communist insurgency in Thailand: “Com-
munist Defections Gather Pace: Rebels Weakened as Amnesty Offer
and Counter-insurgency Takes Its Toll on CPT.”¢? Just one year later
the newspaper printed a much smaller headline with a satirical tone:
“From Communist Sanctuary to Hilltop Tourist Retreat.”® Once a threat
to the Thai state, the CPT now became a farce for the bourgeoisie, as
the communist camps in the jungle were transformed into museums
and opened to the public as tourist attractions beginning in the mid-
1980s. “The End of History” and “Post-Communism,” Anderson noted,
seemed to happen in the Thai kingdom even before the fall of the Berlin
Wall in 1989.%

Without the threatening presence of a communist insurgency, the
right-wing forces gradually loosened their violent rule. Studying the rise
and decline of the Village Scouts, Bowie revealed that this paramilitary-
royalist association reached its apex in terms of membership and mobili-
zation in the second half of the 1970s. In 1976, the same year in which
the massacre of leftist students occurred, the Scouts welcomed 1,897,540


taeya
Highlight


80 THE

initiates and organized 2,38
1980s, however, this associat
. clined. In 1985 the number o
tion sessions numbered a me

RISE @ND TRIUMPH OF THE BOURGEODIS CROWN

7 mobilization sessions. During the early
ion became less active and drastically de-
initiates dropped to 37,820 and mobiliza-
re 200.% Likewise, military oppression was

on the wane in the 1980s. Besides offering amnesty to the communist
defectors, the military ushered Thailand into the age of “semidemoc-
racy.” In this new order, democratic institutions—political parties, elec-

tions, and a parliamentary assembly—would be allowed to exist and
develop on one condition: tﬁe premiership had to be occupied by the

military. The government un
lanonda epitomized this era

der the leadership of General Prem Tinsu-
since he was chosen by the elected parlia-

ment to repeatedly serve as prime minister from 1980 to 1988. Late in

Prem’s premiership, howev

:ér, political demands for.full democracy

grew among the bourgeoisie, and he was pressured to step down in

order to give an elected civili
The military withdrawal

an an opportunity to lead the country.
from national politics that progressively

took place in the 1980s was shortly interrupted by the 1991 coup. Top-
pling the first full-fledged civilian government in fifteen years, the junta
was reluctant to renounce its role in politics. Its attempt to hold state
power ended with a political disaster. In May 1992, a popular uprising
broke out in Bangkok. With popular support and the active participa-
tion of businessmen and the middle class, the uprising was dubbed
the “mobile-phone mob.”$ Faced with strong objections by the urban
bourgeoisie, the military had to leave the government’s building and

grudgingly go back to its ba

rracks. As Somsak Jeamteerasakul noted,

the 1992 uprising marked a new phase in Thai politics. From that point
on, the locus of political power was the parliament. “Whoever controls
the parliament,” Somsak remarked, “surely controls the state appara-
tus.”¥” Thanks to this critical phase in the transition to parliamentary
democracy in the 1990s, Thailand was widely praised as a shining

“beacon of democracy” in Southeast Asia.t

Political changes in the last two decades of the twentieth century
provided an opportunity for the monarchy to wash itself clean of bloody
violence and dirty politics. Thanks to the fall of communism, the politi-
cal threat to the throne was gone, and thus it was no longer compulsory
for the monarch and the royal family to actively engage with right-wing
mobilization. The pictures of the king and the queen donning military
and Village Scout uniforms gradually disappeared from public view. As
a royalist, Prem smoothed the path for the royal withdrawal from con-
tentious politics. Under his premiership, the royal activities of a “welfare

THE RISE aND TRIUMPH OF THE BOURGEOIS CROWN 81

monarchy” were promoted by the government and bureaucracy. In
1981 the Office of the Royal Development Project Board (ORDPB) was
founded to serve as an institution for centralized management and fi-
nancial support of thousands of royal projects that had been left disor-
ganized and overlooked by former administrations. With a strong en-
dorsement from the government, the monarchy shifted its priority from
national security to economic development, social welfare, and philan-
thropy. As Handley noted, government aid made Rama IX “essentially
the bureaucracy’s new chief of development, with the entire resources
of the government to undertake operations that he alone would enjoy
credit for.”% Despite the general trend of a royal retreat from national
politics, Rama IX still chose to openly intervene in two political conflicts.

The first royal intervention came in 1981 when a coup d’état was at-
tempted by a military faction, the so-called Young Turks, who wanted
to oust Prem from power. As Bangkok was quickly seized by the coup
plotters, the royal family decided to stand with its loyal strongman by
fleeing the capital city for a military base in a northeastern province,
where Prem regrouped his forces. Lacking royal support, the Young
Turks eventually failed, and their coup attempt was mocked as the
“April Fools’ Day Coup.”? The failed coup may have been laughable
in the public eye, but the political message that the palace sent to the
young soldiers was serious. The monarchy now had its own political
agency; it could act jointly with or independent of the army; and, most
important, from this point on any coup would need a green light from
the crown.

Another royal intervention occurred during the 1992 uprising. At
the height of the violent clash between the junta and urban protesters,

Rama IX appeared on television, summoned the leaders from each camp, .

and asked for a peaceful solution. Even though the king was skeptical
of parliamentary democracy and anything but critical of the ruling junta,
his intervention was interpreted by the bourgeois protesters as the
king’s restoration of democracy and condemnation of military violence
involving civilians.” This event had a lasting impact on the monarchy-
military partnership in the kingdom. From then on, the monarchy was
no longer a political puppet of the military. Tarnished by its violent
crackdown on the protesters, the military was.kicked off the political
stage and ostracized by the urban bourgeoisie as the last hindrance to
democratization in Thailand. Instead of patronizing the palace, as it did
in the Cold War era, the army now was subordinate to royal leadership.
Successfully jumping on the bandwagon of the transition to bourgeois
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trast, was widely praised by the urban
tic king” —a monarch who stood abave
7 undertook exceptional interventions to
democracy.”

Distancing itself from the military and right-wing forces, the mon-
archy at the end of the twentieth century applied two informal ap-
proaches to its participation in national politics. The first was the

king’s speech. Instead of ph

ysical action, Rama IX now employed a

“speech act,” a verbal request to his primary audiences—the prime
minister, the cabinet, members of the parliament, bureaucrats, and elite
businessmen—to solve what he considered the critical problems of the
nation, ranging from politicai and civil conflicts to economic and envi-
ronmental crises. Rama IX’s most important speech of the year was nor-
mally delivered on December 4, one day before his birthday. On this
occasion, the king would review the annual performance of the govern-
ment and provide both advice and criticism to audiences at the royal
hall. What is remarkable about the king’s birthday speech is that it was
aninvented tradition of Thai kmgshxp Only in the late reign of Rama IX
did his verbal expression draw national attention.

Before the 1980s, only a few groups of Thais attended the king’s birth-
day address, and the press barely paid attention to it. In 1972, for ex-
ample, there were gog people from 30 associations who stood before
the king as he gave his birthday speech. From the 1980s on, in contrast,
crowds of Thais squeezed themselves into the royal hall to listen to the
king on December 4, even though his speech was broadcast nationwide
on radio and television and topped the front-page headlines the next
morning. To be precise, the number of audience members who attended
the king’s annual address massively increased from 7,028 in 1985 to
13,095 in 1995 and 21,859 in 2005. Likewise, the number of government
and civil associations attending the event grew. There were 261 in 1985,
415 in 1995, and 633 in 2005.” While European and Japanese monarchs
are constrained by their constitutions to speak to the public only with
the permission of the government, Rama IX had been able not only to
speak to the public as he pleased but also to use his words to influence
the government. Public addresses by other members of the royal family
were also widely publicized, None of them, however, drew as much
national attention as the king’s words.™

Another royal means of participating in politics was the monarchy’s
political proxies and networks. According to Duncan McCargo, the
style of royal intervention in Thai politics was significantly transformed
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after the 1992 uprising. As Rama IX grew older, he “appeared less in-
clined to make direct personal interventions.”” Instead he worked
through his proxies such as the Privy Council, retired generals, senior
bureaucrats, social activists, and prominent intellectuals. McCargo
called this new royal feature a “network monarchy.” Stepping down
from his premiership in 1988 and instantly appointed by Rama IX as a
privy counselor, Prem was the key broker of this political network.
During constitutional deadlocks and political crises in the late 19g0s
and early 2000s, it was Prem who acted on behalf of the monarchy to
maintain political equilibrium. Lobbying behind the scenes, Prem also
played a vital role in the arrangement of the coalition government, the
promotion of generals and civilian officials, and implementation of

 the king's development projects.”s

Given that the king’s proxies and networks tended to work behind the
scenes, it is possible to be skeptical of the existence of a “network mon-
archy” in Thailand and whether it has been as influential as McCargo
described. That skepticism, however, appeared to carry no weight after
diplomatic cables of the American ambassadors to Thailand were
leaked to the public in 2zo10. Thanks to WikiLeaks, it has become clear
that Thailand has its own version of a “shadow government” or a “deep
state.””” As the cables reveal, “whispers,” “calls,” or “signals” from the
palace that were carried out by the king’s proxies could either strengthen
or undermine the political leadership of prime ministers.” In this re-
gard, at the turn of the twenty-first century, Rama IX apparently de-
cided to stay “above” contentious politics, although all the “king’s men”
still tacitly intervened in national politics in the interests of His Majesty.
Virtually gone were the dark days when the monarch and the royal
family directly and personally engaged in bloody violence.

THE MoNARCHY AND THE NEWLY INDUSTRIALIZED KINGDOM

After Thailand launched its industrialization program in the 1960s, the
kingdom saw an impressive rate of economic development. Its GDP
growth was at least 7 percent a year. Furthermore, during the mid-1980s
and mid-1990s, the Thai economy experienced an unprecedented boom.
Its performance was nothing short of spectacular. Its GDP growth rate
reached double digits in the late 1980s, and the World Bank reported
that between 1984 and 1994 Thailand had registered the most rapid eco-
nomic expansion in the world.” In the mid-1980s, manufacturing even-
tually replaced agriculture as the major contributor to the kingdom'’s
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GDP. In place of rice, tin, teak, and rubber, the most valuable commodi-

ties for export were industrial p
and mechanical appliances—
national exports before the 198¢
Hong Kong, Singapore, South
idly transformed into a newly,
“Fifth Tiger.”® Several factors

roducts such as electronics, automobiles,
all of which were virtually absent from
5.2 Following the “Four Asian Tigers” —
Korea, and Taiwan—Thailand was rap-
industrialized country and dubbed the
account for this great transformation in

the Thai economy.

In the early 1980s, the Thai government replaced the ISI model with
labor-intensive, export-oriented industrialization (EOI).*? This historic
shift was due to the growing strength of domestic capital after two
decades of industrial development. Facing the challenges of overpro-

duction and overcapacity in the domestic domain, large Thai corpora-

tions successfully pushed the government to support their expansion
into the global market. In just one decade exports of manufactured
goods multiplied twelve times.®> Beginning in the mid-1980s, as Thai
capital went global, foreign direct investment (FDI) flowed massively.
into the domestic market. Wlth conditions that constituted a virtual
sweatshop—cheap labor, few restrictions on FDI, oppressive measures
against labor movements, and weak labor unions—Thailand became a
destination for multinational corporations wishing to invest their over-
accumulated capital offshore. Leading the relocation of global capital
were the Japanese conglomerates, which had long developed joint in-
vestments with local entrepreneurs and familiarity with the Thai bu-
reaucracy. After Japan, the United States and the Four Tigers also played
arole in the influx of FDI into the kingdom.® Furthermore, following the
advice of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank
advice to make the Thai economy more efficient and accessible to for-
eign capital, Thailand liberalized its financial system in the early 19g0s.
After decades under the control of oligarchic Sino-Thai bankers, the
kingdom’s financial market was opened to the world. Western banks
and brokers set up offices in Bangkok, provided loans to local entrepre-
neurs, and built their presence in the rising stock market. As hot money
freely and massively flowed into the financial market, technocrats and
pundits confidently predicted that Bangkok would become the finan-
cial hub of Southeast Asia8® |

Thailand’s rags-to-riches story was shockingly interrupted, however,

by the economic crisis of 1997.
transparency, the unproductive
development and the stock m

Several factors—the lack of economic
investment of foreign loans in property
arket, the decline of exports, financial
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speculation, and the government’s misstep in stubbornly protecting
the currency—came together to play a role in the economic bust that trig-
gered financial crises across the Asia-Pacific region. Pasuk Phongpai-
chit and Chris Baker captured the impact of the 1997 crisis in Thailand,
writing, “Firms that had taken foreign loans were rendered illiquid as
well as technically bankrupt. Banks that had intermediated the loans
were wrecked. Creditors stopped paying their bankers. Consumers
stopped spending. Over 2 million people lost their jobs.”8 To solve the
crisis, the Thai government asked the IMF for help. The US$20.9 billion
bailout came with a price: an austerity program, the closure of weak fi-
nancial institutions, restructuring of the Thai economy, and facilitation
of foreign access to it.” In the early 2000s, despite the fact that the Thai
economy had successfully recovered and revived, the 1997 crisis had’
made several lasting marks on the kingdom.

First, the crisis led to a further influx of global capital into Thailand.
Thanks to the weakness of Thai capital after the economic crisis; foreign
corporations were able to take over or pursue mergers with local com-
panies. The majority of manufacturmg businesses were transferred to
foreign ownership, and only a handful of domestic firms remained seri-
ous participants.®® Moreover, foreign corporations industrialized the
kingdom even further by promoting t'echnology"—based industries while
sectors in which domestic capital still had a significant role—agriculture,
resource-based industries, and labor-intensive industries—declined -
sharply.* The crisis also emasculated the two giant sectors of Thai capi-
talism: banking and manufacturing. After the crisis, Thai elite business
groups became associated with postindustrial and service industries:
information and communications technology, entertainment, retailing,
and tourism.* Finally, the local survivors of the crisis tended to be only
major capitalists while many smaller entrepreneurs had to withdraw
from the national market. Within the top 150 Thai business groups in
2000, assets were heavily concentrated among only the leading 25.7 A
tendency for capital to be concentrated in the hands of the richest capi-
talists, as Marx predicted, clearly made its presence felt in Thailand
after the economic crisis.*

Standing head and shoulders above national capitalists during the
boom, the bust, and the recovery of the Thai economy was the monar-
chy. That is, royal enterprises had developed in parallel with Thailand’s
economic changes, During the great boom, the CPB thrived thanks to its
investments in manufacturing, banking, and real estate. After decades
of success under the ISI policy, the SCG diversified its enterprises by
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investing in various venturés—petrochemicals, paper, construction
materials, steel, and electromcé—-and stood out as the frontrunner among
- Thai conglomerates that went global under the EOI policy. In addition
to Southeast Asian countnes, the SCG rapidly expanded its capital in-
vestments to include the Umted States, Mexico, and Europe. In the late
1980s, the SCG was clearly the largest industrial conglomerate not only
in Thailand but also in Southeast Asia.?® Likewise, the SCB expanded
its capital reach during the bpom. In the early 1990s it was one of t.he
four largest banks in the kingdom and stood shoulder to shoulder with
the elite banks of the Sino-Thai moguls. It also transformed itself from a
bank into a conglomerate, asi it owned subsidiary companies in asset
management, real estate, warehousing, insurance, sugar, mining, con-
struction, entertainment, and vehicle production.® The-dividends of the

SCG and SCB accounted for 60 percent of the CPB’s total income, while

land rentals and other subsidiary investments made up the rest. Prior
to the crisis, the CPB's incomé was around a billion baht (US$40 million)
a year, and this capitalist body of the monarchy easily overtook the
Bangkok Bank as the largest conglomerate in the Thai economy.*

Like other Thai business groups, the CPB was severely hit by the
1997 economic crisis. Suddenly it lost 75 percent of its income. Over-
whelmed by bad debts and foreign loans, the SCG and SCB paid no
dividends to stockholders for five and three years respectively. Under-
mining the financial security of the crown, the crisis forced the CPB to
borrow US$200 million and mortgage some of its estates to cover royal
household expenses.® The royal conglomerates, in spite of this, were
among a handful of survivors after the crisis. The crown’s successful
recovery from the economic slump, according to Porphant, was a result
of two strategies. «

First, unlike most Thai compames, the royal enterprises qulckly re-
sponded to the crisis and adapted themselves to global capitalism. Both
the SCG and SCB downsized their business empires by selling their
stock in subsidiary companies and focusing instead on their major ven-
tures. While many Sino-Thai conglomerates struggled with global capi-
talism because they could not abandon. their traditional management
style, which was based on family connections and the monopolistic
control of the patriarch, the CPB was the model for modern Thai com-
panies. It not only recruited top talent and professionals for its con-

glomerates, but it also separated the managing boatds of directors from
the owners of the enterprises.”’
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Another secret of the royal success was the special relationship be-
tween the CPB and the government. During the crisis, the government
launched several programs intended to relieve the financial burdens of
many Thai conglomerates, and the CPB was the top beneficiary of those
programs. The SCG benefited from the government’s promotion of
construction and property development. The SCB enjoyed the govern-
ment’s provision of additional funds to recapitalize elite Thai banks.
The CPB was unprecedentedly allowed to buy its own stock, which was
formerly sold to the government, by using its estates as payment.% In
this regard, it was clear that the capitalist body of the monarchy, from
the government's perspective, was vital to the national economy and
that the bankruptcy of royal enterprises would be disastrous for the
greater economic system. In other words, the crown’s business empire
was too big to fail and needed special treatment by the government.

After the economic crisis, the CPB not only survived but also thrived
in both domestic and international markets. In 2001 the SCG expanded
its ventures into East Asia, South Asia, the Middle East, and South
Africa.®® In 2002 the CPB leased one of its best commercial estates to the
Central Group for a rent of 200 million baht (US$4.5 million) annually
for thirty years. The latter, in turn, used the land for the construction of
CentralWorld, the nation’s biggest shopping mall and one of the
world’s ten largest.!® In 2004 the SCB was Thailand’s most profitable
commercial bank.!! Given its outstanding performance in the indus-
trial, banking, and real estate sectors, the crown’s business empire un-
questionably made a great comeback after its critical crisis.

Like the capitalist body of the crown, the corporeal body of the king
adapted itself remarkably to both the economic boom and bust. Thai-
land’s economic boom brought not only the growth of GDP but also the
expansion of urban areas, a large migration of labor to industrial cities,
and an increase in the urban population. In response to these socioeco-
nomic changes, Rama IX in the late 1980s began to pay attention to the
problems of rapid industrialization and unplanned urbanization. In-
stead of rural development and national security, the king’s speeches
and development projects became more associated with urgent solu-
tions to traffic congestion, flooding and drainage, air and water pollu-

tion, and inadequate urban infrastructure.® Moreover, while the royal
conglomerates reaped an immense fortune during the economic boom,
Rama IX ironically presented himself as a moral economist in the face
of a national transition to what was styled immoral capitalism. In 1991
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the king addressed his concern about Thailand’s relentless pursuit of
capitalism. “We have enough, enough to live. We don’t want to be a
very advanced country,” said the monarch. The economic principle of
profit maximization, Rama IX clarified, should not be prioritized in
Thai society. Instead, the king believed that the government should
not worry about the budget deficit if it resulted in the improvement of
people’s well-being. “Our loss is our gain,” the king reminded his sub-
jects when the kingdom reached the peak of its economic miracle in the
early 1990s.1% ’

Based on this, the assumption that Rama IX was essentially anticapi-
talist, envisaging a welfare state for all Thais, might not be unreasonable.
However, in the same speech the monarch unveiled another side of his
moral economy when he touched on the problems of the.welfare system
in industrialized countries. “In some countries,” he said, “in a large city
like New York in the United States of America, public welfare money
for those who are jobless améunts to millions of baht. These people
don’t want to work because if they do, they will not receive welfare
money.” On the contrary, “those who work,” the king asserted, “will
have their welfare money cut, even though the remuneration they got

from their work could perhaps be less than what they would receive -

from welfare.” Therefore, Ramé IX concluded that Thailand should not
imitate a welfare system like those that existed elsewhere: “If we follow
this system, we would suffer. We would be squandering our national
budget by distributing the moriey earned by hardworking people from
whom taxes are levied, to lazybones who make it a point not to work.”
In place of social welfare, the mfonarch seemed to endorse the bourgeois
ethic of hard work, ascetic sacrifice, and self-reliance. Thailand, Rama IX
stressed, was different from thé United States because in his kingdom
“everybody works, some more some less, but everybody works.”1* In
this respect, the king’s speech strongly echoed what neoliberals have
long advocated, the idea that “human well-being can be best advanced
by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an
institutional framework characterized by strong private property
rights, free markets, and free trade,” while state intervention in markets
“must be kept to a bare minimum,”%

Rama IX’s ambivalence toward capitalism was unveiled yet again
when the economic crisis hit the kingdom. In 1997 the king used his
birthday speech-to show that his skepticism toward unbridled capital-
ism and consumerism had been vindicated. In the landmark address
that kicked off Rama IX’s widely promoted discourse, the “sufficiency
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economy philosophy” (SEP), the monarch reviewed the rapid transfor-
mation of the national economy during the previous decade: “Recently,
so many projects have been implemented. So many factories have been
built that it was thought Thailand would become a little tiger [economy],
and then a big tiger. People were crazy about becoming a tiger.” Having
seen the economic bubble suddenly burst, he reminded his audiences;
“To be atiger is not important. The important thing for us is to have a
self-supporting economy. A self-supporting economy means to have
enough to survive. . . . Bach village or each district must have relative
self-sufficiency. Things that are produced in surplus can be sold, but
should be sold in the same region.”'% In contrast to the capitalist econ-
omy that integrated Thailand into the global market, SEP promotes
self-sufficient production for a local market and a moral constraint on
consumerism and materialism.

Acknowledging that his economic vision might sound outdated,
Rama IX admitted, “Those who like modern economics would perhaps
not appreciate this [philosophy].” However, the king made it clear that
“[a] careful step backwards must be taken; a return to less sophisticated
methods must be made with less advanced instruments.” Believing
that his economic model could lead the kingdom out of the crisis, the
king confidently remarked, “Thailand is a country that is blessed with
self-sufficient productivity. . . . Wherever the Self-Sufficient Economy
can be practiced, we can survive, We don’t suffer.”% The king’s speech,
as Handley noted, hit the bull’s-eye in terms of the common mood among
many businessmen, office employees, middle-sized entrepreneurs, and
workers—all the “losers” who were fired, went bankrupt, struggled with
heavy debts, and sought a solution to the crisis. Leading by example,
Rama IX claimed that, unlike other monarchs, he did not lead an extrava-
gant but rather a self-sufficient life as he normally ate, as the poorest
Thai peasant did, coarse unmilled rice (khao klong). “I eat khao klong every
day because it is healthy,” spoke the king. “Some say it is the poor man’s
rice. [But] I am also a poor man, 108

Despite his anticapitalist tone, Rama IX on several occasions clarified
that his economic vision did not include promoting a return to a pre-
capitalist economy. In the same 1997 speech, the king stated, “I have
often said that a self-sufficient economy does not mean that each family
must produce its own food, weave and sew its own clothes. This is going
too far.”¥¥ A year later, he defended SEP against criticism that it was
backward, saying, “Perhaps I did not speak clearly enough. . .. I meant
that the application of the sufficiency economy does not necessarily
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mean full sufficiency, and I may add that full sufficiency is impossible.
If a family or even a village wants to employ the full sufficiency econ-

.omy, it would be like returning to the Stone Age, to that age where
humans lived in grottos or m caves.” Instead of full implementation,
Rama IX stressed that SEP should be partially applied in local prac-
tice. To be exact, the king eiplained, 50 percent sufficiency or even
only 25 percent sufficiency would be enough.”*® The king also believed
that SEP was not contrary to but compatible with global capitalism. “As
we are in the ‘globalization’ era,” he emphasized, “we also have to con-
form to the world because, if ézve do not comply with the existing agree-
ments, there could be discontentment.”* Given its ambiguity and moral
tone, the king’s economic model might be, as Handley put it, “at best
pseudo-econormics.”*2 But the royal emphasis on self-sufficiency and
constrained consumption could not have come at a better time, as the
IMF was pushing the Thai gdvernment to implement an austerity pro-
gram. As the government increased taxes, cut spending, and eliminated
jobs in the public and private sectors, the king’s words seemed to soothe
the bourgeoisie’s anxiety and helped them weather the worst economic
crisis in the kingdom since the Great Depression.

TrE BOURGEOIS ALLIANCE WITH THE CROWN

The rapid change in the Thai economy in the last two decades of the
twentieth century transformed not only the mode of production but
also the structure of social classes in the kingdom. Once manufacturing
had decisively replaced agriéulture as the most valuable component of
national production, massive numbers of the working population
shifted from the agrarian to the manufacturing, commercial, construc-
tion, and service sectors. In 1960 the working population in agriculture
was 5.7 times greater than that of the manufacturing, commercial, con-
struction, and service sectors together. In 1990, however, the former
was merely two times greater than the latter. Eventually, in 2010, the
peasantry was no longer the dominant class in Thailand; it was 1.2 times
smaller than the classes that worked in the industrial economy.!® Against
the backdrop of these changes in the working population, the middle
class in urban areas came into its own and grew rapidly. In 1960 the
total number of professionals, administrators, managers, clerks, and
salesmen made up merely 7.9 percent of the working population. In
contrast, in 1990 and 2010 middle-ranking employees constituted 16.3
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and 32.7 percent of the working population respectively. In addition
to its rapid growth, what is remarkable about the rise of the middle
class in Thailand is its geographic concentration and economic power.
In 2000, for example, Bangkok-—the primary locus of the concentration
of industrialists, businessmen, and white-collar workers—had 10.4 per-
cent of the national population and produced 35.2 percent of GDP. In
contrast, the Northeast, the poorest region, where the population was
still mostly engaged in agriculture, accounted for 34.2 percent of the
country’s population but only 11.1 percent of GDP.1 Besides its enor-
mous contribution to GDP, the urban bourgeoisie made its presence
feltin the realms of consumption and the adoption of modern lifestyles.

Barely existing before the economic boom, shopping, malls have
mushroomed in Thailand since the 1980s. While the three biggest Thai
department stores—Central, Robinson, and the Mall—had merely 4
branches in total at the end of the 1g970s, they opened 37 new stores
from 1980 to 2000.1%¢ Even after the economic crisis, the bourgeois ob-
session with shopping did not abate. In the late 1990s Thailand became
the only country in East and Southeast Asia to welcome all four giant
retail corporations from Europe—Makro (Dutch), Tesco (British), Ca-
sino Group (French), and Carrefour (French)—and they instantly intro-
duced Thais to a new type of consumption, the shopping spree in cash-
and-carry and hypermarket superstores.’’” In 2006 the Big Four owned
177 stores in Thailand.™® American and Japanese capitalists also jumped
on the bandwagon of expanding Thai consumerism as they introduced
convenience stores to the kingdom. Although the first twenty-four-
hour convenience store opened in Thailand only in 1988, the kingdom
in 2016 had 5,055 and 1,109 7-Eleven and FamilyMart stores respec-
tively.1" The popularity of twenty-four-hour consumption among Thais .
makes the kingdom the location of the world’s second-largest number
of convenience stores for both global franchises.!?

Like shopping, the bourgeois culture of possessing automobiles,
private telephones, and university degrees was a late but spectacular
phenomenon in Thai society. Once perceived as rare and luxurious
commodities, sedans, vans, and trucks became an everyday means of
transportation among the bourgeoisie after Thailand industrialized. In
1960 the number of automobiles in Thailand was a mere 58,700. At the
beginning of the economic boom in the 1980s, this number multiplied
ten times, and once the millennium came the number of automobiles in
the kingdom was a hundred times larger than it had been four decades
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earlier.’”! Bangkok, unquestionably, is the place where the majority of
private vehicles are concentrated. At the peak of the economic boom in
-the late 1980s, more than 50 percent of them were in the capital city.2
Likewise, private telephones were no longer a privilege of the few
but a mundane necessity for the bourgeoisie’s businesses and lifestyles.
In 1960 private telephone number subscriptions in Thailand were a
mere 40,600. Beginning in 1980, the government responded to the pub-
lic demand for private telepﬁones by expanding the number of land-

lines and phone numbers, and by the end of the decade the number of .

private telephone subscriptions had reached 1 million. The introduction
of mobile phones in the 1990s escalated the conspicuous consumption
of the Thai bourgeoisie even further. In 2000 private telephone number
subscriptions in the kingdom were a. hundred times greater than they
had been four decades earlier.'?

Once the privilege of a handful of royalty and nobility, higher edu-
cation also has become heavily dominated by the nouveau riche since
the late 1970s. The annual number of students enrolled in and gradu-
ated from institutions of higher education in 2000, for example, was 42
and 152 times higher, respectively, than those in the same categories
in 1950.' As a metropolis that hosts 45 percent of Thailand’s colleges,
universities, academies, and technological institutes, Bangkok has long
been an educational destination for most Thais.1? At the turn of the
twenty-first century, there was no doubt that the multitudes of well-
educated, urban, cosmopolitan, and consumerist bourgeoisie had be-
come the most dominant class in the kingdom’s economy and society.

During the late phase of Rama IX’s reign, members of this flourishing
bourgeoisie became mass supporters of the monarchy. Seeing the king
in a business suit addressing the problems of rapid industrialization
and urbanization, the nouveau riche in Bangkok started to appreciate
their monarch, his works, and his visian for the Thai economy. During
the economic boom, royal concerns about the problems of urban life
resonated with bourgeois frustration about the government’s failed
urban planning initiatives. Similarly, the royal discourse on the suffi-
ciency economy could not have come at a better time than during the
critical period of the economic downturn that suddenly interrupted the
bourgeoisie’s long decade of capital accumulation.

In addition to his ability to calm bourgeois anxiety and insecurity
amid the ebb-and flow of the Thai economy, Rama IX soothed the bour-
geoisie’s resentments rooted in national politics. After holding a grudge
against the palace for its role in state repression, radical students who
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joined the communist insurgency in the late 1970s gave up not only
their weapons but also their antimonarchist sentiments when the gov-
ernment offered them a blanket amnesty in the early 1980s. Leaving the
CPT behind, these former leftist students, as Anderson remarked,
seemed to be enjoying a better “life after communism” than their coun-
terparts in Southeast Asia were. Welcomed by their Sino-Thai parents,
who were now wealthy members of the bourgeoisie, the defectors “re-
turned home to join the family business, or went back to their univer-
sities, or studied abroad, mostly in Europe, America, and Australia, or
decided to participate in parliamentary politics that began to take real
roots in Thailand in the 1980s once the CPT was destroyed.”!% Most

“important, these ex-communists, as Somsak put it, eventually decided

to “reconcile with the monarchy.”*#” With the downfall of communism,
the rise of bourgeois democracy, and the deep penetration of capitalism
into Thailand, the former leftists began to view the monarchy from a
new perspective. The palace was no longer a critical problem for Thai-
land but the last national bastion against “corrupt politicians” in the
parliament, “lazy bureaucrats” in state offices, and “greedy capitalists”
in the market. )

The reconciliation between former leftist guerrillas and the former
far right monarchy could be seen, according to Thongchai, in the domis
nant discourse of Thai intellectuals and social activists in nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs).'? Ignoring the wealth of the monarchy,
the prominent role of royal enterprises in the market, and Rama IX’s.
ambiguous statements about capitalism, the former leftist intellectuals
and NGO activists in the 1990s strongly believed that the king’s SEP
should be widely acknowledged and implemented because it was
compatible with their political campaign for a return to the “Thai vil-
lage economy” (setthakit chumchon) as an antidote to western consumer-
ism, capitalism, and imperialism.® By following the king’s lead, they
thought, all Thais could go back to living in a bucolic, agrarian, and
communitarian society where capitalism had never left a mark—the
primitive society that Rousseau, Marx, and Engels had mutually agreed
was gone for good.’ This romanticized and backward-looking vision
of the former leftists and their willingness to follow royal discourse in
the age of the “end of history” proved that the monarchy had finally
achieved what seemed to be unachjevable during Rama IX’s early reign:
the royal domestication of the radical segment of the bourgeoisie. As a
result, when the twenty-first century dawned, the prospects of the
monarchy could hardly have been brighter. As Somsak summed it up,
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the crown had successfully trainsformed itself from the “head of a ruling
clique to the head of the ruling class.”%

MARHET, MBNEV dND MGNBRBH‘{

How solid was royal hegemony in millennial Thailand? Answermg this
question should not stop at the examination of active consent to the
royal leadership among the bourgeois intellectuals and activists but re-
quires investigating further a éor\sensus among the other two segments
of the bourgeoisie: businessmen in the market and politicians and bu-
reaucrats in the state apparatus. The examination of active consent to
royal leadership among these members of the bourgeoisie, however,

should not merely focus on theu‘ verbal homage to the monarchy. Doing
this overlooks their material relatmns with the crown, relations that be-
came stronger once the Rama IX's reign entered its later stage. Since the
1980s, wealthy businessmen had frequently visited the court, donated
money and merchandise to the royal family, and appointed courtiers to
the boards of directors of their conglomerates. Likewise, politicians and
bureaucrats not only frequented the royal family but also financed their
charitable projects annually and progressively. This phenomenon indi-
cated that the crown in the late reign of Rama IX successfully secured
popular consent from the bourgeoisie in the market and the state. With
his leading status among the ruling class, Rama IX had finally achieved
what previous Thai monarchs failed to accomplish in the face of capi-

talism: the royal accumulation of capital with popular support from a .

bourgeois class that might well have been expected to compete and
tame the monarchy. Unlike Marx’s vision of ideal conditions in capital-
ist society, the king, millionaiies, and workers are not equal in the Thai
market.®? Splendidly eatmg first at the table of capital appreciation
was noticeably His Ma}esty

CORPORATE DONATIONS TO THE MONARCHY

Even though the tradition of private donations to royal charities was

revived by the military government in Rama IX’s early reign, its main
features significantly changed during the late reign in various respects.33
From the 1980s on, there was an enormous increase in the number of
occasions when royalty met with businesspeople and received their do-
nations to royal charities. As table 1 shows, Rama IX and the royal family
increasingly granted audiencjes to businessmen during his early reign,
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Table 1. Total number per decade and average number per year of
royal audiences granted to members of various business sectors,

1946~2010
Years Total number Average per year

1946-50 2 04
1951-60 15 1.5
1961-70 150 15

1971-80 379 379
1981-90 - 91 59.1
19912000 1,187 115.7
2001-10 | 1,814 1814

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years.

from meeting them a couple of times a year during the 1940s and 19505
to greeting them fifteen and thirty-eight times a year during the 1960s
and 1970s respectively. The frequency of these meetings with people
active in the private sector dramatically increased during the 1980s and
reached a new peak in the 1990s. In that decade royalty greeted capital-
ists in the palace at least one hundred times a year. This sharp increase
can be explained by Thailand’s political and economic changes during .
the late reign of the king. With the end of the Cold War, Thai royalty no
longer needed to travel to the Free World or make a rough passage to
rural provinces in order to promote themselves as the nation's fighters
against communism. Instead, they could spend more time in the palace
and welcome the crowd of capitalists and their donations in the era of
economic growth and expansion.

Moreover, in Rama IX’s late reign, private donations to the monar-
chy were no longer accountable to the public. In the early reign of the
king, the palace usually provided information to the public regarding
not only the amount of money it received as business donations but
also the type of royal charities on which the money would be spent.
Studying business donations to the monarchy between 1960 and 1970,
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Thak was able to show howj much money businessmen poured into
royal projects and how much of it was used in each category of royal

. expenditures: religion, socia;I welfare, education, the Thai Red Cross,
health care, anticommunism, disaster relief, and royal discretion.’™
Since the 1980s, however, séholars have no longer had access to the
data that Thak once obtained because the palace-decided to provide
only two types of information about private donations: the way they
would be used for royal chaxﬁﬁes (phraratcha kuson) and the identifica-
tion of those that were subject to the king’s discretion ( phrarat atthayasai).
The latter was the most popular type of donation among Thai billion-
aires. For example, the Chearavanont and Sophonpanich families—
owners of Thailand’s biggest agribusiness and financial conglomerates
respectively—usually donatefd money to Rama IX without any specific
instructions except the vague message “up to the king’s discretion,”1%
In this regard, a new consensus was formed among Thai businessmen
when they decided to donaté money to the palace in the late reign of
the king. It did not matter how their money would be spent because
once it was transferred to the king’s hands they simply trusted the per-
sonal judgment of His Majesty. The lack of royal accountability was the
price the public had to pay for the revival of the monarchy and a closer
relationship between the crown and capitalists in the late reign of the
king. ,

From the 1980s on, the monarchy also welcomed many new capital-
ist donors. In the face of the rapid transformation of the Thai economy,
the crown remarkably continued to draw massive donations from dif-
ferent businesses in different eras (see appendix). In the 1960s, as west-
ern and Japanese capital was transferred to Thailand and instantly
triggered national industrialization, the corporations that were the
most frequent recipients of audiences with the crown included both
foreign companies—Philips (Dutch), Shell (British-Dutch), United
Artists (American), and National (Japanese)—and Thai enterprises such
as the Bangkok Bank and SCG, the biggest bank and cement producer
in the country respectively. In the 1970s, as Thai capitalists enjoyed
both the technological transfers from foreign companies and the IS]
policy, the most familiar faces at the royal hall were not foreign capital-
ists but local businessmen. In addition to the Bangkok Bank and SCG,
the crown frequently welcomed millionaires and their donations from
the Charoen. Pokphand Group (CP), Siam Motors, and Boon Rawd
Brewery, Thailand’s biggest agribusiness, automobile, and brewing
companies respectively. These local tycoons got richer and visited the
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palace even more frequently in the era of the economic boom and EOI
policy in the 1980s. This decade also saw Japanese capital rapidly pour-
ing into Thailand and Japanese conglomerates such as Toyota, Kyocera,
Mitsui, and Honda paying homage to Thai royalty via private dona-
tions. In the 1990s and 2000s, although some Thai conglomerates, such
as the Bangkok Bank and CP, still maintained the privilege of standing
before the king, the crown also frequently welcomed donations from
postindustrial enterprises such as the Shin Corporation and the Central
Group, the biggest telecommunications and retail enterprises in the
kingdom respectively. Despite the fact that the 1997 crisis ushered for-
eign capital into Thailand at the expense of domestic industries, private
donations to the crown did anything but dwindle. In the 2000s the palace
attracted donated money and materials from both familiar Thai firms
and foreign newcomers. The latter included Microsoft (American),
Nestlé (Swiss), and Cerebos (Japanese). In the millennial Thai economy,
capitalists may quickly come and go. What they never fail to do, how-
ever, is frequent the palace and donate money to Thai royalty.

Further, instead of being conducted as hidden and private ceremonies
at the court, private donations to the monarchy have been highly publi-
cized and commercialized since the 1980s. In Rama IX’s early reign,
business sectors tended to donate their money to the palace merely for
royal recognition. Private donors usually came from a small group of
businessmen whose enterprises were under royal patronage, and their
donations were unpublicized except in the palace’s annual yearbook.
The expansion of mass communications since the 1980s, however, sig-
nificantly changed the traditional form of donations. In every Thai news-
paper, a special section is devoted to a daily report on royal activities
and charities. On television the government requires every channel to
broadcast royal family news during prime time, 7:00 to 8:30 p-m.1% The

[palace also provides websites and mobile applications that display cur-

rent royal activities and those of the past.’”” With the mass publicity
machine behind the monarchy, the act of visiting, socializing, and do-
nating to the court became a valuable way for businesses to promote
their new commodities to Thai consumers. Consequently, in the late
reign of the king, the royal family often welcomed big capitalists from
both inside and outside the kingdom who waited for hours in line to
present not only money but also their merchandise to the palace. In-
stead of once in a while, it became an annual routine for Toyota, Honda,
Isuzu, and Siam Motors to donate new automobiles to Thai royalty. Shin
Corporation and Samsung donated the latest cellphones, Microsoft and



;
g8 THEEHISB 2@ND TRIUMPH OF THE BOURBEDIS CROWN
H

Apple innovative computers and software, Seiko luxury watches,
Canon digital cameras, and Pernod Ricard Scotch whiskey.®® Instead
. of movie stars, television celebrmes, or famous athletes, the most valu-
able brand ambassadors for giant corporations in Thailand’s expanding
market seemed to be the king and members of the royal family.
Finally, in spite of the large number of representatives from different
business sectors that visited the royal family in the late reign of Rama IX,
royal audiences became highly concentrated among elite capitalists who
normally introduced their business partners, parent companies, or sub-
sidiary firms to court society. In the early reign of the king, small and
medium-sized entrepreneurs in Bangkok still had a chance to meet and

donate their money to the monarch. In turn, the palace acted, as Thak put

it, as a “broker” in transform

ing private sector funds into.state treasury

or public project income.’® In the late reign, however, both national and

global capitalists pushed th

e petite bourgeoisie to the margins of the

royal hall as the palace acted more like a broker for creating and strength-
ening business networks among big capitalists. From 1980 to 2010, royal

audiences were highly conc

entrated among five giant corporations—

the Bangkok Bank, CP, Shin Corporation, Toyota Motor Thailand, and
the Central Group. Each of them had visited the court at least once a
year. The Bangkok Bank and CP, in particular, had frequented the palace
atleast two times every year for three decades (table 2). Rather than visit-
ing the royal family alone, the representatives of elite conglomerates
normally entered the court with their business partners. In 2007, for
example, Honda Automobile Thailand introduced its Japanese parent
company, Honda Motor Company, to the king; Microsoft Thailand intro-
duced its local partner, Hewlett-Packard Thailand; and CP introduced
its numerous subsidiary companies, including 7-Eleven Thailand and
True Corporation.®® Occasionally, the “king’s men,” such as privy coun-
selors or royal secretaries—some of them also serving on the boards of
directors of elite enterprises—acted as introducers and moderators
during the meetings between big capitalists and the royal family.4!
Besides the latest merchandise, the annual performance reviews and
future projects of giant corporations—such as BMW, General Electric,

and Guardian Industries—were normally presented to Rama IX, who
was perceived as an experienced observer of the Thai economy.2 On
top of that, whenever a new factory, corporate building, or shopping
mall was opened in the kingdom, it was the king and members of the
royal family who were invited by big corporations—such as Toyota,
the Central Group, and Nestlé to preside over a grand opening and
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Table 2. Frequency of royal audiences granted to five giant

corporations, 19802010
Bangkok  Charoen Shin Toyota Motor  Central

Year Bank Pokphand  Corporation Thailand Group
1980s 16 7 — 11 7
1990s 29 21 19 18 10
2000s 29 36 33 19 26

Total 74 64 52 48 43
Average

per year 2.46 2.13 1.73 1.6 143

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years.

ribbon-cutting ceremony.™? In this regard, the boundaries between the
monarchy and the market, the monarch and merchants, and the crown
and capital became blurred.

STATE BUDGETS AND THE MONARCHY

Like their counterparts in the market, members of the bourgeois class
who occupied the state apparatus were tamed by the monarchy during
the late reign of the king. Once a political nemesis of royalty, bureau-
crats and politicians no longer disrespected but rather supported the
monarch, the royal family, the royal household, and royal development
projects within the state budgets. In the early reign of the king, only
two types of royal activities were financially supported by the govern-
ment: hosting guests of the state and performing royal ceremonies.
Both were organized by the royal household and the OHM.'* In the
late reign of the king, however, the government not only increased the
funding that supported the routine activities of royalty but also unprece-
dentedly created two new types of budgets, which aimed to keep the
king’s development projects running: the budgets for royal develop-
ment projects and the ORDPB (table 3). First introduced in 1993, these
two types of state sponsorship sharply increased the annual budgets
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Table 3. Annual budge

ts of the Thai monarchy, 1960-2015

(millions of baht.and millions of US dollars)
Royal Guests of Development
Year  household OHM the state projects ORDPB Total
1960 40.3 0.6 — — 40.9
(US$1.9) (US$0.03) (US$1.93)
1965 32.5 1 — — 33.5
(US$1.5) (US$0.05) (US$1.55)
1970 46 1.6 125 — 60.1
(Us$2.2) (US$0.07) US$0.6) (US$2.8)
1975 89 32 10 — 102.2
(US$4.4) (US$0.15) US$0.5) (US$5.05)
1980 141 7.8 16 — 164.8
(US$6.8) (US$0.38) (US$0.78) (US$7.9)
1985 2814 206 20 — 322
(US$10.4) (US$0.76) US$0.74) (US$11.9)
1990 450.4 4.6 40 — 505
(US517.5) (US$0.56) US$1.5) (US$19.5)
1995 933.2 174.8 200 2,000 3,308
(US$37.2) (US$7) (US$7.9) (US$79) (US$131.1)
2000 1,0283 251.2 200 2,000 34759
(US$27.2) (US$6.6) US$5.3) (US$53) (US$92.1)
2005 15015 496.3 400 2,000 4,430.8
(US$385)  (US$127)  (US$10.3) (US$51.4) (US$0.85) (US$113.7)
2010 2,578 1,190 . 500 . 2300 6,651
(US$77) (US$35.7) (US$15) (US$69) (US$2.5) (US$199.2)
2015 34354 641.8 © 900 2,500 687.4 8,164.6
(US$104.5) .. (US$19.5) (US$27.3) (US$76) - (US$20.9) (US$248.2)

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years.
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for the monarchy at the turn of the twenty-first century. While the mon-
archy was financed by the government at the rate of approximately
US$2 million a year in the 1960s, the state budget for the crown in-
creased a hundredfold when Rama IX reigned over his kingdom in the
early 2010s.

The parliament’s dec1s1on to allocate a significant part of the state’
budgets to royal projects was expected to arouse political resentment
among bureaucrats for two reasons. First, their annual budget was pro-
portionally cut to fulfill the new budget requirements of the monarchy,
and, second, they would never see their names in lights since any
achievement of theirs in national development would be overshadowed
by what the monarch and his personal staff had accomplished. How-
ever, like politicians in the parliament, the bureaucrats tended to be-
lieve that the king’s projects were worth every baht the government
provided. In fact, since 2011 many state departments have foregone a
significant part of their budget to create events and campaigns that
promote the public image of the monarchy. The Ministry of Defense,
army, navy, air force, Ministry of Justice, police, and Ministry of Labor
all spent part of their budgets on a campaign to create the ”soci‘al‘val-
ues of revering, protecting, and preserving the monarchy.” The office

- of the prime minister and the Ministry of the Interior, meanwhile,

added to that campaign another one, “empowering the grassroots
economy by applying sufficiency economy philosophy.”*5 What
seemed to be gone for good in the Thai kingdom were those rebellious
segments of the bourgeoisie—the bureaucrats and politicians who dared -
to challenge royal prerogatives and tame the monarchy under a bour-
geois constitution.

THE UNQUESTIONABLE WEALTH OF THE UNQUESTIONABLE

In addition to private donations and state sponsorship, Thai royalty"
personally accumulated wealth in the stock market. According to the
stock exchange of Thailand, Rama IX was the shareholder of significant
percentages of the stock of several companies in different business sec-
tors: Thai Insurance (22.91 percent) in insurance, Sammakorn (8.26 per-
cent) in property development, Minor International (2.19 percent) in
food and beverages, Amarin Printing and Publishing (1.58 percent) in
media, and Singer Thailand (0.51 percent) in manufacturing and com-
merce.¢ In 2016 the king’s stocks in those enterprises could have
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been sold for 171.3 million Baht (US$4.7 million), 125.4 million baht
(US$3.4 million), 3.81 billion baht (US$105.6 million), 26.g million baht
.(US$0.7 million), and 14.3 mﬂhon baht (US$0.4 million) respectively.
Like her father, Princess Su‘m@hom holds stocks in Thai Inisurance (1.39
percent), Sammakorn (1.61 pércent), and Amarin Printing and Publish-
ing (0.63 percent), and their market values in 2016 were 33.3 million
_baht (US$0.9 million), 10.6 million baht (US$0.3 million), and 7.7 mil-
lion baht (US$o.2 million), respectively.’¥” Additionally, the princess is
the major shareholder of Siam Piwat (25 percent), a retailing and devel-
opment company that manages five shopping malls in Bangkok: Siam
Center, Siam Discovery, Paradise Park, Icon Siam, and Siam Paragon.!#
The last one is the third-largest shopping mall in the kingdom but the
first in terms of energy consumption. It consumes, as.one report re-
vealed, “nearly twice as much power annually as all of Thailand’s under-
developed Mae Hong Son province, home to about 250,000 people.”#
In 2010, the princess’s share in Siam Piwat’s net income amounted to
_ 145 million baht (US$4.7 million).} In this regard, in the stock market—
a place where money is “thrown into circulation as capital without any
material basis in commodities or productive activity” —Thai royalty are
clearly the frontrunners in the accumulation of what Marx called “ficti-
tious capital.”*** Similar headlines from Bloomberg in 2007 and CNN in
2010 said it best: “Thai King S’crengthens Grip on Stocks as Nation’s No. 1
Investor.”1%?
The wealth of the Thai monarchy, nevertheless, goes beyond royalty’s
personal investments in the stock market. Above all, the major source

of royal wealth comes from the CPB’s investments in land, banking, .

and manufacturing. As the landlord of the most valuable properties in
Bangkok, the owner of one of the largest banks in the kingdom, and the
owner of the biggest industrial conglomerate in Southeast Asia, the
CPB had a net worth of US$27.4 billion in 2005.1% Confirming the spec-
tacular wealth of the Thai crown, Forbes crowned Rama IX the world's
richest royal in 2008 thanks to his estimated fortune of US$30 billion.!*
In the rankings of the richest royals in 2009, 2010, and 2011, no royals on
earth could dethrone the Thai monarch, In 2011 the “constitutional”
monarch of Thailand was 66 and 150 times wealthier than Queen Eliza-
beth II of Britain and Queen Beatrix of.the Netherlands, respectively.
Even the assets of absolute monarchs and oil-rich royals in Brunei and
the Middle East were easily outranked by the Thai king’s accumulated
capital.’®® If Rama IX had been included in the ranks of the world'’s
richest (nonroyal) billionaires in 2011, he would have finished in sixth
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place, after magnates like Bill Gates and Warren Buffet but standing
above members of affluent families in America such as the Waltons
and Kochs.!% Inside the Thai kingdom the king outranked the richest
magnates, Dhanin Chearavanont of CP, Chaleo Yoovidhya of Red
Bull, and Charoen Sirivadhanabhakdi of ThaiBev, whose total personal
assets in 2011 were US$7.4 billion, US$s.0 billion, and US$4.8 billion
respectively.!¥

Consistently keeping Rama IX at the top of its ranks of the world's
richest royals, Forbes rubbed the Thai government the wrong way. Just
two days after the magazine published its 2008 ranking, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs released an official statement that refuted the report on
the wealth of the Thai monarch. According tc the statement, the infor-
mation that Forbes published about Rama IX was “a distortion of the
fact” because its estimation of his wealth was based on the total assets
of the CPB, which, “in fact, are not the private property of the king but
the property of all the Thai people in the nation.”'®® The government,
however, did not tell the whole truth about the CPB and its problematic
status in the Thai state. Even though the Crown Property Act of 1948
proclaimed the separation of the CPB from the king’s private property,
this act also stated that the use of the CPB’s resources and income “can
be expended in any way at the king’s pleasure.”* Moreover, whenever
the CPB has faced legal disputes with private citizens, the Council of
State has persistently provided ambiguous verdicts regarding the bu-
reau’s official status. On four different occasions, the council defined
the CPB differently. It was categorized as a private company in 1975, a
government department in 1990, a state enterprise in 1993, and most
recently “a unit of the state” (nuai-ngan khong vat) in 2001.160

Seeking maximum profits for royalty instead of the public good .
while being totally exempt from taxation, the CPB is indeed a problem-
atic institution that is legally protected like a state enterprise while re-
lentlessly accumulating wealth like a private company. Unlike its coun-
terpart in Britain, the CPB is not accountable to the parliament, as its
annual report is made exclusively to the monarch and its annual reve-
nues are not transferred to the state treasury for the benefit of the na-
tion.'! Rather than questioning the dubious status of this institution,
members of the Thai bourgeoisie in the parliament, the government,
and the market mutually consent to the crown and its special means of
capital accumulation. As the Council of State made clear in its 2001 ver-
dict on the status of the CPB, any investigation into the bureau’s wealth
“must consider the special status of the CPB,” and the investigation
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should “rest upon royal discre
People, the council warned, *
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tion and should not bother His Majesty.”
should not pursue any investigation that

[disturbs the royal prerogatives since the monarchy holds its revered

status, which cannot be insult

ed.”’? In other words, the royal accumu-

lation of capital, on whose threshold there virtually hung the notice

“No admittance except on bu

siness with royalty,” has been widely ac-

cepted by the Thai bourgeoisie as an institution that should be highly

respected and left intact.

CONCLUSION

In the kingdom of Thailand, there has been a novel form of monarchy.
Since the 1980s, the Thai monarchy has embodied and.embraced bour-

geois activities, ethics, and ap
closely associated with the ex
royalists. The revival of its po

pearances. Prior to that, the crown was
ctraeconomic forces of the military and
wer, wealth, and prestige depended on

violent coercion, and its symbolic role in fighting communism and
rural underdevelopment was the royal priority. Thailand’s political

economy after the 1980s, however, provided a great opportunity for the

monarchy to dramatically remake itself. With the rise of parliamentary
democracy, the crown distanced itself from violent forces, jumped on
the bandwagon of democratization, and informally intervened in na-
tional politics via its proxies and networks. Thanks to the economic
boom, the crown enjoyed its accumulation of capital, its joint ventures
with bourgeois enterprises, arid its business connections, which were
cultivated through corporate donations to royal projects. Instead of a
hindrance, the economic crisis allowed the monarch to guide his sub-
jects and show them how his personal ethic of hard work, self-reliance,
and austerity could soothe and solve the bourgeoisie’s anxiety and
bankruptcy. The shift of the kiﬁg’s focus from the Cold War’s agendas
to the contemporary problems of rapid industrialization and un-
planned urbanization even made the monarch a popular figure among
members of the bourgeois class. Armed with royal hegemony over
bourgeois democracy, enormous wealth fgpm the capitalist market, and
the active consent of elite businessmen, bureaucrats, and the middle
class, the crown during the late reign of Rama IX transformed itself into
a new form of monarchy, one that not only survives but thrives in a
kingdom where industrial capitalism prevails. It is the “bourgeois
monarchy” proper.
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On December 11, 2015, the streets of Bangkok were packed with hun-
dreds of thousands of energetic urbanites all dressed in yellow. In
contrast to the so-called Yellow Shirt movement of a few years before,
during which political activities were punctuated by the seizure of .
Thailand’s international airports, government offices, and parliament
buildings, this new yellow mob did not gather on the streets to protest
or voice their political demands. Riding their trendy bicycles from their
homes, these urbanites were instead eager to participate in the coun-
try’s biggest event of the year, a tribute to the then reigning monarch,
King Rama IX, whom they commonly called “Dad.” Presided over by
Prince Vajiralongkorn, the heir apparent to the throne at that time, this
collective action of mass biking aimed not only to promote a healthy
lifestyle for all Thais but also to give Thai subjects an opportunity to
show their loyalty to both the monarchy and the eighty-eight-year-old
monarch, whose birthday had passed just a few days before.! Although

185 ‘ .
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the name of this event was not as exiravagant as the government's ex-
penditures for it, it perfectly captured the purpose of the celebratlon in
_ three simple words: “Bike for Dad.”

Since yellow was recogmzed by Thais as the symbolic color of
Rama IX, not only did the b1kers in this event dress in it but the streets,
government offices, and businesses in Bangkok were also widely deco-
rated with flags, Chinese lantems, arches, and billboards, all in yellow.2
Starting at the Royal Plaza and snaking through most of the urban and
commercial districts of Bangkok, the eighteen-mile parade of bikers
was strictly arranged. The crown prince and other members of the royal
family led the pack, followed by the prime minister, military officers,
senior bureaucrats, politicians, businesspeople, celebrities, and com-
moners, respectively. Along the yellow pageant’s route, thousands of
urbanites waved the national and royal flags while shouting “Long live
the King!” Some even prostrated themselves and were moved to tears
as the biking royals passed. The massive turnout of Thai people for this

event was considered an acco
before, he had led a mass of

mplishment of the prince’s.? Four months
bikers around the capital city in order to

pay tribute to his mother, Queen Sirikit, in a similar public spectacle

called “Bike for Mom.”* Thes
ing popularity of the monarch

middle class, but they also rea

se two events not only showed the endur-
iy in Thailand, especially among the urban
ffirmed the observation of a French visitor

to the country more than two centuries previously, when foreigners still
called it the Kingdom of Siam. “In the Indies,” he asserted, “there is no
state that is more monarchical than Siam.”3

The popularity of the Thai monarchy is even more remarkable if we
see how some images and products that were associated with Rama IX
were widely commodified in the mass market in the millennial era. The
Story of Thongdaeng, for example, is the biography of a female stray dog
adopted by Rama IX. Penned by the monarch, it was published in 2002
and became the national best seller of the year.5 It was adapted as a
comic book two years later and then an animated film released in 201 5.7
Likewise, when Rama IX fmally appeared on November 2007 after a
long period of seclusion due to illness, the : appearance of the recovering
king sporting a pink blazer set a trend in the retail apparel industry in
the Thai kingdom. In addition to the previously ubiquitous yellow polo
shirts, pink ones, too, became the hot retail items of the year.? Not even
the biggest celebrities and fas}uon moguls in the country could rock the
industry the way “the king’s pew clothes” did.
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What makes the monarchy so popular in Thailand? Contemporary
scholars cite religious beliefs deeply embedded in Thai society for
centuries—a combination of Buddhism, Hinduism, and animism—as
the main forces that not only elevate the monarchy above other social
and political institutions but also connect the palace to the mass of the
Thai people.® Since during his seven-decade reign Rama IX successfully
played a role that fitted those religious beliefs, it is understandable that
the monarchy is still relevant, revered, and even worshipped by the
68 million Thais, 95 percent of whom are officially Buddhist.1®

This train of thought, however, treats Thailand as if it were an ancient
society forever trapped in the feudal past. It overlooks the way the king-
dom has rapidly changed into a capitalist society in recent decades and
how bourgeois ideology—instead of religious beliefs embedded in the
kingdom for centuries—plays a significant role in the relationship be-
tween the monarch and the masses. Going against the grain, we must
look at the Thai crown through a new lens. The primary reason for the

monarchy’s popularity among many Thais, especially those in the urban

bourgeoisie, is the institution’s successful rebranding of itself by em-
bracing ideological values and images that are well suited to the king-
dom’s transition to capitalism. What makes the bourgeoisie obsessed
with the monarchy, therefore, is not simply ancient beliefs in Buddhism,
Hinduism, and animism among Thai people generally. In fact, the nou-
veau riche in millennial Thailand perceived Rama IX less as a divine
and religious figure and more as a beloved and ordinary father figure
who embraced the bourgeois ethic of hard work, frugality, prudence,
and self-reliance. The rising class also promoted this particular ideology
just as global capitalism was finally making a deep impact on Thailand
at the turn of the twenty-first century.

During the seven decades of Rama IX’s reign, Thai royalty had dras- ‘

tically changed their public image. They went through an experimental
process of reinventing, rebranding, and reconstructing the visual pre-
sentation of their bodies, manners, and costumes in the mass media. In
other words, under the long reign of Rama IX, the corporeal bodies of
royalty had become the battlefield of ideological production, conten-
tion, and reproduction for the Thai monarchy. From the mid-1940s to
the late 1970s, Thailand was still deeply engzged in the Cold War; in-
dustrial capitalism had just been introduced, and the formation of the
bourgeois class was still in a nascent stage. Against this background of
the early reign of the king, the palace promoted Rama IX in public using
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three major themes: the religious king, the cosmopolitan king, and the
warrior-king. However, from the 1980s onward, with the rapid trans-
formation of Thailand into a néwly industrialized country and the rise
of the urban bourgeoisie, royal presentation in the late reign dramati-
cally changed. It was now based on three new themes: the developer
king, the economist king, and the jubilant king.

The new images of royalty, however, were not single-handedly con-
structed by the crown. In fact, t}\e urban middle-class and business sec-
tors had been actively engaged in popularizing royal images. The masses
of the bourgeoisie in the market, nonetheless, were not a passive audi-
ence; they interpreted and reproduced royal images in their own way.
Barely seeing how the monarchy and its images were relevant to their
economic activities in the early reign of the king, the bourgeoisie changed
its perceptions of the crown in the later period. Facing the ebbs and flows
of Thailand’s rapid transition to industrial capitalism in the last two
decades of the twentieth centﬁxry, they began to appreciate the mon-
archy. They selectively memorialized and glorified those royal images
that were compatible with their class ideology, creating their own ver-
sions of royal discourse. These|could be divided into four themes: the
hardworking king, the frugal king, the father king, and the cosmopolitan
king. Like their counterparts in the market, members of the bourgeoisie
who occupied the state apparatus—bureaucrats and politicians—were
attracted to royal images only during the late reign of the king. They re-
sponded to only those images that were associated with their class ethic
of hard work, parsimony, and meritocracy. In light of this phenomenon,
which had just emerged in Thai society in the late twentieth century,
the popularity of the Thai monarchy should not be regarded simply as
abyproduct of religious zeal embedded in the ancient kingdom but as a
recent and invented construct in newly industrialized Thailand, the
symbiosis between the rebranded images of the palace and bourgeois
ideology. '

THdl ROYALTY THR:UUBH THE LOOKING 5LESS

Rama IX was born on December s, 1927, in a Cambridge, Massachu-
setts, hospital while his father studied medicine at Harvard University.
Spending his early years in Brookline, a prosperous suburb of Boston,
he moved with hisimother, sister, and brother to Lausanne, Switzer-
land, after his father’s death. Growing up in the bourgeois environ-
ment of Europe before World War II, Rama IX was a renaissance man.
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According to Handley, the king “studied French, Latin, and German
instead of Thai and Pali, the language of Buddhism.” When he was
young, he “spoke Thai with a slight foreign accent” and spoke French
with his brother." Majoring in French literature, Latin, and Greek in
high school, Rama IX studied political science, government, and law at
the University of Lausanne.’? While his western education was note-
worthy, his cultural upbringing was as elegant as any bourgeois in Eu-
rope could ask for. Jazz music, motorsports, skiing, ice hockey, abstract
painting, photography, and sailing were his leisure pursuits. Among
these hobbies, jazz was his favorite. With a talent for playing clarinet,
trumpet, piano, piccolo, and saxophone, the king formed ajazz band in
Lausanne, which was, as Life magazine reported, “probably the most
intricately gadgeted orchestra in Europe.”* Jazz also led the young
monarch to meet his future wife and queen. Studying at a music acad-
emy in Paris, Sirikit, a royal herself and a fan of Beethoven and Mozart,
drew His Majesty’s attention when she dared to disagree with his taste
in bebop the first time they met.! They may have had a rocky start, but
their relationship eventually ended with romantic love and a royal en-
gagement celebration at Switzerland’s Windsor Hotel.1s

This kind of luxury and bourgeois lifestyle, however, had to be ad-
justed when the king left Europe and returned to the Thai kingdom
permanently. Since the reputation of the monarchy had been tarnished
by the 1932 revolutionaries, who publicly criticized the idle, spend-
thrift, and selfish lifestyle of royalty, Rama IX and his courtiers faced
the uphill task of bringing royal prestige and dignity back into poptlar
consciousness. To do so, the palace needed to develop a new visual pre-
sentation of the young sovereign of the Thai kingdom. As Susan Buck-

Morss points out, the visual image of a sovereign figure is'instrumental . -

in creating political legitimacy in a modern state: “The sovereign figure
as personification of the collective demonstrates the power of the visible
image to close the circle between constituting and constituted power....
The closing of the circle demands a miracle, and the icon of the sover-
eign figure provides it.”26 In this section, I examine how the Thai mon-
archy performed its task of presenting Rama IX as a sovereign figure
who could bridge the gap between the collective of Thais and their ab-
stract idea of the Thai nation. This examination of the palace’s economy
of images—its construction, branding, and rebranding of images asso-
ciated with Rama IX and the royal family —is divided into two subsec-
tions according to the two periods of Rama IX’s reign: the early period
(1946~80) and the late one (1981~2016). This historical categorization is
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crucial for an understanding of how royal images, instead of being per-
manent and static, were dramatically transformed over time. Since the
royal images discussed here were primarily selected from the Yearbook
of Royal Activities published annually by the OHM, we should get a
glimpse of how Thai courtiefs, to use Buck-Morss’s terms, acted as
“image managers” or “iconocrats” by popularizing the public image of
Rama IX as the sovereign of the Thai kmgdom

EARrLY IMAGES orF THE KING

The royal images that the palace promoted during Rama IX's early
reign can be categorized under three themes: the spiritual king, the cos-
mopolitan king, and the warrlor—kmg Realizing that'the portrait of
Thai monarchs as the carriers of western modernity, high culture, and
conspicuous consumption to Tha1 society did not widely resonate with
the populace, when Rama IX retumed from Switzerland to be ofﬁcxally
crowned in 1950 the palace returned to its roots by portraying him as
the spiritual head of the kmgdom On his return to Thailand, the young
monarch was tutored in courtly etiquette and archaic royal languages. v
Once he landed, the king had to attend the three biggest royal ceremo-
nials of that year: the coronation, his royal wedding to Sirikit, and the
cremation of his brother, Rama VIII These events were saturated with
costumes and mystical rituals performed by the court’s Brahmins. At
the coronation, Rama IX was dressed in full regalia, with a white robe
and a gold-trimmed cloth over his body, the “Great Crown of Victory”
over his head, and the ”Swoi'd.of Victory” in his hand. He was dis-

played to the public as devaraja, in accordance with religious belief in

Thailand that the monarch is'a Hindu god named Rama, an avatar of
the god Vishnu (figure 1).* This over-the-top spectacle was a crucial
strategy of the palace. Formally addressing their monarch as “the excel-
lent feet of the supreme Lord above my head” or “May the power of the
dust on the soles and the dust under the soles of your royal feet protect
my head and the top of my head,” all Thai commoners needed to be
reminded that their lord had returned:from the West to claim his
kingdom." ‘

Devaraja, however, was not enough for the visual presentation of
Rama IX as the spiritual king. While Brahmanism is influential in the
Thai court, Buddhisin is more popular among Thai commoners. As a
result, to revive a religious base among these commoners, the palace
also needed to depict the young monarch as dharmaraja, the Buddhist

§
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Figure 1. King Rama IX as devaraja. The coronation of Rama IX tock place at the Grand
Palace on May s, 1950. (Photo from OHM)
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Figure 2. King Rama IX as dharmaraja. Rama IX entered Buddhist monkhood from October
22 to November 5, 1956. (Photo from OHM)

king who practices the ten kingly virtues of munificence, moral living,
generosity, justice, compassion, absence of bad ambition, suppression
of anger, nonoppressiveness, humility, and upholding dharma.? In

1956 Rama IX followed a religious tradition that Thai men normally .

undertake by entering Buddhist monkhood for fifteen days at a Bangkok
temple. During this time, instead of a mystic godlike monarch in the
Hindu tradition, Rama IX appeared in public simply as an ordinary
monk with his head shaved and his body clothed in saffron robes (fig-
ure 2). Every day he made his moming alms rounds, walked the streets
barefoot, and received offerings from ordinary people. As one observer
described it, “He was just one among many thousands of monks per-
forming the same simple, age-old ritual in the capital.”2!
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This theme of the spiritual king, however, was constrained in the
1950s by the government of Field Marshal Plaek, a key member of the
People’s Party and the prime minister who tried to block the revival of
the monarchy. The fortunes of the crown would be reversed when Field
Marshal Sarit staged double coups in the late 1950s, which not only
ousted an elected government but also marked the beginning of the age
of military despotism in Thai politics. Unlike Plaek, Sarit was not a
member of the People’s Party and had no antimonarchist sentiments.
Instead, as a staunch royalist, Sarit supported the publicity that de-
picted Rama IX as the spiritual king by restoring several royal cere-
monies that had been abolished in former reigns.? On top of that, he
also endorsed the public images of the young monarch as the cosmo-
politan sovereign by authorizing the king and queen’s official visits to
several countries in the early 1960s. Taking over state power in the criti-
cal period when the Vietnam War and the communist threat in the re-
gion were beginning to escalate, Sarit received strong financial and
military aid from the United States. As a result, among the countries
that were included in the royal “World Tour,” there was no better place
for the king and queen of Thailand to spend most of their time and
show their political position than in the United States. The only mon-
arch who was ever born in America, Rama IX seemed to have an emo-
tional attachment to this republic. “I was born here in this country,” the
king remarked when he landed, “so I can say that the United States is
half my motherland.”?

In America the king and queen were free to be themselves again, and
they showed the public how well they embodied western bourgeois
culture. A meeting between Rama IX and President Dwight Eisen-
hower at the White House attracted a lot of attention from Thais as their _
monarch was warmly welcomed by the American leader. Nonetheless,
it was the royal blending with American culture that cemented the
public image of Thai royalty as cosmopolitan figures. During this 1960
tour, the king and queen met Elvis Presley on the set of G.I. Blues,
toured Paramount Pictures studios, traveled with their children to
Disneyland escorted by Walt Disney himself, visited the IBM Corpora-
tion, marched in downtown Manhattan in a ticker tape parade to City
Hall, partied at night with New York governor Nelson Rockefeller, and
paid a visit to Benny Goodman’s apartment, where Rama IX partici-
pated in a two-hour jam session with Goodman and other top jazz
musicians (figure 3). While the king, with his suit, tie, and sunglasses,
looked calm and cool when he met American celebrities, the queen was
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Figure 3. The “King of Jazz.” Rama D( (right) in a jam session with Benny Goodman (left)
in New York City, July 4, 1960. (Photg from OHM)

celebrated by the Amencan rnedla because of her youth, beauty, and
taste in colorful and fashlonable dress.? By the time the Thai royals
finished their World Tour of fifteen countries in seven months, the king
was being called the “King of Jazz” by the western media, while the
queen was included among “the world’s ten best-dressed women” and
dubbed “Asia’s Jackie Kennedy."%
Developed in the 1960s but flourishing in the 1970s, the warrior-king
is the last theme of royalty’s presentation during Rama IX’s early reign.
As Thailand became more involved in the Vietnam War, both the Thai
and American govemmentsishared an idea that the Thai monarch
should be promoted as a symbolic figure fighting the communist threat
in Southeast Asia.” Therefore, in addition to cultivating a cosmopolitan
look, Rama IX also donned a military uniform as the commander in chief
of the Thai army when he offimally visited the Free World. Moreover,
in the late 1960s, the palace started to downplay the public image of
Rama IX as a man of leisure while promoting him more as the guardian
of the nation in the fight against the communist i insurgency. Instead of
pictures of Rama IX playing the saxophone, painting an expressionist
portrait, sailing a boat on a sunny day, or smoking Lucky Strikes while
enjoying his leisure time, the palace turned to portraits of the king,

THE HING aNII (BOURGROIS) BYES 1s

hr N

Figure 4. Battle royal. Rama IX visited a military camp and tested assault rifles on May
12, 1970. (Photo from OHM)

queen, and crown prince in battle dress with assault rifles in their hands
visiting rural provinces where communist guerillas had started to gain
the political support of local Thais (figure 4).

Moreover, as the right-wing paramilitary movement called the Vil-

lage Scouts emerged in the 1970s to fight the communist insurgency in
the kingdom, pictures of royalty in Scout uniforms were also widely
circulated (figure 5). Although the Village Scouts played a crucial role
in the massacre of Thai leftist students in 1976, the visual presentation
of the king and queen as the patrons of this violent movement was still
continually promoted by the palace in the late 1970s and early 1980s. In
this regard, the palace brought the king back to his roots because the
term king in Thai history was originally associated with the monarch’s
“martial prowess, and his ability to discern skilled warriors, build cama-
raderie, and inspire their loyalty.”?

Although the visual presentation of Rama IX in the early stage of his
reign was based on the ancient themes of Thai kingship, what evidently
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Figure 5. The patron of the Right, Rama IX presiding over a Village Scout ceremony on
December 11, 1971. (Photo from OHM) |

had been absent from the royal publicity during that time was a depic-
tion of the monarch as a merchaht—ldng, a visual theme that was preva-
lent in the age of Thai feudalism. But it looked as though the palace had
learned from its past mistakes; a visual presentation of the king as a
wealthy, proliferate, and extravagant person could have alienated the
masses. As aresult, although the business successes of the capitalist body
of the monarchy during Thailand’s transition to industrial capitalism
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made Rama IX a wealthy king, the public images of the corporeal bodies
of the king and the royal family told a different story. It was a series of
new images during the later phase of Rama IX’s reign that were instru-
mental in distracting the crowd from an awareness of the fortune of the
wealthiest crown on earth.

TrE King’s NEw CLOTHES

Even though the visual themes of the spiritual king, the cosmopolitan
king, and the warrior-king would still be promoted by the palace in the
later phase of Rama IX's reign, they were gradually played down and
taken over by three new themes in the 1980s and afterward: the devel-
oper king, the economist king, and the jubilant king. Injtiating thou-
sands of development projects from the 1960s on in order to improve
the living conditions of poor peasants, who tended to be drawn to com-
munist ideology, Rama IX not only visited rural areas but also tried to
apply his projects to the local environment. However, the king in his
early reign was disappointed by bureaucrats and politicians because
they did not take his development projects seriously.?

A turning point came with the emergence of Rama IX’s right-hand
man, General Prem. Occupying the premier’s office from 1980 to 1988,
Prem pushed the government to consider the king’s projects as a model
of national development. During this critical period, the king’s images
were also dramatically transformed. Rama IX began to wear reading
glasses in public, which made him look more serious and intelligent,
rather than the dark sunglasses that formerly had made him look “cool.”
Instead of battle dress, the king frequently donned a business suit and
armed himself with his iconic “development gear.” In place of an as- .
sault rifle, his hands were now filled with a map, a pencil, and a walkie-

~ talkie, and a camera was normally slung around his neck (figure 6). Most

important, the visual presentation of Rama IX in this period was usually
highlighted by beads of sweat trickling down his face as he worked on
his development projects (figure 7). According to Irene Stengs, each at-
tribute of the monarch’s new look has its own connotation. A camera
signified his documentation of Thai subjects, a pencil his note of their
suffering, a map his knowledge of their geography, beads of sweat how
hard he toiled for them, and a walkie-talkie how remote and wild were
the trips that took him from the capital city.3

The second theme promoted by the palace from the 1980s onward
was that of the economist king. In Thai history, the economy was usually



taeya
Highlight


h HETRY OO ) ey
S 2
Figure 6. The monarch’s new look. Rama IX as the developer king (c. 1980) who always

carried a pencil, a map, a walkie-talkie, and a camera when visiting provincial Thailand.
{Photo from OHM) e
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Figure 7. The sweat of
the king. The iconic pic-
ture of Rama IX (c. 1985)
showing beads of sweat
trickling down his face as
he worked on his devel-
opment projects. (Photo
from OHM)

the Achilles heel of the king, and the three monarchs who reigned be-
fore Rama IX were no exception. Rama VI faced a rebellion led by young
bureaucrats who resented his prodigal spending on new palaces and
Shakespeare plays while his kingdom was in financial debt and crisis.
Making teaching economics in school a crime, Rama VII was afraid that
modern knowledge about the economy would instantly create class
consciousness among his subjects. Nonetheless, the last absolute mon-
arch of Siam was eventually forced to surrender to the 1932 revolu-
tionaries as he was unable to solve the economic crisis of the kingdom
triggered by the Great Depression. Living mostly in Europe, Rama VIII
never touched economic policies, which were dominated and steered
by the military, bureaucrats, and politicians in his home country.

In this regard, the new depiction of Rama IX as an economic expert
was groundbreaking. Although Rama IX had expressed some of his anti-

capitalist sentiments long before the 1990s, his thoughts on capitalism
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were extensively promoted by the palace when the national economy,
which had boomed from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, suddenly
crashed in 1997. Rama IX’s fragmented, ambiguous, and romantic vi-
sions of the Thai economy—a retreat to a bucolic, static, and self-reliant
village economy in the age of global capitalism—were repackaged by
the palace as the SEP and promoted as an alternative to the nation’s
pursuit of industrial capitalismf. Seeing this philosophy as well suited
to all Thais, especially after the economic crisis hit, the king led by ex-
ample. Unlike other monarchs of the Chakri dynasty, Rama IX did not
live in the Grand Palace, a confplex of buildings, halls, pavilions, and
courtyards at the heart of Bangkok, which was perceived as the center
of Thai kingship and Buddhist-Brahmin cosmology. Instead the king
resided at the less extravagant palace called the Chitralada Royal Villa,
which is composed of a two-story building, farmhouses, paddy fields,
and fish ponds. This residence was promoted in public not as a palace
per se but as a “working base” where the royal philosophy of a village
economy was being enacted.! Instead of an extravagant and prodigal
monarch, Rama IX as the economist king was displayed as if he were an
ordinary farmer who practiced his philosophy of a sufficiency economy
by growing his own rice, milking his own cows, and farming his own
fisheries.

The jubilant king is the last theme that was developed and attached
to the visual presentation of Rama IX as his reign surpassed several
milestones in the late 1980s. In 1988 he became the longest-reigning
monarch in Thai history and was given the title “King Bhumibol the
Great.”? Previously, only six monarchs in the seven centuries of Thai
kingship had been called “Great.”® Besides the national celebration
held that year, the golden and diamond jubilees were the biggest na-
tional events of 1996 and 2006 respectively. State ceremonies were also
arranged to celebrate each milestone of Rama IX’s age in accordance
with a popular belief in the twelve-year cycle of the Chinese zodiac'in
Thailand. Consequently, his sixtieth, seventy-second, and eighty-fourth
birthdays were celebrated nationwide in 1987, 1999, and 2011. In addi-
tion to titles, medals, and awards from foregign governments, Rama IX
received numerous honorable doctorates in his late reign from both
Thai and international universities. Those degrees were varied in terms
of their disciplines: from science to economics, political science to the
arts, and dentistry to-engineering. In these ceremonies, which cele-
brated the historic reign of Rama IX, although the king dressed in full
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regalia, a military uniform, or a business suit interchangeably, the con-
notations of each costume were different from those of the past.

Rather than mysteriously hidden in the court and surrounded by
Brahmins, Rama IX dressed in full regalia to greet thousands of his sub-
jects shouting “Long live the King!” outside the palace. Instead of a
right-wing fighter against communism, the king wore a military uni-
form as the supreme commander to welcome presidents and monarchs
from other countries who came to celebrate his historic reign. Critically,
from the late 1990s on, Rama IX seldom traveled to rural provinces or
visited his development projects in remote regions but often stayed in
either his palace or Siriraj Hospital in the capital city thanks to both the
end of the Cold War and his ailing body. As a result, rather than arming
himself with military gear suited to the rough weather and environ-
ment of rural provinces, Rama IX in the twenty-first century donned a
suit, carried a walking stick, and stayed in either the air-conditioned
court or the quarantined hospital to Wwelcome guests of the state, politi-
cians, privy counselors, senior bureaucrats, and businessmen who
came to visit him, consult with him, or donate money to his develop-
ment projects.

As a result, in the late phase of his reign, Rama IX was portrayed by
the palace as a great monarch who had achieved everything in his life
and was ready to retire from his long and demanding duties. The nation-
wide ceremonies arranged by the palace were not only a celebration
but also a swan song for the Thai idol. Annually designed by Rama IX
himself and released by the palace, the King’s New Year Cards in the
last few years of his reign say it best. The 2010 card, for example, fea-
tured Rama IX wearing a sports jacket and running shoes, carrying a
walking stick, and sitting with his dogs—Mrs. Thongdaeng and Mirs.
Thonglang—in the palace garden. In this card, the king is depicted as if
he were a senior bourgeois who no longer sweated and toiled but was
spending his retirement in leisure, comfort, and ease (figure 8). In the
early 2010s, the number of public appearances by the king and queen
dropped dramatically, as Rama IX was frequently ill and Sirikit had
lost her youth and beauty. As a result, in the last few years of his reign,
many royal activities were actually carried out by other members of the
royal family. Although pictures of the king and queen were still released
by the palace, they seemed to be mere relics of the past. The corporeal
bodies of the king and queen had long deteriorated and thus were ab-
sent from the public eye.
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Figure 8. The king and royal caniines on a lazy day. The 2010 King’s New Year Card
depicted Rama IX relaxing and sitting with his dogs, Thonglang (left) and Thongdaeng
(right), in the palace garden. (Photo from OHM)

THE CROWN IN THB BYBS OF THE BOURGBOISIE

Although royalty and courtiers played a crucial role in the visual
economy of the Thai monarc}\y, they were not the only ones who popu-
larized the new look of the crown. In fact, as Buck-Morss points out, the
most influential “iconocrats” in modern society are the mainstream
media, which shape the mass audience by “the manipulation of media
simulacra.” In today’s “iconocracy,” she notes, “we move from believing
what we see to believing in what we see, not only when we see it, but
when we don’t.”* To investigate how members of the Thai bourgeoisie
interpreted the monarchy’s self-presentation and popularized royal im-
ages via the mass media, we should look at a particular source that could
be found annually in Thailand’s daily newspapers during Rama IX’s
reign: print-adveftisements created to celebrate his birthday on Decem-
ber 5. These ads were typically the product of a collaboration among
three groups: the businessmen who paid for the advertisements, the
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admen who designed them, and the literati who wrote prose or poetry
to describe the visuals. With these ads, we can get a glimpse of what
capitalists, the mass media, and intellectuals in Thailand thought about
the crown. Like the periodization of royalty’s self-presentation, the
bourgeoisie’s interpretation of royal images can be categorized in two
phases, the early period of Rama IX's reign (1946-80) and the late one
(1981~2016). It was only in the latter era that the invented images of the
crown finally clicked with the crowd. '

Tug Bourceoisie’s FIRsT IMPRESSION OF THE KING

In the early phase of Rama IX's reign, the palace’s attempt to construct
the new public image of Thai royalty received a mixed response from
bourgeois audiences. On the one hand, the bourgeoisie did embrace
two thematic portraits promoted by the palace: the spiritual king and
the warrior-king. In corporate print advertisements produced to cele-
brate Rama IX's birthday, it was typical to see pictures of the king dressed
in either full regalia or a military uniform. Similarly, prose and poetry
composed to describe those pictures saluted not only the king’s religious
power but also his symbolic role as a fighter against the nation’s threats.
Written in an era when communism had penetrated provincial Thailand,
a 1970 poem, for example, reflected how the bourgeoisie perceived its
monarch at that time. In this poem, Rama IX is deemed the Hindu god,
the nation’s warrior, and the king all in one.

When the land and provinces are invaded by enemies,
People are suffering.

With no one can they lean on,

They are desperate and hopeless.

But like the avatar of Vishnu flying over their heads,
Royally marching into the wild forest,

His charismatic power protects them from the menace.
Men and women no longer suffer from anything.®

On the other hand, the bourgeoisie in this period had not yet seen
how the monarchy and its images were relevant to its economic activities
of production and consumption. In terms of quantity, print advertise-
ments produced to celebrate the king’s birthday were rare in the 1950s
and 1960s but became more noticeable in the late 1970s. In terms of
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early reign of Rama IX, it V.
was typical to see images
of the king in either full
regalia or a military uni-
form, and they were juxta-
posed to corporate logos,
trademarks, and a phrase,
“Long live the King.” (Siam
Rath, December 5, 1980)

content, two trends can be seen in the visual display of those ads. First,
the pictures of the king and the royal emblem were juxtaposed against
corporations’ logos and trademarks, and there was no prose or poetry
to explain the connection between them except a simple phase written
in either Thai or Pali, “Long live the King” (figure 9). Second, in the few
cases in which royal images were juxtaposed against merchandise in
the advertisements, the former were small and normally located at the
margins of the advertising space, which was dominated by a large
product image in the central position (figure 10). In this regard, during
the early phase of Rama IX’s reign, royal images and discourse had not
yet become popular or marketal;:le from a businessman’s point of view.
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In other words, besides the traditional themes of the spiritual king and
the warrior-king, there was nothing much about the king for advertisers
to say and sell in the Thai market.

Among the few poems that could be found in the print advertise-
ments of this period, two trends highlight the fact that Thai poets at that
time still perceived the monarchy as an irrelevant institution in their
daily lives. First, the poets normally wrote about Rama IX as if he were
a divine god who was supposed to live in heaven with the angels and
had nothing to do with the profane ethics and vulgar practices of com-
moners in the market and civil society. Two poems from the 1970s, for
example, illustrate this perception among the bourgeois literati.
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[1] O, all Thais are so lucky to have a god.
He takes care of them all the time.

His two royal hands support their hearts,
To not be scared and fearful.

Every hot house and heated province, burnt by the sun,
The god-lord marches everywhere.

So courageous, yet so torturing his royal body,

His Majesty’s kindness is too much to be elaborated.*

[2] Wishing the virtual god to be great as a raja.

His Majesty progresses with joy and happiness.

All Buddha’s blessings are given to His Majesty. ...
Long, happily, and magnificently live more than hundred
and thousand years.””

Another trend among Thai poets in the early reign of Rama IX can be
found in their style of writing. Not only were the poems pretentious
and exaggerated, but most of those published in the print advertise-
-ments were difficult for most Thai readers to understand. The language
in these poems featured two elements. The first is the use of rachasap,
a Thai language of reverence that is used on special occasions when
commoners refer to royalty. The second is the use of ancient Indian
languages—Pali and Sanskrit—which were imported into Thailand
and used mostly in royal, Brahmin, and Buddhist ceremonies. Pali and
Sanskrit became outdated in Thailand and are barely used today in
school or the marketplace, as opposed to the contemporary and every-
day language of the kingdom, whxch had long incorporated and mixed
those ancierit languages along with Thai, Lao, Khmer, and Chinese.

TaE NEw RicH AND THEIR ENCHANTMENT WITH THE KinG

From the 1980s on, the bourgeoisie’s interpretation and reproduction of
royal images in the mass media was transformed. While the print adver-
tisements that celebrated the king’s birthdéy were sporadic in Rama IX’s
early reign, they became more frequent, widespread, and established in
the late reign. Moreover, their style of presentation dramatically changed

in many ways: Firstinstead of juxtaposing royal images against their -

merchandise and simply étati;ng “Long live the King,” the advertise-
ments from the 1980s on frequently elaborated on the greatness and
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legacy of Rama IX and how they were related to the business world. In
these new advertisements, some of the biggest conglomerates in Thai-
land not only praised the king’s SEP but also claimed that their com-
panies would strictly follow that royal philosophy. As a result, in the
later phase of the reign, it became normal for Thai newspaper readers
to be bombarded by the advertisements of giant corporations such as
Toyota Motor Thailand, Nestlé Thailand, CP, Amway Thailand, and the
Central Group, all of which claimed to promote the king’s ideal of a re-
turn to self-sufficient production and moderate consumption in a vil-
lage economy.® That claim, however, contradicted the fact that these
corporations were Thailand’s biggest conglomerates in their industries—
automobiles, food, agribusiness, direct sales, and retailing respectively.
In spite of the assertion that these corporations took the king’s model of
a precapitalist economy seriously, they actually pursued advanced and
industrial capitalism.

Moreover, in the post-1980 advertisements, royal images were usu-
ally located at the center rather than the margin of an advertising space,
and they were treated as the focal point of the ad. More often than not,
newspaper readers would not even have been able to see the marketed
products since Rama IX’s images and the royal emblem normally oc-
cupied the whole space of the visual presentation (figure 11). In this re-
gard, corporations and advertisers in the late reign of the king seemed
to have had much more to say and present about the monarch, his im-
ages, and his legacies than they did about their merchandise. Further,
instead of the traditional images of Rama IX dressed in full regalia ora
military uniform, print advertising at the turn of the twenty-first cen-
tury usually appropriated pictures of the king wearing a business suit,
a button-down shirt, and a necktie (figure 12). Unlike his image in the .
past, the new portrait of Rama IX in the eyes of Thai capitalists had a
business-friendly appeal and became more bankable to bourgeois con-
sumers in the market. ’ .

Finally, in the late phase of the reign, the language used in either
prose or poetry celebrating the king’s birthday became simpler and
easier to understand. Instead -of ancient and elegant Pali or Sanskrit,
casual and ordinary Thai words were applied to describe the visual
display in the advertisements. As a result, the print advertisements in
the late reign of the king had the power to target a wider range of the
audience.

While the increasing numbers and new style of the visual presentation
of Rama IX in print advertisements were notable, the transformation of
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Figure 11. The king
takes center stage. This
1987 advertisement made
* Rama IX the focal point
while the merchandise,
fifteen newly released
films, was condensed at
the bottom of the page.
(Thai Rath, December 5,

1987)

the content of those ads was nothing short of spectacular. Unlike the
former era, when the bourgeoisie tended to be merely the passive fol-
lowers of thematic narratives ?hat the palace attached to Rama IX, the
millennial bourgeoisie became more active, innovative, and selective
about royal images and discou:rses. Armed with several means of mass
communication that had been introduced in Thailand during the pre-
vious three decades—cell phones in 1986, personal computers in 198y,
cable television in 198g, the irgternet in 1996, and digital television in
2014 —the Thai bourgeoisie had more virtual spaces not only to trans-
mit and reproduce royal discourses but also to create their own ver-
sions, which might deviate from the official version of the palace yet
were more compatible with their daily lives. In this era of mass com-
munication, four major themes associated with the Thai monarchy
emerged and became the main narratives that dominated the bourgeoi-
sie’s class consciousness in the early twenty-first century. These were

H
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Figure 12. The king
with a business-friendly
look. Four advertise-
ments in 1993 depicted
Rama IX wearing a busi-
ness suit, a buttoned-
down shirt, and a neck-
tie. (Thai Rath, December

6,1993)

@ VT USS

the hardworking king, the frugal king, the father king, and the cosmo-
politan king.

The Hardworking King

Hard work is one of the cardinal virtues of the bourgeoisie not only in
western countries but also in Thai capitalism. While Chinese immi-
grants in the early twentieth century were alienated by Rama VI, as the
king stigmatized their work ethic as a selfish drive for private profits
instead of the national interest, the descendants of those immigrants
found Rama IX and his images more appealing and compatible with
their ethic of hard work. Thanks to the economic boom from the mid-
1980s to the mid-1990s, the new generation of Sino-Thais became cru-
cial actors in the kingdom’s transition from an agriculture-based econ-
omy to an industrial one. Filling several occupations—industrialists,
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financiers, businessmen, white—collar workers, and entrepreneurs—
Chinese descendants no longer worked as unskilled laborers as their
forefathers had done in the eaj:dy twentieth century. Instead, they were
integral members of the urban bourgeoisie at the end of the century. As
the driving force behind the kingdom's rising capitalism, they seemed
to be more confident and proud of their Chinese ethical and cultural
roots than their ancestors were. Coincidently, the palace’s attempt to

depict Rama IX as the developer king drew attention from this rising:

class. Rather than passively accepting royal narratives, however, mem-
bers of the bourgeoisie selected only some elements of them, those that
were compatible with their class ideology. The iconic picture of Rama IX
sweating while laboring on his royal projects was one of the royal images
that enchanted the newly prosperous members of the.Thai economy.
Titled “The Royal Sweat That Bathes His Royal Body Feeds All Thais,”
a 1996 poem saluted Rama IX[s fifty years on the throne by focusing on
his sweat as a symbol of his labor and sacrifice for all Thais.

Fifty years of royal activities,
Fifty years of thinking about everywhere he goes,

Fifty years of enduring and building,

Fifty years of the royal sweat that has been overflowing.

The royal sweat floods over the desert.

The royal sweat binds the deavages in the dry land.

The royal sweat is the xm'raéle that makes plants flourish and grow.
The royal sweat that bathes his royal body feeds all Thais.>

Similarly, this theme of the sweating monarch was used in a 2005
advertisement for Epson Corporation Thailand. Instead of an image of
its merchandise, Epson showed a portrait of Rama IX sweating while
working on his development projects. In a poem attached to this visual
presentation, Epson also tried to connect that royal image to its mer-
chandise, a brand new color printer, by emphasizing the words picture
and print. This was a marketing strategy rarely found during the early
reign of Rama IX. As the poem states:

A picture of His Majesty working everywhere he goes,

A picture-of his face that is saturated by the river of sweat,

A picture of his hands that g:ool down the heat and create comfort,
Dad’s benevolence has beerjx printed over the hearts of all Thais.’0
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Figure 13. A drop of sweat and dry land.
This 1994 advertisement featured an image
of a sweating Rama IX within a frame that
looks like a drop of sweat. With cracked
dry land in the background, the ad pro-
claimed that “a drop of water from His
Majesty’s heart solves the problems of all
Thais.” (Thai Rath, December 5, 1994).

Figure 14. The obsession with the sweating
monarch. In this 2011 advertisement, im-
ages of Rama IX are circumscribed within
many drop-shaped frames. The ad pro-
claimed “Long live the King” and “every
drop of sweat is for the people’s happi-
ness and benefit.” Below these messages,
the ad also invited the audience to follow
the ten kingly virtues in order to celebrate
Rarna IX's birthday. (Thai Rath, December
5,2011).

From the 1980s on, sweat became the most popular symbol used to
elaborate the work ethic of Rama IX. In addition to poems, the theme of
the sweating monarch was used in print advertising. For example, two
advertisements from 1994 (figure 13) and 201z (figure 14) not only fea-
tured the iconic portrait of Rama IX sweating but also circumscribed it
with a frame that looked like a bead of sweat. Putting a spotlight on this
sweatlike frame, this ad had a semiotic message that every royal project
the palace initiated came at a high price: the painstaking labor from the
king’s body.

According to many print advertisements in the early 2000s, Rama IX
was undoubtedly the “hardest working monarch in the world” due to
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the popular perception in Thai society that during his reign the king
had never stopped working for his subjects.?! This perception, how-
ever, was at odds with some hi;storical facts: Rama IX actually spent the
first few years of his reign in Switzerland; he engaged in various recre-
ational activities when he was not working; and, from the late 1990s on,
he rarely worked on his development projects or visited remote prov-
inces of the country.*? The bourgeoisie, nevertheless, did not much care
about those facts. For the nouveau riche, from the cradle to the grave,

Rama IX always worked and toiled for his subjects. As Somsak remarked ‘

about the irony of the Thai bourgeoisie’s mentality, its members
strongly believed in Rama IX’s work ethic, even though they never saw
the king work with their own éyes or seriously measured how much he
actually worked and whether his projects succeeded as advertised.*?

The bourgeois obsession with its continually working monarch
seemed to be well matched to this rising class, which relentlessly
worked to accumulate capital and keep Thai capitalism expanding
during the economic boom from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. Work,
labor, and perseverance are ethical values that became even more im-
portant among the Thai bourgeoisie when the economic crisis hit the
country in 1997. Despite the loss of wealth and jobs during the crisis, it
looked as though the bourgeoisie would never fail to look up to its
monarch as a role model. Titled “The King Makes Me Realize That I
Have Not Lost Yet,” a 1997 advertisement presented by UCOM, then
the second-largest telecommunications corporation in the country,
captured the spirit of the bourgeoisie during that time. It juxtaposed a
picture of Rama IX relaxing while composing jazz music against the
testimony of a white-collar worker who had just lost his job because of
the economic crisis. As he told hlS story:

I am so sorry was what the manager said to me that evening. This
feeling was totally different from the feeling I had five years ago. I
used to be an awarded emplbyee and got a lot of bonuses. At that
time, I thought my life and my family would be better and more
comfortable. But on that ever,"xing, what I never expected happened.
I was laid off, like hundreds of thousands of people, because the
economy was bad. At that time, I felt like my life was broken, and I
worried about my children and my family. .. . Today I'm following
the king as a role model. I mfill grin and bear it in every crisis, no
matter how hard the obstacleg’s are to overcome. I will always think
about His Majesty, and I will never give up. I have the King fighting
together with me. His Majesty uz;iII never leave all of us behind 4

i
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The Frugal King

Like hard work, frugality is an ethic that is highly valued among Chinese
immigrants and their descendants in Thailand. Thai royalty, on the
contrary, have never been perceived as frugal people. Instead Thai
monarchs before Rama IX seemed to follow the Buddhist tradition of
ideal kingship. From this perspective the king is the most generous
man in the kingdom as he is supposed to be a benevolent giver who
donates and spends his money to support his subjects and maintain
Buddhist monasteries.*> Furthermore, as Thai monarchs in the late
nineteenth century virtually embraced bourgeois culture from the
West, they were socially perceived as the most spendthrift and ex-

‘travagant men in the kingdom. Rama V, for instance, lived up to this

stereotype when he traveled to Europe in the early twentieth century.
In addition to Thais, even Europeans were amazed at how spendthrift
the king was when shopping and dubbed him “the big spender.”%
Consequently, as long as Thai monarchs placed emphasis on their
munificence, splendor, and luxury, they honored a set of ethical values
different from those that Sino-Thai entrepreneurs in the kingdom prac-
ticed daily. This ethical gap, however, was virtually bridged during the
late reign of Rama IX. -

Frugality was.the ethical theme that the bourgeoisie drew from the
palace’s portrait of Rama IX as the economist king. While the palace at-
tempted to promote the king’s SEP as a complicated economic theory
or even a modern science, the bourgeoisie selectively focused only ona
trivial and simple aspect of this royal philosophy that was well suited
to their class ideology. Namely, in the eyes of the bourgeoisie, the king’s
ideal of SEP was nothing but a way to be thrifty. Consequently, this .
class was obsessed with how Rama IX practiced the ethic of frugality
and how this frugal king could help them bear the high cost of urban
living. Without formal approval from the palace, four stories associated
with Rama IX's frugality spread as urban myths among the bourgeoisie,
dating from the late 1990s. Four mundane commodities that Rama IX
allegedly consumed —toothpaste, shoes, pencils, and fried rice—are the .
focus of these stories. |

Toothpaste is a focal point of the first story, which was narrated bya
female dentist who had long served Rama IX. After checking the king's
oral health, the dentist complained to him about the spendthrift ways
of Thai youngsters. The king not only agreed with her but also shared a
story about his frugal lifestyle. As the king put it, there was a time his
servants recognized that a toothpaste tube in his bathroom was almost
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Figure 15. The king’s toothpaste tube. This toothpaste tube was allegedly squeezed by
Rama IX until it was completely flat. (Photo by theauthor)

empty, so they replaced it with a new one without his permission. Dis-
appointed by their uneconomical attitude, the king asked them to bring
the old tube back. By pressing the tube with the handle of a toothbrush,
the king claimed that he could squeeze every drop of toothpaste from
that old tube for several more days. Fascinated by the monarch’s ethic
of frugality, the dentist asked permission to present that empty tube to
her students in a dentistry class.”” Today, in addition to the visual pre-
sentation in television commercials, Thai subjects can have a firsthand
experience with the king’s toothpaste tube, as it has been put in a glass
display case and permanently exhibited in the Museum of Dentistry in
Bangkok (figure 15).%8

The second story is the tale of a male shoemaker and his memorable

experience with the king’s shoes. Surprisingly visited by courtiers at his |

small shoe repair shop in Bangkok, the shoemaker was asked to do a
job he could only dream of—fixing the king’s shoes. Seeing how worn
and torn Rama IX’s shoes were, the shoemaker at first was not sure that
these really were the king'’s shoes since he assumed that they would be
brand new and deluxe. On second thought, however, he realized that
these damaged shogs-must be Rama IX's since he believed that the king
not only visited poor Thais in remote areas frequently but also pro-
moted and practiced the ethic of frugality. After replacing the old soles
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Figure 16. The king’s old soles. The alleged soles of Rama IX’s old shoes sealed in a glass
display case. (Photo by the author)

with the new ones, the shoemaker asked for the king’s permission to
keep the old soles. Like the king’s toothpaste tube, the Thai people
today can visually appreciate the king’s worn soles through both the
mass media and personal experience. Sealed in a glass display case by
the shoemaker, the royal soles are permanently exhibited in his shop,
where any Thai who wants to can catch a glimpse of Rama IX's frugality
(figure 16).9

The third tale focuses on Rama IX’s frugal use of his pencils. There
was a time, as the story is told, when a rookie page boy had a chance to
clean His Majesty’s office, and he threw away a worn-down wooden
pencil stub of the king’s. When the king entered his office and realized
that his pencil had disappeared from his desk, he asked, “Where is my
pencil?” After the page confessed to the king that the pencil was now in
a bin, the king himself walked to the bin, picked up his pencil, and said
to his servant, “ Although this pencil stub looks very short, if we extend
it by gluing it to a new one, we can still use the old pencil until it is
completely consumed.” Rumor has it that Rama IX used only pencils

that were produced domestically because they were cheaper than
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Figure 17. The king’s pencils. Pencils and pencil sharpeners that were allegedly used by
Rama IX were sealed in a glass display case. (Source: Photo by the author)

brand-name pencils imported from overseas. Although the king fre-
quently used his pencils to take notes and make sketches for his devel-
opment projects, he was praised by his servants for using only twelve
pencils annually—one per month—and would never throw any pencil
stub away until there was no graphite left in it.® Like the royal tooth-
paste tube and soles, Thai subjects today can have a firsthand experi-
ence of the king’s wooden pencil stubs. They were put in a glass display
case and are permanently exhibited in the Doi Tung Royal Villa (figure
17).5! -

Unlike those three commodities, the king's fried rice did not leave
any remnants for the Thai audience to personally encounter and expe-
rience. The last legendary story about the frugal king, however, has
been as popular among the bourgeoisie as the first three. Narrated by a
male bureaucrat who had a chance to serve Rama IX in his developmient
projects, this story begins with a scene of the king visiting rural areas
with his staff members. Exhausted and hungry, as they had worked all
day long, the staff quickly devoured Thai Jried rice, a staple food for
Thais when they traveled to remote and rough provinces. Seeing that
one dish of fried rice had been left uneaten, the bureaucrat asked who
would take that dish. When he got the answer that the king himself
would eat the dry burned rice on that dish, the bureaucrat was shocked
and could not believe what he had just heard. “His Majesty is the Lord
of the Land, and he could have ordered anyone to cook a new dish of
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Figure 18. The king’s fried rice. This 2011 advertisement depicted the dish of fried rice
that was allegedly devoured by Rama IX. Alongside the dish, a diagram explains that
each ingredient in the fried rice required a lot of energy to produce. The ad read, “A great
deal of energy goes into making a dish of fried rice. Is the way we eat it worth the energy
that is used?” Below this message, a story describes how Rama IX frugally ate his fried
rice. (Thai Rath, December 5, 2011)

fried rice anytime and anyhow,” he said to himself, while looking ata
portrait of Rama IX hung on a wall in the dining hall, “but he didn’t do
it.”% Realizing how frugal the king was, all of royal staff followed the
king’s example by finishing their meal without any grains of rice left on
their plates. Although the royal fried rice was allegedly devoured by
the king and left no trace behind, its legacy has been immortalized since .
the late 1990s by the mass media in both print advertisements and tele-
vision commercials (figure 18).%

The Father King

It is arguable that there is nothing new about the notion that the sover-
eign of a state is socially perceived as the father of a nation. In both
monarchical and republican regimes, a head of state is conventionally
portrayed as a father figure. The popular notion among the Thai bour-
geoisie that Rama IX was a father king, however, is distinctive in terms
of its divergence from the history of Thai kingship and its degree of
informality. For most of the history of Thai kingship, monarchs were
revered by their subjects as devaraja, whose absolute power and divine
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status are identical to those of g god in the Hindu cosmology instead of
the head of a household. By icomparison, starting in the late 1980,
Rama IX was informally called “Father” and “Dad.”® A 1989 advertise-
ment, for example, celebrated the king’s birthday by displaying a poem
that used the term dad as its theme and praised his greatness, sacrifice,
kindness, and genius. As this éoem expresses, Rama IX was:

One dad who unites and unifies,

Onedad whoisa perfe{ft role model,

One dad who makes thé nation prosper,

One dad whom the world remarks on and refers to,

One dad who greatly sacrifices, . . . -
One dad who is the great genius,

One dad whom his children can depend on,

One dad who has pure kindness, this dad “Bhumibol,”55

Another example is a poem that was used in a 2005 ThaiBev com-
mercial. In this poem, the writer referred to Rama IX using not only a
formal term, father (bida), but also a casual word, dad {pho), which is
more frequently used in the daily lives of Thai people. As this poem
states:

Dad is like water pouﬁﬁg over Thais, so they do not suffer.
Dad is a role model through his teaching.

Dad embraces all Thai Hearts with his benevolence.

This is the father, “Bhumibol,” of the Thai people.®®

In addition to the term dad, other casual words that Thai subjects
were historically forbidden toi use in reference to their monarchs have
been popularly attached to Rama IX and depictions of him in the media.
Love, smile, home, and happiness—popular catchwords among the bour-
geoisie in both western and Thai capitalism as they connote bourgeois
sentiments of romanticism and comfort—are unprecedentedly used by
many Thais to express their personal feelings about Rama IX. Instead of
worship, loyalty, respect, and fear, a 2010 advertisement presented by
Thai Life Insurance-one of the three biggest life insurance corpora-
tions in the country—employed the word love to explain what all Thais
felt about their monarch. Putting a spotlight on a diary written by anony-
mous children at the center of its advertising space, the commercial
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Figure 19. Dad’s home. This 2006
print advertisement featured a
sketch of Rama IX’s residence,
the Chitralada Royal Villa. (Thai
Rath, December 5, 1999)
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displayed several messages from them: “We Love Great Dad,” “Love
His Majesty,” and “We Love the King.” Alongside these words of affec-
tion were heart-shaped sketches drawn by the kids.5”

Moreover, instead of a splendid palace, post-1980 advertisers often
portrayed Rama IX's residence not only as a “working base,” an image
the palace worked to promote, but also as “Dad’s home.” For example,
a 1999 advertisement presented by the Central Group—the biggest
merchandizing and retailing corporation in Thailand—featured a pic-
ture of the Chitralada Royal Villa, which it called “dad’s home.” The ad
asserted that this place had “rice barns, mill houses, milk houses, fand]
fishery pools” and “We have a dad who never stops experimenting,
never stops solving problems for his children, and continues to be a
great role model for his 6o million children.”s8 Similarly, a 2006 adver-
tisement presented by Amway Thailand —the biggest direct sales com-
pany in the country—~displayed a sketch of the Chitralada Royal Viila
that depicted it as a combination of a paddy field, barn, dairy farm, and
mill house. “Dad’s Home, People’s Happiness” was a slogan that this
advertisement attached to the sketch (figure 19).%
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Finally, the body of the Thai monarch—the corporeal figure that was
traditionally untouchable and highly revered by his subjects—became
less sacred among the contemporary bourgeoisie. The most outstanding
example of this is the way this class referred to Rama IX’s smile. In a
traditional model of Buddhist kingship, the monarch is not supposed to
express his emotions in public by smiling, laughing, or crying, but he
should rather control and conceal those feelings under a calm and
peaceful appearance. According to Handley, Rama IX, who was usually
stoic and rarely smiled in public after the tragic death of his brother,
followed this tradition and thus epitomized Handley’s book title, The
King Never Smiles. Adverﬁsemeints in millennial Thailand nevertheless
diverged from this tradition. Revealing a rare image of Rama IX smiling,
a 2004 advertisement promoted§ the idea that all Thais must “unite and
come together and be good citizens in order to keep His Majesty’s smile
with us forever.”® Similarly, a 2010 ad asserted, “Wish to see dad able
tosmile. .. Wish him happy, livi:ng with Thais for more than a thousand
years. Wish to have dad’s smile for a long time.”! The bourgeoisie’s
obsession with the king’s smile and its love for “dad” were vividly re-
flected in the lyrics of a popuiar Thai song, “Thais’ Smile Is Dad’s
Smile,” which were used in a 2009 advertisement by ThaiBev. As the
song rejoices: 1’

Smile. Dad’s hands create smiles, for Thais to smile wherever they live,
Love. Dad’s heart has love, and shares love with every heart.

Days and nights, no matter how lbng they are.

We can still smile because of dad.

So, we would like to continually follow dad'’s footsteps.

To follow love, to follow the philosophy that dad offers.

To always do good things, regard}ess of whether anyone recognizes them
ornot. i '

To give back every smile, happiness, and love that dad gives to us,

From our hearts. After our hearts.52

The Cosmopolitan King .

Even though the palace tried to promote Rama IX as the cosmopolitan
king in the early period of his reign, the bourgeoisie at that time failed
to find this royal theme appealing. Prospering during the economic
boom and solidifying its position as the dominant class of the Thai
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economy since then, the bourgeoisie in Rama IX’s late reign appreciated
the monarch’s multiple talents in art, music, literature, sport, and tech-
nology more than it had in the past. In 1982 the National Gallery of
Thailand exhibited Rama IX's forty-seven abstract paintings. In this
exhibition, for the first time, members of the bourgeoisje had a chance
to see with their own eyes those royal paintings, which were the prod-
ucts of the king’s short passion for art during the 1960s.%? In addition to
his artistic talent, Rama IX’s writing skills were warmly welcomed by
the bourgeoisie. His translations of A Man Called Intrepid and Tito in
1994 and The Story of Mahajanaka in 1996 were solid successes for the
publishing industry, while his original writing, The Story of Thongdaeng,
was a national best seller in the 2000s.6¢ As the “King of Jazz,” Rama IX
also wrote forty-eight songs, most of them composed during the early
phase of his reign.®® The Thai bourgeoisie, however, was a late admirer
of royal music since it began to appreciate and popularize those songs
only in the millennial era. Although an anthology of Rama IX’s sorigs
had been produced in the 1980s, H.M. Blues, a 2006 anthology, was the
first album on which those songs were sung.by the kingdom'’s contem-
porary rock, country, jazz, reggae, thythm and blues, and pop singers.%
The king’s songs also motivated Thailand’s four prominent film direc-
tors to produce four short movies in 2015 inspired by the lyrics of four
popular songs: “Smiles,” “H.M. Blues,” “Falling Rain,” and “The Im-
possible Dream,” '

This theme of the cosmopolitan king was also evident in the print
advertisements that celebrated Rama IX’s birthday. In addition to the
iconic portrait of the king wearing a business suit, carrying a map and
camera, and sweating, pictures of the king showing his multiple talents
in bourgeois culture and knowledge were popularized in several ad-
vertisements during his late reign. A 1997 advertisement presented by
UCOM, for example, showed a picture of young Rama IX composing a
jazz song, “Smiles.” Demonstrating how comfortable he was with
music composition, the advertisement depicted Rama IX sitting with
his Siamese cat, “Mr. Tito,” and using his right hand towriteanoteona
manuscript while his left hand was on a piano keyboard.®8 Likewise, a
1991 advertisement presented by the Shin Corporation and a 2013 ad
by PTT similarly presented Rama IX as a “genius monarch” who had a
wide range of knowledge, from telecommunications to energy devel-
opment.®? In addition to music and technology, Rama IX’s passion for
sports was a popular topic in post-1980s advertisements. While an ad
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presented by the Central Groug
Rama IX skiing in Europe, a 20
the young monarch was at ease
Thailand.” Quoting a speech b
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> in 1994 displayed an image of young
00 ad by Nestlé Thailand showed that
sailing'a boat near his summer villa in
y Rama IX’s that revealed how meticu-

lously he took care of his body, t the latter advertisement asserted that all
Thais should follow the king’s example by paying more attention to
their bodies. This obsession thh youth, fitness, and good health among
- the Thai bourgeoisie, however, is based mainly on a fantasy about a
forever young monarch because Rama IX in the 2000s—like any senior
born in the 1920s—was no longer fitand firm.
These four new themes about Rama IX in the mass media reveal
.some characteristics of the Thai bourgeoisie that, far from being unique,

share several features with their

counterparts in other capitalist societies.

First, like the European and American bourgeoisies, the nouveau riche in

Thailand embody two contradic

they have “two souls.””! On the

tory types of ideology; to put it bluntly,
one hand, the Thai bourgeoisie, which

is mainly composed of and dominated by the descendants of Chinese
immigrants from an earlier period, highly values the ethic of hard work,
frugality, asceticism, rationality, self-motivation, and self-confidence.
On the other hand, members this rising class are mentally insecure,
anxious, and even ashamed of their alienated and low status, as their
Chinese ancestors formerly faced discrimination as “non-Thai” or the
“Jews of the Orient.” With this psychological insecurity, the bourgeoisie
not only admire the splendid and luxurious lives of Thai royalty but
also seek their recognition, decoration, and incorporation into court
society. This intrinsic tension between two contradictory mentalities
of the bourgeoisie was virtually relieved by the visual presentation of
Rama IX, a natural-born Thai royal who was supposed to spend a privi-
leged life in a splendid court but decided to dedicate himself to work
and labor just as ordinary Sino-Thai entrepreneurs do. Thanks to this
ideological fulfillment, which soothes the tension between the botir-

. geoisie’s “two souls,” Rama IX became a popular figure among mem-
bers of this rising class.

Moreover, the Thai bourgemsxe select;vely remembers only some
images of Rama IX while disregarding others that are incompatible
with its class ideology. This characteristic of the Thai bourgeoisie is
similar to the way the Japanese bourgeoisie treated its monarch. Ac-
cording to Takashi Fujitani, after World War Il the Japanese bourgeoisie
tended to remember Emperor Hirohito only as a simple and humble
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monarch while neglecting his wartime images, which were closely asso-
ciated with imperialism, violence, and war crimes.” Like their Japanese
counterparts, members of the Thai bourgeoisie today tend to ignore
Rama IX’s former images, which are closely associated with military
despotism, right-wing movements, and state violence directed at the
communist insurgency during the Cold War. As a result, two types of
Rama IX’s images are noticeably less publicized or have even vanished
from the mass media today. First are the portraits of the warrior-king
carrying an assault rifle or wearing a Village Scout uniform. In place of
the violent and bloody monarch, the theme of the warm, caring, smiley,
fatherly king became more popular among the nouveau riche, who are
obsessed with bourgeois sentiments of romanticism, comfort, and family
values. Another one is a portrait of the aged and ailing monarch. While
the corporeal body of the king deteriorated in the early twenty-first
century, the Thai mass media tended to present only images of Rama IX
in his prime, a specific period when the king relentlessly traveled to
remote provinces with beads of sweat trickling down his face.

Finally, the Thai bourgeoisie is an active class that frequently over-
does its interpretation of royal images. Studying the French bourgeoi-
sie’s attitudes and behaviors, Pierre Bourdieu argued that the nouveau
riche are normally insecure and anxious when they encounter the
upper classes. Therefore, they tend to “overshoot the mark for fear of
falling short” by overdoing their manners in order to give the impres-

~ sion to the public that they belong to the noble class.” Like their French

counterparts, the Thai bourgeois are indeed, as Thongchai put it, “hyper-
royalist.””* While the palace provided the public with subliminal mes-
sages that Rama IX was the humble and diligent father figure of the
Thai nation, the bourgeoisie interpreted those messages in its own way.
Exaggerating Rama IX's virtues, this impassioned class idolized him as
a “dad” who always smiled, as a frugal man who parsimoniously used
every bit of his toothpaste, and as a diligent worker who constantly
sweated and toiled. This over-the-top interpretation of the Thai bour-
geoisie was encapsulated in a 2008 pop song titled “Dad’s Song,” which
perfectly reflects the spirit of the bourgeoisie in twenty-first-century
Thailand whenever this class looks upon a portrait of Rama IX. All the
keywords that define Rama IX’s personality—smile, love, comfort, labor,
sweat, shoes, toothpaste tube, music, self-sufficiency, and dad—are impres-

sively packed and presented in the first few verses of the song, which
celebrates:
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Animage of dad smiling, an image of dad laughing, an image
of dad playing music,
An image of dad walking through mud, an image of dad enduringly
going everywhere.. .. )
Animage of dad laboring under the sun, sweating all over his face . ..
An image of the shoes that dad repairs again and again.

An image of the toothpaste tube that dad squeezes and grinds it
until it is totally flat, .

Animage of a self-sufficient life that we observe from dad,

All of them we cannot remove from our hearts.

So, this is dad’s song that we continually sing, for his kindness and
love that never fade.” . -

CdSH IS HING

Members of the Thai bourgeoisie in the business, media, and intellectual
sectors are not the only ones who were obsessed with the new royal im-
ages that had been constructed during the late reign of Rama IX. In fact,
another segment of this class, which occupied the state apparatus—
bureaucrats and politicians—was also enchanted by the rebranded
images of the crown. The emblematic case of this phenomenon is the
depiction of the monarchy on Thailand’s banknotes. Designed by bu-
reaucrats and approved by politicians, Thai paper money can help us
understand the common perception of those members of the bour-
geoisie who run the state.”® Furthermore, as an everyday medium of ex-
change, the banknotes also ref%ect how this stratum of the bourgeoisie
both shapes and is influenced by a dominant attitude toward the crown
among its counterparts in the market. With an examination of the his-
torical transformation of royal portraits on Thai banknotes, it should be
possible to catch a glimpse of how the bourgeoisie as a whole—both in
the state apparatus and in the market—selectively memorialized its
monarch, his reign, and his legacy. As Chatri Prakitnontakan remarked
in'his study of the history of Thai banknotes, “In my opinion, the design
of banknotes (especially in Thai society) is a process which is not so
different from the process of designing a collection of memories of the
nation’s history.””” Chronologically the history of Thai banknotes can
be categorized in three eras: the period before Rama IX’s reign, that of
his early reign, and that of his late reign. As this history unfolded, the in-
creasing eminence of royal images on Thailand’s paper money paralleled
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the successful revival of the monarchy under Rama IX’s reign. The
longer the reign continued, the bigger and more bourgeois the portraits
of the monarch on the bills became.

THAI BANKNOTES
BEFORE Rama IX’s ReigN

Due to the high demand for a medium of exchange after the rapid in-
corporation of Siam into the world market in the late nineteenth century,
paper money was introduced in the kingdom for-the first time in 1902
under the reign of Rama V. Since then, there have been seventeen series
of Thai banknotes.” A tradition of displaying a portrait of the reigning
monarch on baht bills, however, was invented and first practiced under
Rama VII's reign. In 1928, Rama VII initiated a new visual presentation
of banknotes which aimed to represent the prestige of the monarchy
and traditional values of “Thainess.”” But the king’s desire was delayed
and only actualized in the third series, which was released in 1934, two
years after the overthrow of the absolute monarchy. Despite the fact
that it was the first series of banknotes under the newly installed consti-
tutional regime, the third series was designed in the age of the absolute
monarchy, and thus it still reflected the political and cultural values of
the old regime. These bills featured images of Rama VII and the Grand
Palace on the front side and those of “Thai” and religious symbols such
as the Royal Barge and the Temple of the Emerald Buddha on the back.
This visual prominence of the monarchy on the banknotes, however,
was about to decline once the government under the leadership of the
People’s Party successfully prevailed over the royalist reactionaries
and domesticated the power of the palace. .
With the abdication of the last absolute monarch in 1935 and the im-
promptu ascendance the throne of the nine-year-old Rama VIII, “the
boy king,” the revolutionary government found an opportunity to pro-
mote a new model of the Thai monarchy, the crown that was supposed
to be restrained under the national constitution. In 1938, the ground-
breaking fourth banknote series was released. While the front of the
bills in this series still followed the tradition of displaying portraits of
the reigning monarch and Buddhist temples, the back of the bills
brought into light the Ananta Samakhom Throne Hall, a neoclassical

building that was used as the king’s reception hall under the reigns of
Rama VIand Rama VIl but later converted to the Parliament House by

the People’s Party.
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Likewise, in the eighth series that was released in 1946, the same
year that Rama VIII was mysteriously shot dead and Rama IX unex-
pectedly ascended the throne, the visual presentation on the bills sym-

bolically showed the rising status of the constitutional regime at the -

expense of the monarchy’s. According to Chatri, what is remarkable
about this series are the absence of “Thai” symbols such as temples and
palaces and the minimization of a portrait of the reigning monarch on
the front side. The back, meanwhile, featured the symbolic image of
the new regime as a focal poi:it, Thailand’s National Constitution. This
transformation of Thai banknotes during the first half of the twentieth
century makes clear that there was a historical period when the status
of the crown was subordinate to the constitutional regime that was
steered by bureaucrats and politicians. The status of-the monarchy,
however, was soon to be revexf‘sed under the reign of Rama IX.

THAT BANKNOTES
IN Rama IX’s EARLY REIGN

In 1948, as young Rama IX was still in Burope and Thai subjects barely
knew their reigning monarch, the subordinate status of the monarchy
to the constitutional regime was still evident in the Thai banknotes that
were released that year. Just jas had happened in the previous reigns,
the BOT designed the new bills, which primarily promoted the consti-
tutional regime and parliamentary democracy at the expense of the
crown. However, the ninth series—the first under the reign of Rama IX—
was different from the others. The BOT broke its design tradition; there
was no portrait of the reigning monarch on either side of the fifty-satang
bill.® On the front of this bill—in the space that was conventionally re-
served for the portrait of the reigning monarch—there were the names
of the currency and the Thai government with the image of the National
Constitution in the background. This trend toward depicting the con-
stitutional regime rather than the monarchy, however, would fade after
the permanent return of the young monarch to his kingdom.

In parallel with the palace’s attempt to promote Rama IX as the spiri-
tual king and the warrior-king during his early reign, the BOT signifi-
cantly changed its design of paper money by incorporating those royal
themes into the new versions of banknotes that were issued during the
1960s and 1970s. The visual presentation of Rama IX as the spiritual
king was vividly expressed in the eleventh series, which was released
in 1969. On the front, the bills unprecedentedly depicted the reigning
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Figure 20. The five-baht
banknote of the eleventh
series. Released in 1969, the
bill featured a portrait of
Rama IX in full regalia on
the front (above) and a de-
piction of the Arphonphi-
moke Prasat Pavilion on
the back (below). (Photo
from the BOT)

monarch in full regalia. More important, the back was no longer a space
for the visual promotion of constitutional rule by bureaucrats and poli-
ticians but instead was used for the revival of a religious monarch who
was traditionally revered as dharmaraja and devaraja. As a result, in lieu
of images of Parliament House and the National Constitution, the back
of the bills was occupied by royal and religious images such as the
Royal Pavilion, the Royal Barge, and prestigious temples under the
king’s patronage (figure 20).

Similarly, the theme of the warrior-king that the palace had pro-
moted in the Cold War era was reproduced by the BOT in the twelfth
series, which was released in 1978. Showing a portrait of Rama IX in
a military uniform as the commander in chief on the front, on their
back the bills displayed portraits of the great monarchs of Thai history
who defended the kingdom from “external enemies.” The back of the
hundred-baht bill in this series, for example, displayed King Naresuan
riding an elephant in Siam’s sixteenth-century war with the Burmese
kingdom (figure 21). Portraying Rama IX as the spiritual and the warrior-
king, Thai banknotes during the early reign tended to promote only tra-
ditional values and images of the monarchy. This trend, however, would
gradually fade after Thailand was transformed into a newly industrial-
ized country and an army of industrialists, white-collar workers, and
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Figure 21. The hundred-
baht banknote of the twelfth
series. Released in 1978, the
bill featured a portrait of
Rama IX in the uniform of
the supreme commander
on the front {above) and the
monument of King Nare-
suan at the Don Chedi Me-
morial on the back (below).
(Photo from the BOT)

entrepreneurs rapidly arose and expanded during the late reign of the
king.

THAY BANKNOTES
1N Rama IX’s Late REIGN

Like their counterparts in the market, members of the Thai bourgeoisie
who occupied the state apparatus were enchanted by the images of the
crown during Rama IX’s late reign, the particular images that were
compatible with their class values of hard work, self-reliance, and meri-
tocracy. From the 1980s onward, while the monarchy was less inclined
to directly engage in national politics and less associated with the extra-
economic coercion of the military, the monarch was frequently out-
spoken on critical issues concerning the national economy and became
more active in development projects. The palace’s attempt to promote
the king as an economic expert and hardworking developer was not in
vain. Indeed, it was recognized by bourgéois'o?ﬁceholders and com-
memorated in the new versions of banknotes that were released in the
late reign of Rama IX. ;

The new lookof Rama IX as an ordinary father who tirelessly labored
for the common good of his children made its debut on Thai banknotes
in 1992. According to the BOT, éhe fourteenth series was intended to
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Figure 22. The thousand-
baht banknote of the four-
teenth series. Released in
1992, the bill featured a
portrait of Rama IX in the
uniform of the supreme
commander on the front
(above) and an image of the
king and queen’s visit to
the construction site of a
dam and reservoir at Baan
Bakong in Narathiwat on
the back (below). (Photo
from the BOT)

publicize the king’s and the royal family’s activities and “their contri-
butions to the development of the country in various sectors.”8! With
this intention, the depiction of royalty on the bills could not be those
violent images that had shown the king and queen in battle dress or
carrying assault rifles. Instead, pictures of royalty working on develop-
ment projects were selected for the bills by the BOT. On the back of the

thousand-baht bill, for example, there was the portrait of Rama IX in a

business suit, carrying a map and a pencil and discussing the construc-
tion of a dam in a rural province with the queen (figure 22).

This theme was also reproduced in the fifteenth series, which was
released in 1999, just two years after one of the worst economic crises in
Thai history hit the kingdom. On the back of the new thousand-baht
bill, for instance, there was a picture of Rama IX carrying his usual
“development gear”—a camera and map—and this picture was juxta-
posed against the BOT’s short description of SEP (figure 23). As Chatri
points out, the new look of Rama IX that appeared on Thai banknotes at
the turn of the twenty-first century was innovative in two respects.
First, instead of a formal uniform or sacred regalia, the monarch on the
new banknotes was depicted as an ordinary man in a dress shirt and
business suit. Second, instead of old temples and palaces, the new
banknotes displayed images of the construction of dams and bridges
under the king’s guidance in the background. This depiction, Chatri
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Figure 23. The thousand- -
baht banknote of the fif-
teenth series. Released in
1999, the bill featured a
portrait of Rama IX in the
uniform of the supreme
commander on the front
(above) and images of the
king, the Pa Sak Jolasid
Dam, and agricultural land,
along with a short descrip-
tion of SEP, on the back

- (below). (Photo from the
BOT)

notes, symbolically represented the modernity, science, and technology
that were rapidly developed under Rama IX’s reign.®2 What should be
added to Chatri’s observation, however, is a third aspect. For the first
time, the reigning monarch’s economic vision—the SEP model that
bureaucrats and politicians in the past had not taken seriously—was
incorporated in the visual display on Thai banknotes. Given these three
aspects of the banknotes, it is clear that the graphic and ideological
symbiosis between the crown and the currency had never been as
seamless as that which occurred in Rama IX's late reign.

In addition to the circulating banknotes, the new look of the king
made its presence felt in commemorative banknotes, which the BOT
released only on special occasions during the reign of Rama IX. In 2011,
while the corporeal body of the then eighty-four-year-old monarch had
declined as he frequently became ill and mostly stayed in a Bangkok
hospital, a new commemorative banknote was issued to celebrate
Rama IX’s seventh-cycle birthday anniversary. What is remarkable

about this bill is that only selective portraits of the king in his prime

were displayed and commemorated. On the back of the bill, there were
four portraits of the king. The biggest one depicted Rama IX carrying a
map and a camera while overseeing his development projects in the
countryside. Juxtaposed against this portrait are three smaller pictures.
The first depicted the king on his knees talking with his subjects, the
second depicted the king using a sickle to harvest grain crops despite
being in a business suit, and|the last depicted young Rama IX as the
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Figure 24. The banknote
commemorating Rama IX's
seventh-cycle birthday an-
niversary. Released in
2011, the bill featured a
portrait of Rama IX in full
regalia on the front (above)
and images of the king over-
seeing his development
projects, visiting people,
harvesting crops, and play-
ing the saxophone on the
back (below). (Photo from
the BOT)

cosmopolitan king playing the saxophone. The last picture, as the BOT
put it, was included on the bill in order to show “His Majesty as the
great musical genius.”® In the background of these pictures, there were
also images of the king’s projects for artificial rainfall and irrigation,
which represented, according to the BOT, “His Majesty, the genius of
technology and science” (figure 24).3

As the twilight of Rama IX’s reign was approaching in the early
2010s, this visual theme reflected how the Thai bourgeoisie wanted to
memorialize Rama IX. Instead of the warrior-king with blood on his
hands or the spiritual king wearing an exotic costume like the one that
Yul Brynner wore when he comically portrayed the King of Siam in the
1956 musical film The King and I, the bourgeoisie seemed to appreciate
the recently constructed look of the monarch as a father figure who had
never lost his bodily strength and appeal, embraced the ethic of hard
work and self-reliance, and was highly skilled in art, music, science,
and technology. In other words, in the eyes of the bourgeoisie, only
selective portraits of the “bourgeois king” should be forever immortal-

. ized on paper money. In this regard, royal images on Thai banknotes

are distinct from those found in other capitalist kingdoms such as the
United Kingdom. On the pound sterling banknotes, there has been a
division of visual space since 1960, the year in which the tradition of
displaying the British monarch on the bills was introduced.® While the
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portrait of Queen Elizabeth II regularly occupies the front of the bills,
the back is a space for commemorating prominent commoners or
members of the British bourgeoisie such as William Shakespeare, Isaac
Newton, Adam Smith, Jane Austen, Charles Darwin, Charles Dickens,
Florence Nightingale, and Wmston Churchill. In Scotland and Northern
Ireland this invented tradition does not exist, as the portrait of the British
monarch is absent on those banknotes On the baht banknotes, in con-
trast, there is no place for bourgeoxs heroes let alone commoners from
the lower classes. Instead, both sides of the bills had recently been an
exclusive space for honoring Rama IX, the monarch who successfully
represented bourgeois appearance and ideology.

mNcLusmN

The popularity of the monarchy among the urban bourgeoisie in millen-
nial Thailand cannot be understood simply as a byproduct of religious
beliefs in Thai society. Instead that phenomenon must also be explained
in terms of the kingdom’s trargsraon to capitalism and the bourgeois
_ ideology that came with that transition. During the 1980s and 199os,
capitalism had a huge impact on Thailand by transforming its mode of
production from agriculture to industry. Thanks to this transition, a
class of Sino-Thai businessmeri, industrialists, financiers, white-collar
workers, and entrepreneurs rap1dly emerged and became the vanguard
of the Thai bourgeoisie, which played a dominant role in the national
economy, politics, and pop culture. Before this critical transition, the
monarchy had tried to populanze some images that were supposed to
bring the institution back into mass consciousness. The palace’s attempt
to present Rama IX as the spmtual king, the cosmopolitan king, and the
warrior-king, however, seemed to be detached from the mass of the
Thai populace. Like new wine in old bottles, the i images of Rama IX in
his early reign were not essentxally different from those of former mon-
archs; they were images of the divine, heroic, and splendid king, which
tended to alienate the multitude of Sino-Thai subjects whose ethical
values and daily practices were more banal, profane, and unheroic than
those of royalty.

In the 1980s, the palace turned the tables on the cultural status of the
middle class in the kingdom by rebranding Rama IX as an expert on the
economy and development who relentlessly worked for the common
good of his subjects. These rebranded images found a strong resonance
among members of the rising bourgeoisie, who for the first time saw
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their monarch finally embrace the ideology that they had long valued.
Consequently, a particular set of ethics that were attached to Rama IX
in his late reign—hard work, frugality, and self-reliance—was high-
lighted, praised, and reproduced by the bourgeoisie in the mass media
and the government’s public relations. Meanwhile, Sino-Thai subjects,
who were driven by two contradictory attitudes, a royalist ideology
and a capitalist one, also appreciated images of Rama IX that were asso-
ciated with bourgeois sentiments of love, comfort, family, and cultural
indulgence. Embodying all the economic ethics and cultural values to
which the bourgeoisie aspired, Rama IX became a role model for this
class. This convergence between the invented images of the monarchy
and the ideological satisfaction of the bourgeoisie is one of the main
reasons why the Thai monarchy was successful not only in renovating
its status from one of irrelevance to that of the most influential institu-
tion in the kingdom but also in securing the active consent of a huge
army of capitalists, the urban middle class, intellectuals, bureaucrats,
and politicians who were all loyal to instead of in rebellion against the
throne. This bourgeois army indeed provided the mass-based support
of the Thai crown in the early twenty-first century that would have
made other monarchies in the history of capitalism green with envy.
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THE CROWN \{BHSUS THE CROWD

In 2006 the status of the Thai monarchy apparently reached its zenith.
Celebrating King Rama IX’s sixtieth year on the throne, the royal family
hosted thirteen reigning monarchs from around the world and the close
representatives of another twelve. The first diamond jubilee in Thai his-
tory was a rare assembly of global and endangered royalty. As an ob-
server reported, it was a historic gathering of “the most exclusive club
on earth in which membership arrives either by accident of birth or
more occasionally through marriage.”? From the absolute sultan of
Brunei to the constitutional emperor of Japan, from the emir of oil-
rich Kuwait to the king of the Swedish welfare state, and from the duke
of York of postindustrial Britain to the crown iorince of underdevel-
oped Bhutan, royalty around the world waited in line at the Ananta
Samakhom Throne Hall to pay homage to the world’s Jongest-reigning
monarch. This-was a remarkable success for Rama IX. Seven decades
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before, in this particular hall, his uncle—King Rama ViI—had been
forced by the People’s Party to surrender his absolute power and accept
a constitutional regime. That historical nadir of the monarchy was long
gone. Once the place where commoners convened the National As-
sembly, the hall in June 2006 was packed with a crowd of blue bloods
from Asia, Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. Outside the Hall, half a
million Thais wore yellow shirts to honor their monarch and waited for
hours in the hot, humid weather of Bangkok just to catch a glimpse of
Rama IX and listen to his speech. While many repeatedly shouted
“Long live the King!” and raised pictures of the royal family over their
heads, some shed tears as their beloved monarch waved his hands to
greet them. This mass excitement during the diamond jubilee was un-
deniably a sign of royal popularity among the Thai population, a sign
that indicated how successfully the monarchy had been revived since it
found itself on the brink of extinction in the mid-twentieth century.

At that historic moment, it looked as if the legacy of the ninth monarch
of the Chakri dynasty was cemented. According to Handley's assess-
ment of Rama IX’s reign in 2006, the king “has sealed his own reputation,
and it is unlikely to be undone. His prestige has survived unscathed, by
the virtue of his sheer longevity and his personality—earnest, hard-
working, [and] gentle, with an impeccably simple lifestyle.”? It would
sound like a fairy tale if his reign had come to an end at the diamond
jubilee. The history of the monarchy under the reign of Rama IX, how-
ever, continued for one more decade, and it had an unsettling instead
of happily-ever-after ending. In the last decade of his reign, the aged
and ailing monarch had to witness an unprecedented upsurge of lése-
majesté charges and punishments, and he had to face the challenge of a
prime minister who became a popular figure and stole the spotlight
from the palace. Most important, his subjects were clearly divided into
two antagonistic mass movements: the well-to-do, who revered and
loved him as their hard-working and frugal “dad”; and the dispos-
sessed, who begged to differ. While members of the first movement
wore yellow shirts to signify their loyalty to the monarch, the latter
dressed in red —the particular color that still haunted the crown since it
was the symbolic color of the CPT. On the surface, the so-called Red
Shirts might pay lip service to the crown, publicly claiming that they
did not hold any antimonarchist sentiments. In songs, graffiti, and
poems that were circulated among the participants of this movement,
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however, there were political messages that showed signs of republi-
canism. Mocking the bodies of royalty, exposing the hypocrisy of the

‘world’s richest monarch who

presented himself in public as a frugal

man, and even wishing for the death of the ailing king, the Red Shirts
reminded the crown that not all Thais were monarchists. Their teasing

and taunting of the monarchy
geois monarchy in industriali
was popular among the “yello

exposed a critical challenge to the bour-
zed Thailand. Although the monarchy
w” bourgeoisie, the “red” working class

and peasantry felt aggrieved by the crown, its massive wealth, and its
bourgeois supporters. These divisive views of the crown, which spread

along social class lines, tarnis

hed the historic run of Rama IX on the

throne. Instead of a unified and peaceful kingdom, what the king left to
his heir apparent was an uphill task in conflict-ridden Thailand: to keep

enchanting the wealthy bourgeoisie while taming the multitudes of the
resentful underclasses in a kingdom where capitalism, inequality, and
class conflict prevailed. This is a tall order for any monarch, let alone an
unpopular one like King Rama X, to fulfill today.

What went wrong with the Thai monarchy during Rama IX’s last
few years on the throne? In spite of all its successes during Thailand’s
transition to industrial capitalism, the bourgeois monarchy embodied
some intrinsic contradictions that later developed into critical chal-
lenges to the monarchy in the last decade of Rama IX’s reign. The crown's
success in accumulating capital and establishing monarchy-led capital-
ism in Thailand came at a price: socioeconomic inequality, uneven de-
velopment, and capital concentration, which created a wide gap between
the rich and the poor and the city and the countryside. While the mon-
archy successfully developed an ideological, political, and economic
partnership with the urban bourgeoisie, their symbiosis alienated the
rural peasantry and urban working class, which constituted the major-
ity of the national population. Furthermore, although the crown had
recently secured its hegemonic status in the government, the market,
and the mass media, it still relied on extraeconomic coercion as the last
resort to restore political order when royal ideology failed to maintain
public consent. Worst of all, the popular king who embraced bourgeois
ethics and images was anythi:ig but imﬁ\ortal, and it was uncertain
whether the unpopular prince who stood first in line of succession by
virtue of his birth—instead of the bourgeois ethic of hard work, frugal-
ity, and meritocracy —would be able to follow in his father’s footsteps.
This was the anxiety that loomed large in the twilight of Rama IX’s
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years. Whether the bourgeois crown would be in- good hands after the
bourgeois king breathed his last was anything but certain.

THE HINGDOM OF INBOQUALITY

At the end of the twentieth century, the monarchy was not only sur-
viving but also thriving amid Thailand’s rapid transformation into a
newly industrialized country. Royal leadership of the national econ- -
omy, royal investments in the capitalist market, and the relationship
between the palace and the rising bourgeoisie had never been better.
On top of their joint ventures in the major business sectors, the monar-
chy and the bourgeoisie developed their symbiotic relationship outside
the market. The crown offered ideological inspiration and symbolic
decoration to the nouveau riche, while the latter donated money to the
crown, popularized royal prestige in the mass media, and served as a
mass base for the palace. This symbiosis, nonetheless, planted the seeds
of political conflict. While the monarchy and the bourgeoisie enjoyed
their accumulation of wealth, the majority of the Thai population strug-
gled with the kingdom'’s industrial revolution, which came with socio-
economic inequality, uneven development, and capital concentration.
The masses of peasants, blue-collar workers, and unemployed people—
the particular classes that were formerly the priority of royal charities—
were not only poorer than their compatriots who belonged to the bout-
geois class. Feeling alienated and neglected by the monarchy, they were .
also eager for an alternative to monarchy-led capitalism, which bene-

‘ fited the palace and its bourgeois partners.

It was this background that paved the way for a new political actor
like Thaksin Shinawatra, a telecommunications tycoon who became |
prime minister. Promoting himself as the savior of the poor—the
symbolic role that was formerly played by the royal family—Thaksin
launched several groundbreaking policies that distributed welfare and
capital to those who did not belong to the exclusive club of royalty and
the bourgeoisie. The increasing popularity of Thaksin among these
long-neglected classes apparently rubbed the palace the wrong way.
From the palace’s point of view, the energetic crowd of the peasants
and workers needed to be tamed. Royal intervention, royalist protest
and unrest, and a regally approved coup d'état were a series of events
that undermined and eventually toppled Thaksin’s government in Sep-
tember 2006, only three months after the diamond jubilee.
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INEQUALITY UNDER MONARCHY-LED CAPITALISM

As noted earlier, the industrial

ization, urbanization, and national de-

velopment that began in the 1960s and the historic expansion of the
economy from the 1980s on rapidly transformed Thailand into a newly

industrialized country. This gr

eat transformation in the late twentieth

century, however, came at a price: a broadening gap between the rich
and the poor. Among Asian countries in the twenty-first century, Thai-

land has been ranked as one of the most unequal in terms of income
distribution.® Using the Gini index to measure income distribution in
Southeast Asian countries, Pasuk revealed that in the 1960s Thailand
was a more equitable society than those of Malaysia and the Philippines.

The economic boom in the rmd-1980s, however, widened the income

gap in the Thai kingdom, and ‘today Thailand is head and shoulders
above its neighbors when it comes to income inequality.? Inequality in
Thailand becorhes even clearer if it is seen through the lens of quintiles.
Since the economic boom, the wealthiest 20 percent of Thais have
earned more than half of all national income. In 2000, especially, they
earned an all-time high of 57.42 percent of national income while the
lowest quintile earned a mere 3.95 percent. In other words, the gap in
incomes between the two strata was 14.54 times.® Not only do a few
Thais earn more than others, but the top quintile of Thais also has the
power to spend more money and acquire more consumer goods than
others do. In the 1990s, for example, the wealthiest 20 percent accounted
for 50 percent of national expenditures while the lowest quintile repre-
sented only 6 percent, and the gap in purchasing power between them
was eight times, a record high.® In addition to incomes and expendi-
tures, a few wealthy Thais own a disproportionate amount of land. In
2016, the top quintile of the Thal population owned 79.93 percent of all

"landed estates in the kmgdom whereas the lowest quintile possessed
merely 0.25 percent.” In the kingdom that is proudly called “the land of
all Thais,” the majority of land is ironically in the possession of a handful
of its citizens.

Capital in Thailand hasnot merely been hoarded by a specific stratum
of the population. It has also been highly concentrated in a specific re-
gion of the kingdom. That is, inequality in the kingdom can be illus-
trated through the differences in regional shares of the national popula-
tion and GDP.2In 1966 Bangkok accounted for 8 percent of the national
population and 24 percent of GDP, while the combination of the two
poorest regions of the kingdom—the Northeast and the North—held
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61 percent of the population and 33 percent of GDP. Four decades later
the gap between the capital city and these two regions had widened. In
2000, 10 percent of the national population lived in Bangkok, and its
share of GDP was 35 percent. In contrast, 53 percent of Thais lived in
the northeastern and northern regions, but this majority of Thais ac-
counted for merely 20 percent of GDP. While wealth has been increas-
ingly concentrated in the Bangkok metropolitan area, where industrial
factories, corporate buildings, and shopping malls are heavily packed,
poverty has been spreading throughout the countryside. According to
the NESDB, since the late 1980s, although the proportion of Thais who
live in poverty has gradually decreased in general, some regions have
higher concentrations of the poor. In 2000, for example, 6 percent of
Bangkok residents lived in poverty whereas 6o percent of northeast-
erners and 50 percent of northerners were categorized as poor.®

For some scholars, the fact that capital in Thailand has been highly
concentrated among the wealthiest 20 percent of the population and in
the capital city is an oversimplification. According to Pasuk, Thailand,
like the United States, has the “1 percent problem.”!? Behind the crowd
of wealthy Thais stands the very wealthiest elite. In the early 2010s, the
top four families alone owned 45 percent of the wealth of the fifty rich-
est families in the kingdom." The wealth of the kingdom's 1 percent,
T.F. Rhoden contended, would be even more evident if the examination
covered what scholars in Thai studies conventionally avoid—including
the monarch and his wealth in the ranks of Thailand’s wealthiest people.
By doing this, Rhoden unveiled that Rama IX, thanks to his estimated
wealth of US$41 billion in 2014, was the richest man not only in his
kingdom but in all Asian countries. Measuring the inequality of wealth
by the Material Power Index (MPI), Rhoden also showed that in 2014 .
Thailand’s gap between the average wealth of the top fifty richest people
(including the king at the top) and the average wealth per capita was
the widest in Asia.’? As a result, Rhoden concluded, “In materialist
terms, there are oligarchs in Thailand and the Thai monarch is at the
top of them all.”??

These problems of socioeconomic inequality, uneven development,
and capital concentration have been chronic in the kingdom since it be-
came a newly industrialized country. Feeling that they had been left
behind by the rapid train of socioeconomic changes, the majority of
Thais desperately hoped to find an alternative to the dominant form of
Thai capitalism in which the monarchy took the leadership role in the
state and the market. Their hope was realized at a critical juncture in
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Thai history at the turn of th
dom still struggled with the de
. crisis. As Pasuk and Chris Bak
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e twentieth-first century when the king-
>pression that followed the 1997 economic
er recapped the impact of the crisis among

the underclasses, “From mid-1998 onwards, the impact of the crisis

spread through rural society
sharply. The cost of importe

The international price of rice dropped
d inputs rose. Remittances from family

members working in the city shrank. Rural migrants lost their jobs and
were thrown back on the support of the rural family. The number in

poverty rose by 3 million, virt

ually all rural.”1¢

At this historic juncture, the poor did not suffer alone. Indeed, the
crisis made its presence felt among Thailand’s wealthy class. The

wealth of the CPB drastically

shrank, and many conglomerates owned

by Sino-Thai moguls were taken over by multinational corporations.

On top of that, millions of middle-class employees lost their jobs. As a
result, even the urban wealthy desperately needed someone who could
rescue the national economy from the crisis. At that moment, the stage
was set for a new actor to enter the Thai political arena—the area where
the monarchy was normally hegemonic—and play the heroic role of
solving the nation’s problems. In the 2001 general election, the first one
held after the crisis, Thaksin led his brand new party, Thai Rak Thai
(TRT), to a landslide victory with slogans such as “New Thinking and
New Action for Every Thai” and “The Heart of TRT is the People.”
Living up to its slogans, Thaksin’s party did something new in Thai
society. It set the politically inert masses of Thais into motion, motion
that Thaksin himself and even the monarchy could not control.

Tre CrRowN AND THE CONTENDER

On the surface, the rise of Thaksin should have been anything but a
threat to the throne and the bourgeoisie. Above all, he was an elite mem-
ber of the wealthiest class of the Thai population. According to his best-
selling biography, Eyes on the Stars, Feet on the Ground, Thaksin had a per-
sonal background that should have appealed to the bourgeoisie. He was
born into a Sino-Thai family and raised with the ethic of hard work and
frugality by his entrepreneurial father. Finishing at the top of his class
as an army cadet, he won a government scholarship to study abroad.
After earning a doctoral degree in the United States, he returned to his
home country-to work as a police officer but later quit that job because
he had an ambitious vision of introducing a cutting-edge industry he
had learned about in America~wireless telecommunications—to the
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domestic market.’ Starting with a small business, going bankrupt after
a risky investment but making a comeback with an innovative enter-
prise that made him an overnight billionaire, Thaksin personified the
rags-to-riches story that Thai entrepreneurs had long hoped to experi-
ence. Like other Sino-Thai businessmen, he rapidly made a large fortune
during Thailand’s economic boom in the late 1980s. The crown jewel of
his business empire—Shin Corporation—represented the new era in
the Thai economy. Instead of heavy industry and landed property,
Thailand in the millennial era would be driven by the service industries,
and Thaksin's telecommunications conglomerate was the frontrunner.
As the owner of an enterprise that promoted information technology,
computerization, and digital innovation, Thaksin could be considered
a visionary billionaire in the same league as capitalist icons such as Bill
Gates, Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg, and Jack Ma. On top of that, while
many Thai corporations went bankrupt after the 1997 crisis, Thaksin’s
business empire successfully weathered the storm and was one of the
few survivors among locally owned businesses.!® As a result, when
Thaksin declared in the 2001 campaign that he wanted to use his busi-
ness experience to help the struggling domestic enterprises, revive the
GDP growth, and take the country to the point where it could join the
exclusive club of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and De-
velopment, his personal background and ambitious campaign reso-
nated strongly with the urban bourgeoisie.”” In Bangkok, the electoral
district that had long supported royalist-conservative parties such as
the Democrat Party, the TRT took twenty-nine of thirty-seven seats in
the House of Parliament.’® The urban bourgeoisie clearly gave Thaksin
a chance to lead the country.

Likewise, in the beginning the relationship between the monarchy .
and Thaksin was not antagonistic. Even before Thaksin entered na-
tional politics, the Shin Corporation had been one of the major con-
glomerates that most frequently visited the palace and donated both
money and commodities to the royal family. According to Handley,
“Thaksin used his money to buy off the palace . . . [and] his generous
donations reaped him entry into Queen Sirikit’s circle . . . [where he
also] used his wealth to get close to the crown prince.”?® Especially
when the CPB was struggling after the economic crisis, it was Thak-
sin, Handley claimed, who bailed out royal businesses. In turn, when
Thaksin faced a charge of corruption just a few months after he took
office, according to McCargo, it was General Prem, the president of the
Privy Council, who bailed him out by using the royal network in the
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Constitutional Court to make a deal that called for Thaksin to keep the
monarchy’s loyalist associates in the army intact.? Even the monarch
.seemed to get along fairly well with the popularly elected premier. In
his 2003 birthday speech, Rama IX praised one of Thaksin’s policies, the
“War on Drugs,” despite the fact that it was criticized by the interna-
tional community after a large number of drug dealers were extrajudi-
cially executed.?* As-Kevin Hewison noted, what made the monarchy
tolerant of the rise of Thaksin was the specific historical context after
the economic crisis. Given his popular appeal to both the urban wealthy
and the rural poor—plus his record of loyalty to and financial sponsor-
ship of the royal family———Thal%sin was not snubbed but rather accepted
by the crown as the right person to prevent an uprising of the masses
who had suffered severely in!the crisis.?2 Meanwhile, Thaksin appar-
ently knew how to pay lip serﬁzice to the palace. While his government
essentially aimed to revive and deepen capitalism in Thailand, he fre-
quently declared in pubhc that Rama IX’s SEP would be the model for
the national economy.® |
This honeymoon period among the Thai wealthy—the richest
monarch on earth, the urban bourgeoisie, and the billionaire prime
minister—did not last long. Regardless of his personal intentions,
Thaksin governed the countr;f in a way that set the stage for a clash be-
tween him and the political alliance of the palace and the bourgeoisie.
That is, his administration had several innovative and distinctive fea-
tures that later developed into forces that challenged the hegemonic
status of the crown. Unlike his forerunners, Thaksin was the first prime
minister to secure popular support not only from the wealthy minority
in the capital city but also from the underprivileged majority in the
countryside. Taking 54 of 76 seats in the North and 69 of 138 seats in the
Northeast, the TRT gained popular support from the rural poor be-
cause its 2001 campaign aimed to promote, in Jim Glassman’s words,
“populist Keynesianism.”? Rather than following an IMF program of
fiscal austerity, as former governments had done after the economic
crisis, the TRT promised the lower classes that the new government
would spend massively and qulckly beyond the capital city. In a king-
dom where rural peasants and urban workers had historically been ne-
glected, burdened with debt, and unable to access health care, the TRT's
three major policies—an agrarian debt moratorium, a grant of 1 million
baht (US$22,700) to-every vﬂlage, and a 30 baht (US$0.68) per visit
scheme of universal health care—were groundbreaking. Once in office,
Thaksin not only dehvered what his party had promised but also
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launched a series of other policies that later became trademarks of his
populist government. These included affordable housing, supplies of
low-priced computers, subsidized credit for buying taxis, loans of bi-
cycles to young students so they could get to school, and a cheap life
insurance plan that cost policyholders 1 baht (US$0.02) a day.” With
these state-funded programs as part of the government’s “War on Pov-
erty” campaign, Thaksin quickly became a popular figure among the
Thai underclasses. “We are in a state of economic war,” he declared to
his grassroots supporters. “The poor are like wounded soldiers. If we
don’t cure their injuries, where shall we find the soldiers to fight the
war?”2

Despite his promotion of social welfare for the poor, Thaksin was
neither a vulgar demagogue nor a democratic socialist. Above all, he
was one of the richest capitalists in the kingdom, a member of “Thai-
land’s 1 percent,” and an ambitious billionaire who entered national
politics not only to maintain and protect his business interests but also
to do what capitalists do best, deepen capitalism. What drove Thaksin
and his party, which was host to many business tycoons who entered
politics for the first time, was a reaction to the damage inflicted by the
1997 economic crisis. Witnessing politicians, technocrats, an older gen-
eration of businessmen, and the palace all failing to steer the national
economy and safeguard local businesses from takeovers by foreign
capital, Thaksin believed that he could do a better job than those in of-
fice. Consequently, as Pasuk and Baker noted, Thaksin decided to lead
“a group of the major domestic capitalists who had survived the fi-
nancial crisis to capture state power with the explicit aim of using it to
protect and promote domestic capital.”? Furthermore, the invasion
of Thaksin and his capitalist crew in national politics after the crisis, |,
Hewison argued, was understandable if this phenomenon is viewed
through a Marxist lens. “An important point in the Marxist approach,”
Hewison wrote, “is the recognition that a crisis is often a starting-point
for a recomposition of capital, and new phases of investment. This re-
flects the tendency of natural competition between capitalists to become
more intense and for capitalists to turn to each other in times of crisis.”?
The political rise of Thaksin, therefore, can be seen as the emergence of
new capitalists who aimed to transform an outdated political and social
arrangement that had long been dominated by Thailand’s older capital-
ists. Likewise, Glassman argued that Thaksin tried not only to revive
but also to deepen capitalism with a new approach.?’ Facing problems
of overproduction, overcapacity, and capital concentration in Bangkok,
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each of which was among the
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main causes of the economic crisis, the

TRT attempted to implement new policies, which could be described,

in David Harvey’s term, as a
capitalists to survive the crisis
‘required three initiatives: the
environments, the transfer of a
of capital in secondary cities ir
duction costs and cheaper labo
sion and decentralization of ¢

spatial fix.” Making it possible for Thai
and prolong the life of Thai capitalism
creation of new urban spaces and built
dvanced technology, and the investment
 the countryside, which had lower pro-
1.0 Only through this geographic exten-
apital investment and the expansion of

domestic consumption, all of which Thaksin and his fellow capitalists

intended to do, could Thai cap

italists temporarily overcome the prob-

lems of profitability in the domestic market. The TRT, as Glassman ob-

served, “was promising a new sort of spatial fix for the.Thai economy,
with more wealth putatively to be invested and generated outside
Bangkok.”3!

Driven by a crew of capitalists, the TRT was composed of Thai-
land’s biggest enterprises in several business sectors: the largest tele-
communications conglomerate (Shin Corporation), the biggest agri-
business empire (CP), one of the largest housing developers (Land and
Houses), the fourth-largest telecommunications company (Jasmine),
the largest auto parts company (Summit), and two of the largest media

enterprises (Channel 3 and Grammy).32 Armed with this crew of capi-
talists, Thaksin’s government seemed to have an ambitious plan to ad-
minister Thailand not as a kingdom but as a company. Announcing to
the public, “A company is a country. A country is a company. They are
the same. The management is the same. It is management by econom-
ics. ... Economics is the deciding factor,”® Thaksin had a tendency to
treat his supporters, as Pasuk and Baker put it, “not so much {as] citi-
zens with rights, liberties, and éspirations, but rather [as] consumers,
shareholders, and factors of production.”® In addition to the distribu-
tion of social welfare, what Thaksin’s government unprecedentedly did
to the kingdom was provide capital to the multitudes outside Bangkok.
Promoting new entrepreneurs and consumers in Thailand’s country-
side, Thaksin’s policies included a grand scheme to “turn assets into
capital.” The government advocated more 'fjro‘d'lictive use of local labor
skills, capital reserves, and cultiral assets; the elimination of rules and
regulations, which raised the cost of starting a business; and the exten-
sion of governmentsdirected credits to the grass roots. It also promoted
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) through the marriage of
traditional craft skills and high technology, the stimulation of economic
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growth via private consumption, and the easing of age and income limits
on credit card ownership. Even though these programs were panned
by critics who claimed that they would eventually create household

_debt among the rural poor, Thaksin was not concerned but carefree.

“Under the capitalist system,” he proclaimed, “if villagers have no ac-
cess to capital, they have no opportunity to get something going for
themselves. And who will say it is debt? I will. If I had not been in debt

‘before, I would not be where I am today.” Thailand’s road to pros-

perity, for Thaksin, had only one route. It led to the engagement of all
Thais with capitalism as both producers and consumers. '

With this vision of Thailand as a company and Thai citizens as share-
holders, Thaksin tended to see himself not only as a prime minister but
also as the chief executive officer (CEO) of the country. Aiming to reform
the Thai bureaucracy, which had a reputation for red tape, corruption,
and loyalty to the crown instead of to the citizenry, Thaksin was politi-
cally ambitious and proposed a plan to implement the CEO system
among the kingdom'’s civil servants. Governors, for example, were pro-
moted by Thaksin as “CEO governors.” Fach had to draw up a provin-
cial strategy on the model of a corporate business plan, and each was

- responsible for economic growth in his own province. Crucially, each

could bypass the bureaucratic chain of command and report directly to
the prime minister. “With this CEO Governor model,” Thaksin stated
in front of al] the governors, who had been summoned to Bangkok to
learn business management, “I'm challenging the governors [to find
out] whether they are really managers.” The same kind of model was
designed for the foreign ministry under the scheme of “CEO ambassa-
dors.” Summoned to Bangkok to attend seminars on business mariage-
ment and instructed to actively promote the country’s economic interests .
overseas, Thai envoys got a signal from Thaksin, who warned, “This
[CEO] system will be a test of the ambassadors’ performance. And
those who don’t perform will be ousted, definitely.”?” In addition to
civilian bureaucrats, Thaksin extended his power to the military and
police by promoting his family members, in-laws, and former cadet
classmates to key positions.

What made Thaksin the virtual CEO of Thailand in the millennial
era, however, was not his power and influence over the state apparatus
but the active consent he gained from the country’s “shareholders.”
The first prime minister in Thai history to finish a four-year term in of-
fice, Thaksin led the TRT into the 2005 election with a campaign entitled
“Four Years of Rebuilding, Four Years of Building.” Even before this
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election, the TRT was the dominant party, occupying 296 of 500 seats in
the House of Parliament thanks to its landslide victory in the previous
election and its merger with medium-sized parties after that. The 2005
election, however, was the high point of Thaksin’s and his party’s
achievements. Out of 500 seats, the TRT swept 377, while the Democrat
Party, the second-largest and then the opposition party, took a mere 96.
It was the first time in Thai politics that one party had gained a victory
of this magnitude, and it could have led to a single dominant party
system for years to come. Popular support for Thaksin and his party
was evident not only among the rural majority but also among the
urban minority—in the Norzth, the TRT took 70 of 76 seats, in the North-
east 126 of 135, and in Bangkok 32 of 37.% Except for royalty, it is ex-
tremely rare to find anyorie in Thai history who enjoyed as great a
popular appeal as Thaksin did in the early 2000s. .

Although it seemed as though the aphorism “A rising tide lifts all
boats” rang true in Thaksin’s Thailand, his personal boat was apparently
lifted higher than those of the others. After two years in office, Thaksin
did deliver what he had pfomised to his supporters: he revived the
national economy after the economic crisis. In 2003 his government
repaid an IMF loan two years ahead of schedule and staged a public
celebration of this event as “independence day.” By the time Thaksin’s
first term of premiership came to an end, Pasuk and Baker noted, the
economy had completely recovered: “Most surviving firms had cleared
their debts, straightened their balance sheets, and begun to show a
profit. . . [while] banks ceaséd shrinking their commercial loan portfo-
lios and began to increase their lending to business. The overall level of
investment in the economy edged upwards.”%° During this phase of
national recapitalization, however, Thaksin’s business empire seemed
to reap a larger share of good fortune than his capitalist rivals did. Before
Thaksin became a prime minister, Shin Corp’s assets and market cap
were 37.8 billion baht (US$1 billion) and 46.1 billion baht (US$1.2 bil-
lion) respectively. Three years after Thaksin took office, the company’s
assets were worth 6o billion baht (US$1.5 billion) and its market cap
had skyrocketed to 113.8 billion baht (US$2.8 billion). Likewise, in 2000
Advance Info Service (AIS), a subsidiary of Shin Corp, registered its as-
sets and market cap as 59.1 billion baht (US$1.5 billion) and 97.2 billion
baht (US$2:5 billion) respectively. Just three years later AIS’s assets had
increased to-125 billion baht (US$2.9 billion) and its market cap had bal-
looned to 250 billion baht (QS$5.8 billion).#? Despite the fact that before
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taking office in 2001 Thaksin resigned from all positions in his companies
and transferred his shares to his wife and children, the public had long
been skeptical of the claim that he had given up control of his business
empire and wondered whether he used his power to advance his own
business interests at the expense of his rivals.

In 2006 the executives of Shin Corp shocked the nation by announcing
the sale of the company’s majority shares, held by Thaksin’s family, to
Temasek Holdings, an investment company owned by the government
of Singapore. In the most lucrative deal in the history of Thailand’s
stock market, Thaksin’s family netted approximately 73 billion baht
(US$1.9 billion) and, in accordance with Thai tax laws, their business
transaction was tax free. Although the sale of Shin Corp was legal and
Thaksin claimed that the deal was done by his son and daughters in
order to let him engage in politics without any accusation of a conflict
of interest, the so-called Thailand’s deal of the century drew heavy criti-
cism and provoked frustration among the urban bourgeoisie. Once a
national hero who promised to protect domestic enterprises from for-
eign capital, Thaksin was now seen as a traitor who sought only his
own profits at the expense of the national interest and selfishly sold a
Thai company to foreigners. “Corruption,” “Thaksin sold the nation,”
and the “capitalist-absolutist regime” rapidly became catchphrases
among members of the resentful bourgeoisie who took the streets of
Bangkok to demonstrate against the prime minister, who was deemed
unapologetic and arrogant in the face of a public backlash.®? The bour-
geois protesters, however, were not alone. Witnessing Thaksin’s rapid
accumulation of wealth, power, and popularity in millennial Thailand,
the crown was ready to strike back at the contender who threatened
both its popularity and its political dominance.

THE RovaListT REacTION

Once Thaksin won his landslide election in 2005, it was just a matter
of time before the monarchy finally intervened and toppled him. The
palace was driven to oust Thaksin, in McCargo’s words, “not because
of the Temasek deal, or because of corruption or abuses of power, but
because of his symbolic challenges to the monarchy.”* The challenge of
Thaksin to the hegemonic status of the crown, however, can be better
understood if it is examined not merely as a symbolic clash but also as a
product of the political, economic, and financial conflicts between them.
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Royal resentments of Thaksin, which were essentially reactionary re-
sponses to distinctive features of his administration, had the following
elements. :

Ta begin with, Thaksin competed with the monarch for popularity
among the lower classes. In the early reign of Rama IX, it had been
royalty who played a symbolic role as the saviors of the poor, and the
monarchy during the Cold War era had secured strong support from
the rural masses as the king and queen frequently visited remote prov-
inces, provided donated goods to the underprivileged, and patron-
ized rural artisans under royal projects. After the 1980s, however, the
poor majority felt that they had been left behind by the palace for.sev-
eral reasons. The aged and ailing king and queen lacked the physical
strength for rough travel and thus frequently stayed in.the capital city.
Poverty among peasants and workers was no longer a critical issue for
the palace after the demise o} communism in Thailand. Worst of all,
royal projects and charities were merely temporary panaceas instead of
systemic and permanent solutions to chronic problems of destitution,
underdevelopment, and lack of access to social welfare among the
poor. Instead, during the last two decades of the twentieth century, the
king and the royal family tended to prioritize urgent issues of rapid
urbanization and industrialization. In addition, the crown seemed to
enjoy a revered status among its new mass base, the nouveau riche in
the capital city, who not only promoted royal popularity in the mass
media but also financially sponsored the royal household and royal
charities.

The alliance between the monarchy and the urban bourgeoisie alien-
ated the multitudes of rural peasants and urban workers further when
the palace attempted to preach the king’s SEP to the lower classes.
Rama IX, according to Handley, had a history of attributing the poverty
of the lower classes to laziness, and the king usually viewed the poor as
children who did not know how to work.* Widely propagated by the
palace and the mass media after the 1997 crisis, SEP rubbed salt in the
wounds of the poor. Preaching to them to work harder, prudently save
and spend their money, and abstain from all consumerist activities, the
king’s ethical code treated the poor as if they were not the ones who
actually worked and labored for the overclass. This attitude implied
that conspicuous consumption was not for them but was exclusively
the preserve.of royalty and the bourgeoisie. Against this historical
background, it was understandable that Thaksin’s policies toward the
poor would subvert the royal ideology. Instead of servile and childish
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subjects, the poor were treated by Thaksin and his party as “share-
holders” of the country with their own rights—a right to demand and
receive social welfare from the state; a right to have a say in the alloca-
tion of the national budget; and a right to aspire, produce, and consume
in a capitalist state as much as the bourgeoisie did. Pouring money into
and providing credits, loans, and welfare to the poor, Thaksin’s popu-
list programs virtually liberated the multitudes from the royal ideology
and replaced it with a new one. Instead of living in a self-sufficient
economy, they, too, could lead wealthy and luxurious lives, as Thaksin
did, if only they embraced capitalism, entrepreneurship, and consumer-
ism. As Hewison put it, “Thaksin, the Porsche-driving modern entre-
preneur, offered a different approach to [rural peasants]. Far from
urging a return to the farm and being content with rural ‘sufficiency,
Thaksin's policies emphasised ‘getting ahead’ [and] producing for the
market and promoted entrepreneurism.”# As Thaksin’s policies strongly
resonated with the poor and his popularity among them seemed imper-
vious to his corruption scandals, there were growing concerns among
the royalty and the bourgeoisie. For the crown, the symbolic role of
royalty as the champions of the poor was seriously undermined by
Thaksin. Similarly, among the bourgeoisie, the wealthy class that praised
Rama IX as the “hardest-working father” of the nation, widespread feel-
ings of insecurity sprang up, feelings that “there might be more than
one ultimate core to the polity, more than one ‘father. 46

The conflict between Thaksin and the monarchy was also a conse-
quence of their different visions of Thai capitalism. Under monarchy-
led capitalist development, the role of the state was kept to a minimum.
Business sectors had autonomy in the market, and royal charities were
a prominent form of philanthropic relief for probleins of inequality, un- .
even development, and capital concentration. For decades, the crown
and the urban bourgeoisie had been the runway beneficiaries of this
model of Thai capitalism. Without systematic and official programs of
public welfare, social distribution, and state intervention, the royal
business empire and bourgeois enterprises mutually enjoyed an uninter-
rupted accumulation and concentration of capital. Their appropriation
of labor from the working class was not hindered by state regulations,
and their incomes and assets were left intact, free of any form of pro-
gressive taxation that aimed to create public benefits for ordinary Thais.
Instead the only form of public assistance in Thailand before the millen-
nial era was the “welfare monarchy,” a philanthropic practice through
which the bourgeoisie donated money to royal charities and the royal
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As bourgeois proper, Thaksin's capitalist crew undoubtedly had as a
primary goal the continued existence of bourgeois society, and thus a
proletarian revolution was hardly in their master plan-What distin-
guished Thaksin’s policies from monarchy-led capitalism, however,
was that the former proposed a new model of the capitalist state that
not only addressed the social grievances of the exploited classes but
also initiated state programs that could delay a crisis of capitalism and
a social uprising. According to Hewison, in order to maintain the social
and political order, Thaksin attempted to construct a “new social con-
tract” involving a number of policies that established “a higher level of
social protection than ever considered possible in the past.” The policies
of soft loans to rural villages and a universal health care scheme, Hewi-
son pointed out, exemplified how the “contract” was constructed and
realized between the capitalist government and the poor majority.%
Likewise, Glassman believed that Thaksin’s notion of a “spatial fix,”
based on the geographic expansion of capital investment and domestic
consumption, had a tendency to temporarily delay the next bout of eco-
nomic crisis and a social uprising in the kingdom.

The monarchy and the bourgeoisie, nevertheless, did not buy
Thaksin’s grand schemes. For the crown, the Keynesian-oriented pro-
grams would not only undermme the symbolic role of royalty as the
nation’s philanthropists but also challenge Rama IX’s long disapproval
of a welfare state. Similarly, members of the bourgeoisie did not even
consider Thaksin’s redistribution programs to be a mode of welfare
provision. Instead, they criticized those programs as demagogic poli-
tics that not only would waste their tax money on the poor majority,
who were seen as idle and improvident, but would also cause a budget
deficit and create national debt in the long run. The bourgeois resent-
ment of Thaksin, therefore, was not mainly based on either his corrup-
tion scandals or his promotion of global capitalism’s penetration into
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the domestic market. Instead, as Glassman noted, what this wealthy
class strongly opposed was not neoliberalism per se but the Keynesian
expenditures of Thaksin’s administration.®

Furthermore, when it came to national politics, Thaksin and the
monarchy were not on the same page. With unprecedented support
from Thai voters, Thaksin was confident that he had a popular mandate
to rule as the elected leader of the country. His CEO style of govern-
ment, however, irritated the palace. For decades the center of the Thai
polity was clearly the monarchy, and it was the unelected monarch
around whom elected premiers and ministers had to orbit. In other
words, Rama IX, especially in his late reign, had virtually acted as the
CEO of the kingdom, and thus from the palace’s point of view Thaksin
not only disregarded the classic proverb “If two ride on a horse, one
must ride behind” but also forgot the fact that he was a prime minister
of the kingdom not the president of the republic. In Rama IX’s provoca-
tive 2005 birthday speech, the king expressed his concerns about
Thaksin’s strong premiership, which many critics began to label “au-
thoritarian” and “absolutist-capitalist.” Given that Thaksin and his
cabinet ministers were sitting in front of Rama IX in the royal hall, the
king seemed to use his address to distinguish himself from the arrogant
premier, who had a habit of not only neglecting but also silencing many
critics of his government. “It is normal that a person wants to be praised
and that no one likes to be criticized,” Rama IX began his speech. De-
spite the fact that Thailand has the harshest punishment of 18se-majesté
in the world, the king surprised his audience by encouraging all Thais
to criticize him more often: “[The principle] ‘the king can do no wrong’
disrespects the king very much. Why can the king do no wrong? This
argues that the king is not a human being. The king can do wrong. ... .
The king must be offended and criticized. If there is no allowance for
the king to be offended, it is bad for the king.”*® Broadcast on television
and radio nationwide, this royal address seemed to invite the Thai au-
dience to construct a binary opposition between the king and the prime
minister—the former the humble “Lord of Life,” the latter the lordly
demagogue.

In addition to his strong and brash leadership, Thaksin was seen by
the crown as a threatening figure because of cronyism in his adminis-
tration. By appointing his cousins, capitalist associates, and former
classmates to key positions in the cabinet, the bureaucracy, the police,
and the army, Thaksin virtually created his own political network in
the face of the “network monarchy” that had secured its hegemonic
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status in Thai politics at the turn of the twenty-first century. Thaksin, in
McCargo’s words, had a ”deterr;mnation to create a new super-network,
centered entirely on himself, and characterized by a more hierarchical
structure.”®! Thaksin’s newly installed network made its presence felt
in the royal establishment when some high-ranking officers who were
critical of Thaksin but loyal to the throne were replaced with his asso-
ciates. The king, in turn, 51gnaled his disapproval by recruiting those
sacked officers into the Privy Council. 2 Among the last ten privy coun-
selors that Rama IX appointed dunng his reign, half had conflicts with
Thaksin’s administration or participated in the anti-Thaksin move-
ment.% The relationship between the prime minister and the palace hit
rock bottom in mid-2006 wheﬁn the president of the Privy Council,
Prem, publicly expressed his distaste for Thaksin to the military. As
Thongchai recapped this incident, “Using a horse-racing metaphor,
[Prem] told a military gathering that the elected government was
merely a jockey assigned to ridfe the horse but not the owner of it. The
military was reminded that they belonged to the monarchy, not to the
jockey.”* By arousing monarchist sentiments among the military—a
sleeping giant that had withdrawn from national politics in the early
19905-~the monarchy clearly sent a message to Thaksin. The army was
readily mobilized to protect the throne, and his days in office were
numbered. :

On top of that, a financial confhct between Thaksin and the monar-
chy inevitably set the stage for a clash between them. As capitalist en-
terprises normally do, Thaksin’s conglomerates and the royal business
empire both cooperated and competed with one another. Since the 1997
crisis, the CPB had become involved in Thaksin’s enterprises, and their
close relationship was exposed to the public by the sale of Shin Corp to
Temasek Holdings. In this hlStOTlC deal, the SCB, one of the three pillars
of the CPB's capital accumulation, was evidently the deal maker. Having
a longtime business relationship with the Singaporean corporation, the
SCB was the broker that invited Temasek into the deal, even facilitating
it and investing with the Smgapore institution in the acquisition of Shin
Corp. In this regard, if Thaksin was the “national traitor” who welcomed
the penetration of global capitalism into Thailand, he was not a solo
greedy capitalist but had partners in crime from the palace. Despite this
close collaboration between Thailand’s two business empires, the mon-
archy did not lsok fipon 'I'haksm as a trustworthy partner. As Hewison
noted, “It was the combination of Thaksin’s wealth and political power
that was most challenging for the manzgers of royal businesses, With
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Thaksin controlling the government, the conflicts of interest involved
could not have escaped palace scrutiny, as Thaksin and [the] TRT re-
warded their supporters handsomely.”® In this sense, Thaksin and his
capitalist comrades inevitably shook the royal establishment to the
core. For decades, business elites had passively allowed royal businesses
to enjoy their privileged status in the market in return for royal patron-

.age and honorifics. Thaksin and his capitalist associates, by contrast,

undermined this royal patronage by creating a business clique that not
only bypassed but also competed with the palace’s business network.
Thaksin’s threat to royal businesses, Hewison concluded, was that he
“not only competed economically with CPB firms but [he] challenged the
CPB by apparently failing to protect its special status.”* On top of mar-
ginalizing the political network of the monarchy, Thaksin twisted the
knife in the royal wound by emasculating the business network as well.
The palace seemed to understand quite well that an attempt to topple
Thaksin from power, unlike former royal interventions in Rama IX’s
reign, could not depend merely on royal and military powers. Instead,
as patliamentary democracy had established itself in Thailand since the
early 1990s without a military intervention, the political justification for
unseating the popularly elected prime minister had to come from the
Thai populace itself. The time could not have been better for the monar-
chy, as its bourgeois supporters, who initially seemed to be enchanted
by Thaksin’s policies, finally shared the crown’s resentment. In addi-
tion to state-funded populism, the lack of fiscal discipline, the violation
of human rights, and media censorship, the urban bourgeoisie increas-
ingly condemned Thaksin's administration as an embodiment-of greed,
corruption, and crony capitalism. The final straw came with the sale of
Shin Corp in early 2006, Rather than holding himself accountable by .
means of a parliamentary investigation and debate, Thaksin called fora
snap election just one year after having been reelected. He was confi-
dent that, although he had lost the support of the bourgeoisie in Bang-
kok, the majority of voters in rural provinces would bring him back to
power. His decision added fuel to the fire. Seeing that Thaksin had dis-
regarded their resentful voices, hundreds of thousands of high-ranking
bureaucrats, members of noble families, Sino-Thai businessmen, white-
collar workers, and urban entrepreneurs took to the streets of Bangkok
in early 2006 and rallied under the banner of the People’s Alliance for
Democracy (PAD). The PAD rallying point was obvious: the monarchy
was the institution with which the Thai bourgeoisie had long been
ideologically, economically, and politically allied. Alliance protesters
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sported yellow shirts to show éheir loyalty to Rama IX, and they were
proud to call themselves ”descendants of the Chinese (luk chin)” who
rallied to “Fight for Dad.” The most famous figure among their leaders
was Sondhi Limthongkul, a Smo—Tha1 media mogul who was very tal-
ented when it came to the task of arousing royalist sentiments. In a
landmark speech that launched the so-called Yellow Shirt movement,
Sondhi motivated his supporters by reading “The Lost Sheep,” a tale
written by an anonymous royalist. While criticizing the titular character,
a capitalist politician who is wealthy, corrupt, arrogant, and contrary to
the king’s vision of the sufficiency economy, this tale praises the pro-
tagonist “dad” who has long shepherded the nation. Vividly capturing
the way the urban bourgeoisie reviled Thaksin but revered Rama IX as
the father figure of the nation, the story begins with admiration for all
Thais when they look to their monarch. ‘

Dad always offers love'and warmth to his children . ..

Dad always teaches us to be honest and industrious,

So that we can have a good and sufficient life.

Dad nevér teaches us to accumulate wealth in order to be happy. .
Dad always teaches us that we can be moderately happy without wealth .". .
About his shoes, dad still frugally uses those old shoes.

When they are worn and torn, he%just repairs them.

The tale suddenly changes its tone, however, when the greedy
capitalist—the titular “lost sheep” —enters the scene, steals the spot-
light from the father king, and transforms Thailand into a capitalism-
driven kingdom. As the turning point of “The Lost Sheep” reveals:

But then, there is a stubborn child . . . [who] dares to fill dad’s shoes ..

Dad tells us that we.should practice the Sufficiency Economy Phﬂosophy
The lost sheep questions: How can we feed ourselves?

Go to live in a hut? Don't be stupid!

Dad tells us to develop the country hand in hand;

The lost sheep seeks the pﬂvaﬁzétion of public goods for his own profits.

With a goal of arousing royalist sentiments among the urban bour-
geoisie and mobilizing a street protest against the Thaksin government,
the tale ends with &powerful declaration: all Thais must be loyal to
their father king, not a capitalist demagogue like Thaksin. The tale ends
with “All children. Awake! Open your eyes! Your life belongs only to
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dad and no laws are required to promulgate {this fact]. Let us prostrate
ourselves before the feet of the Father of the Land.”¥

A binary opposition between Rama IX and Thaksin was brought
further into play by Sondhi and other PAD leaders once they attempted
to shift the Yellow Shirt campaign from protesting against an arrogant
premier to protecting the monarchy from republican conspirators.
Speaking on their protest stage, PAD leaders not only claimed that their
anti-Thaksin movement was supported and funded by the royals, but
they also alleged that Thaksin and his “communist associates” were
conspirators who planned to abolish the Chakri dynasty and transform
the kingdom into a single-party republic.?® The climax of the Yellow
Shirt movement came when its leaders decided to call for the crown to
make a political intervention. They petitioned the king to end Thaksin’s
“tyranny of the majority” by using the royal prerogative of appointing
anew prime minister and cabinet in Thaksin's place.? Nevertheless, as
Kasian Tejapira remarked, the palace “[took] note perhaps of the scale
of the pro-Thaksin mobilization and popular vote [and] ducked the
open use of the Royal Prerogative.”% Thanks to royal silence and a boy-
cott of an election by opposition parties, Thaksin's party secured an-
other landslide victory in April 2006 and set out to form a one-party
government.

The new government under Thaksin’s leadership, however, never
came to power. After the election, the crown finally made a move. Just
one day after winning the election, Thaksin announced that he would
step down as prime minister and give way to other TRT members. Ac-
cording to Kasian, this decision apparently came after Thaksin received
a message from the palace, the so-called whisper from heaven.5! The
power of royal speech became clearer a few days later when the mon-
arch spoke to the country’s judges and asked them to actively engage
with the controversial election that TRT had just won. In this landmark
speech, which launched judicial activism in Thailand, Rama IX not only
asked “Should the election be nullified?” but also gave a clue to the
answer to this question. “As far as I'm concerned,” the king said, “a
one-party election is not normal. The one-candidate situation is un-
democratic.” Ultimately the king demanded that the judges solve this
political problem: “When an election is not democratic, you should
look carefully into the administrative issues. I ask you to do the best
you can. If you cannot do it, then it should be you who resign, not the
government, for failing to do your duty.”®? Shortly after the king’s in-
tervention, the Constitutional Court ruled that the latest election was
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ew election was announced for Octo-
imously predicted that Thaksin and
ffice. Subsequently, the crown made
o oust Thaksin for good.

The 2006 coup d’état, the first coup in Thailand since 1991, was the
culminating point of the problems of the bourgeois monarchy. Despite
securing the consent of the urban bourgeoisie, the crown had struggled

to resonate with the majority of Th

ais, who felt alienated from the palace

and its bourgeois alliance. Yet, rather than using an ideological means
to win them back, the monarchy took a shortcut by returning to the use

of extraeconomic coercion to oppr
institution under a constitutional
ported but also actively involved
laboration between the monarchy
veiled when Thaksin was ousted.
Reforming the Democratic Regirr
Head of State, the coup instigators

ess the disloyal. Instead of a neutral
regime, the monarchy not only sup-
tself in the 2006 coup. The close col-
and the military was gradually un-
Calling themselves the Council for
e of Government with the King as
s received the king’s blessing within

hours of taking power. Portraits of the king and queen were overrep-
resented in the junta’s announcement on television. General Surayud
Chulanont, a privy counselor who was a political nemesis of Thaksin,

was regally handpicked as anew p
tary budget, the junta dramatically

rime minister. In addition to the mili-
increased the budget associated with

the royal household and its projects. While Thaksin's policies were de-
nounced as corrupt and thus terminated, the king’s SEP was adopted
by the junta as the kingdom's development plan and incorporated into
the new military-authored constitfution. Most important, lése-majesté
charges unfortunately rose from an average of 5.5 cases per year be-
tween 1993 and 2005 to 23 cases pef year between 2007 and 2009, with a
conviction rate of 94 percent.s ‘

Despite rule by decree and the abrogation of constitutional rights,
elections, and freedom of speech, the urban bourgeoisie was support-
ive of the coup. Many Bangkokians not only asked the military to deco-
rate tanks, rifles, and barricades with yellow ribbons and flowers, but
they also took pictures and shared them on social media in order to
show their solidarity with the junta.5 With these joyful urbanites as
royalist supporters, the king’s man as the new premier, the military in

charge of the government, Thaksin
dissolved and its-menibers banned
chy assumed that the pecking orde

living in exile, and the TRT forcibly
from politics, the bourgeois monar-
r had been restored. Unfortunately

for the monarchy, this assumption was wide of the mark.
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THE CROWN aND THE COMMONERS

Dubbed by Giles Ungpakorn “a coup for the rich,” the 2006 coup cer-
tainly left its mark on Thaksin’s supporters who were economically in-
ferior to the royals, generals, and urban bourgeoisie.®* However, the
poor resented the coup for more than the fact that it was planned and
carried out by the rich. Thaksin’s supporters were also aggrieved by the
coup because it deprived them of their political right to vote for their
favorite politicians who promoted policies that resonated with their
needs. By taking away the electoral right that empowered rural peas-
ants and urban workers in national politics, the coup was symptomatic
of the cracks in royal hegemony. As Federico Ferrara pointed out, “What
the royalist establishment appears to have now lost is the authority that
once allowed unelected institutions to impose their will without the sus-
tained application of physical coercion. The recent recourse to bullets
and emergency rule, as well as the hundreds of arrests for I2se-majesté,
are in this sense symptomatic of the diminished effectiveness of their
myths, their ideology, and their moral authority.”® Despite the restric-
tions, censorship, and punishment of Thaksin’s supporters, the monar-
chy still failed to work its magic on the disloyal. In the 2007 election,
the first one after Thaksin was toppled by the coup, the majority of Thai
voters, especially those in the North and the Northeast, still voted Thak-
sin’s proxy party—the People’s Power Party (PPP)—into office instead
of the Democrat Party, the monarchy’s and the military’s preferred
choice.”

Once again, rather than accepting and listening to the voices of these
resentful voters, the royalist bloc of the crown, the bourgeoisie, and the
army repeated the same mistake it had made a few years before. It .
undermined the popularly elected goverrunent through a series of extra-
parliamentary tactics. Inactive under the junta’s rule, PAD members
came back to life once Thaksin’s proxy party was in power. They donned
yellow shirts yet again, protested in the streets, and virtually paralyzed
Bangkok by seizing Government House, the Parliamentary House, air-
ports, and highways. Reinforcing its judicial activism, the Constitu-
tional Court delivered two controversial decisions that ultimately un-
seated Thaksin’s proxies. The first verdict disqualified the then prime
minister Samak Sundaravej because he hosted weekly cookery shows
on television while in office and thus allegedly created a conflict of in-
terest. Another verdict ruled the PPP guiity of electoral fraud and led to
the dissolution of the party. Finally, with the defection of former PPP
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members and the military’s support, the Democrat Party was able to
form a coalition government in 2008 led by Abhisit Vejjajiva, an Eton-
and Oxford-educated prime minister who was widely supported by
the urban bourgeoisie and the palace. Publicly endorsed by the palace,
Abhisit was dubbed by the media “the deva-given premier.”
Witnessing the tripartite coalition of the monarchy, the army, and
the bourgeoisie seizing power back using any extraparliamentary means
necessary, Thaksin’s supporters and antijunta activists, who gradually
coalesced after the 2006 coup under the banner of the United Front for
Democracy against Dictatorship (UDD), finally made a countermove.
From late 2008 to mid-2010, t}{ey initiated mass demonstrations in
Bangkok and protested against political interventions by the monarchy,
the army, and the judiciary. Ul?imately. they demanded-that Abhisit
dissolve the parliament and hold a new election. Dressing in red, UDD
participants were commonly calléd the “Red Shirts,” a color-coded nick-
name that depicted them as a political nemesis of the “Yellow Shirts.”
Despite mobilizing the largest mass movement in Thai history, with hun-
dreds of thousands of protesters in the capital city and millions of sup-
porters in the countryside, the Red Shirts failed to overthrow Abhisit’s

government. Instead the government ordered the military to repress the

Red Shirt protesters in 2009 and

2010. The latter crackdown was brutal,

as ninety-two people were killed and more than seventeen hundred in-
jured.®® After this bloody repression, the Red Shirt movement never re-
gained its strength. Its supporters largely disbanded under pressure.

Some went underground, some
injail.

ived in exile, and some were left to rot

In spite of their tragic defeat, the Red Shirts had a considerable im-
pact on Thai politics, some of which was nothing short of revolution-
ary. It was the first time since the overthrow of the absolute monarchy
that the multitudes of Thai commoners not only expressed their resent-
ment of the crown in public but also dared to profane and mock roy-
alty. Who were the Red Shirts? What made them resentful of the mon-
archy? How did they mock the royals in the kingdom where the charge
of 12se-majesté was draconian and arbitrary? I investigate these ques-
tions in order to show that there were more than just antimonarchist
sentiments among commoners in the twilight of Rama IX’s reign. In-
deed, this investigation also reveals the critical challenges the bourgeois

monarchy faced whérit came to class conflicts in Thailand’s capitalist
society.
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UNPACKING THE UNDERPRIVILEGED

Like any mass movement, the Red Shirts comptised a variety of partici-
pants with a wide range of backgrounds in terms of age, income, occu-
pation, education, and geographic residence. This diverse composition,
however, should not lead to the conclusion that attempts to conceptu-
alize and classify this movement are fruitless, as some scholars tended
to do.® In fact the Red Shirt movement had prominent features that
were noticeably based on social class. According to a survey by the Asia
Foundation, the majority of the Red Shirt protesters did share some
common background. They lived in rural provinces, especially in the
North and Northeast, and their occupations were associated with farm-
ing, manual labor, and trades. Moreover, their monthly incomes were
below the national average, and they rarely held degrees beyond sec-
ondary school.” In comparison, the same survey presents the dominant
features of the majority of the Yellow Shirt protesters. They lived in the
capital city and worked for the civil service or in business. On top of
that, their monthly incomes were higher than the national average, and
they mostly held degrees from institutions of higher education.” In
light of this comparison, it is possible to make a sketch classifying who
the Red Shirts were. Even though they did not live in absolute poverty,
the Red Shirts were the underprivileged classes of rural peasants and
urban workers who had amassed relatively little wealth, worked for
lower wages, and had less job security and education than the urban
bourgeoisie.

In addition to the Asia Foundation survey, contemporary research
by scholars in Thai studies can help explain in depth not only the socio-
economic backgrounds but also the political views of the Red Shirts. .
According to Naruemon Thabchumpon and McCargo, many Red Shirts
were not completely impoverished or led primitive lives as their urban
compatriots derogatorily alleged. Instead they were “urbanized villag-
ers” who engaged in seasonal and market-oriented farming and owned
some land. While not well off, they were not especially poor, and some
migrated to Bangkok or surrounding provinces seasonally in order to
work as manual laborers or in the service sector. Most important, they
did not disdain capitalist development but looked for it, and thus they
widely supported Thaksin’s policies such as the state funding of SMEs
and the promotion of a consumerist society.” Ethnographic accounts
by Charles Keyes and Andrew Walker illustrate further the daily lives
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and political perspectives of the Red Shirts. Calling them “cosmopoli-
tan villagers,” Keyes studied the Red Shirts in the Northeast and found
that they had immersed themselves in global capitalism. Instead of tra-
ditional rice farmers, many northeasterners had joined the global labor
force by working not only in Bangkok but also in the Middle East, East
Asia, Europe, and North America. With savings from migrant work,
some became pioneering entrepreneurs in their own villages. Despite
their low level of education, they made up for that shortcoming with their
experience of cosmopolitan cultures and urban life overseas. Given their
immersion in global capitalism, these Red Shirts in the Northeast did
not feel alienated; they appreciated Thaksin’s distribution of capital to
their villages.” Likewise, many Red Shirts in the northern provinces, as
Walker put it, were “middle-income peasants” who supported Thaksin
not because they had been ”bought" or “brainwashed” by him but be-
cause they considered him the most attractive candidate on offer—the
one who delivered leadership, r resource allocation, capitalist develop-
ment, and administrative competence to their villages.”

In addition to studies that focused on the Red Shirts as the rural
peasantry, Claudio Sopranzetti and Glassman examined the Red Shirts
as the urban working class. Studymg Red Shirt migrants who worked
as motorcycle taxi drivers in Bangkok, Sopranzetti reported that these
drivers often operated as mediators between members of the urban
bourgeoisie and their capitalist activities. As providers of transporta-
tion, they helped many white-collar workers beat the traffic with a quick,
flexible, and affordable means of commuting to corporate buildings or
high-end shopping malls in downtown Bangkok. They also often served
the urban bourgeoisie as personal assistants who were asked to pay
bills, deliver mail, and wait in line to buy brand-name commodities.
According to Sopranzetti, this daxly interaction with a bourgeois life-
style had long sown capitalist aspirations among the motorcycle taxi
drivers—the desire to have a better life in cities and enjoy conspicuous
consumption like an ordinary bourgems and Thaksin simply un-
leashed these desires with his capltahst -driven policies.” Capitalist
aspirations among the Red Shirts were vividly illustrated in one of the
interviews Sopranzetti conducted with those drivers. In response to a
question about why he had to migrate and work in Bangkok, one driver
confessed, “There is nothing to do [in the countryside]. I need to save
first to give a gdod éducation to my children. [ have to buy them shoes,
uniforms for school, to have them study English, to buy a computer.
With what money? Should I]ust glve them the same life ] had, working
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in a field for no profit, without the opportunity to study? What should
Ido?"7

Similarly, Glassman revealed that the Red Shirts were not merely
concentrated in rural villages; they also could be found among the
urban classes of “proletarian, lumpen-proletarian, and postproletarian
workers, many from outside Bangkok, but many from Bangkok’s peri-
urban periphery, and even from the specific groups of workers in the
city.”” The latter included taxi drivers, paupers in Bangkok’s slum com-
munities, and poor women who labored in the sex industry. With the
demise of communism and the rapid transformation of the kingdom
into a newly industrialized society, capitalism became “the only game
in town” in Thailand, and it strongly encouraged participation by the
working class and even some of the most marginal social groups.”
Touching on female Red Shirts, a particular group that is still under-
studied, Glassman unveiled capitalist desires among these female dis-
sidents. Migrating from rural villages to sell their labor in Bangkok,
many poor women chose to work in the sex industry as prostitutes and
showgirls because the money they earned in these jobs helped them
improve their material prospects and class mobility. It was also this
kind of capitalist aspiration that drove the poor women to work in
Thailand’s sweatshops, whose work forces had recently been femi-
nized.”” As a result, what made Thaksin appealing among these urban
workers, Glassman concluded, was that he effectively invited millions
of subaltern Thais to the electoral table to choose their preferred candi-
dates, who not only promised but also delivered pro-capitalist pro-
grams that could improve their lives.®® Unfortunately, these capitalist
desires among the Red Shirts were seen by the palace and the bour-
geoisie as less than desirable.

Tug DISILLUSIONMENT OF THE DISILLUSIONED

In the early twentieth century, Prince Wongsanuprapat, a minister of
agriculture under the absolute monarchy, had a chance to survey the
daily lives of rural peasants in Siam. Observing that they all lived in
destitution, the Bangkok prince with a degree from Denmark came to a
simple conclusion: Siamese peasants were impoverished not because
they had insufficient capital to undertake farming but because they
were “irresponsible, wasteful, and lacking perseverance,” “dissipated,”
“thriftless and uneconomical,” and “unprepared with deplorable con-

sequences.”®! A century later Thailand’s socioeconomic changes had -
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This series of desperate attempts to tame the multitudes of the lower

classes in Thailand is similar to Marx’s argument about the ruling class
and its ideology in capitalist society; the bourgeois ideology preaches
mythical ideas such as “ascetic sacrifice” and “original sin” to the work-
ing class. In the Grundrisse, Marx pointed to contradictions in the bour-
geois virtues of asceticism, industriousness, and frugality, the particular
ethics that classical economists promoted as the fountain of the wealth
of nations. The firt-contradiction is that these ethics have long been
promoted to legitimize the wealthy status of those who do not actually
labor, sacrifice, or withdraw their money from an investment in the
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market, that is, the bourgeoisie itself. Preaching to the working class that
the practice of self-denial, hard work, and thriftis the only path to enrich-
ment, the béurgeoisie, according to Marx, justifies its wealth by claiming
that “the capitalist too brings a sacrifice, the sacrifice of abstinence, in that
he grows wealthy instead of eating up his product directly.”® What has
been distorted under this ideology is the fact that it is labor instead of
ascetic sacrifice that begets wealth for the bourgeoisie. “Someone may
castigate and flagellate himself all day long like the monks etc.,” Marx
sarcastically noted, “and this quantity of sacrifice [that] he contributes
will remain totally worthless.”8

Another contradiction is that bourgeois ethics are never meant to be
universally practiced by the working class. As Marx argued, if all prole-
tarians did what the bourgeoisie asks them to do—working tirelessly
and saving money by abstaining from consumption in order to invest
their savings in production as new entrepreneurs—they would become
capitalists instead of laborers, and therefore labor would become capi-
tal. For Marx this scenario is contradictory because under capitalism
capital “can posit itself only by positing labour as not-capital,” and
once labor is no longer not-capital but capital itself, “the concept and
the relation of capital itself would be destroyed.”® Instead bourgeois
ethics, according to Marx, ask workers to be abstinent, industrious, and
frugal only to the extent that they can reproduce their labor for produc-
tion and survive capitalist crises at their own expense. In other words,
the actual function of bourgeois ethics is to serve the capitalists’ de-

. mands that workers “should save enough at the times when business is

good to be able more or less to live in the bad times, to endure short
time[s] or the lowering of wages,” and that they “should always hold to
aminimum of life’s pleasures and make crises easier to bear for the capi-
talists.” Further, they should “maintain themselves as pure laboring
machines and as far as possible pay [for] their own wear and tear.”%8
Marx’s critique of bourgeois ethics is also manifest in volume 1 of
Capital. Drawing a parallel between the story of original sin in theology
and the theory of inequality in classical economics, Marx pointed out
that, while the former clearly provides the origin of “how man came to
be condemned to eat his bread in the sweat of his brow,” the latter
never tells the audience exactly how inequality or poverty arises in the
first place.® The history of economic original sin, Marx noted, has been
narrated as if “Long, long ago there were two sorts of people; one, the
diligent, intelligent and above all frugal élite; the other, lazy rascals,
spending their substance, and more, in riotous living.” Thus, “the former
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sort accumulated wealth, and the latter sort finally had nothing to sell
except their own skins.”? As a result, some of the most noticeable con-
tradictions in capitalist society have never been explained but remain
concealed by bourgeois economists. These are the contradictions that in
this society there is not only {'the poverty of the great majority who,
despite all their labour, have up to now nothing to sell but themselves”
but also “the wealth of the few that increases constantly, although they
have long ceased to work.” What is left untold by this tale of natural-
born differences between the rich and the poor, Marx highlighted, is a
history of primitive accumulation in which “conquest, enslavement,
robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest part,” and in which
“great masses of men are suddenly and forcibly torn from their means
of subsistence, and hurled onto the labour market as free, unprotected
and rightless proletarians.”®* Despite this violent history of expropria-
tion, the bourgeoisie hypocritically credits its self-proclaimed virtues of
self-sacrifice, diligence, and thrift as the origin of its fortunes.

Armed with Marx’s critiques of bourgeois ethics, no one should be
surprised to see that the bourgeois monarchy in Thailand desperately
attempted to defend its ruling ideology. The stakes were high for the
monarchy. It was a matter of whether the subordinate classes still bought
into what had long been preached—the royal ideology that there are
intrinsic differences in traits between the alliance of the wealthy group
of royalty and the Sino-Thai middle class in Bangkok and the under-
privileged majority in the rural provinces. That ideology maintained
that the former enriched themselves through industriousness, parsi-
mony, and abstinence while the latter still lived in destitution because
they lacked those traits. Instead of demanding the provision of welfare
and capital, the royal ideology went, the poor majority should follow
the king’s supposed example by abstaining from consumption and
taking care of themselves at their own expense. This same ideology also
maintained that the origin of the monarchy’s wealth was nothing like
its actual history of exploitation, royal monopoly, and military oppres-
sion in the feudal era. If all these firmly established myths still worked
their magic on the underclasses, the status quo that had maintained the
monarchy at the top of the politico-economic hierarchy in Thailand
would have been left intact. With this concern about the defense of the
ruling ideology, one of the most urgent policies that the junta leaders
launched after they took power from Thaksin was the indoctrination of
SEP in rural provinces, especially those in the North and Northeast.
The junta’s attempt to “win the grassroots back for the King,” however,
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did not alleviate but actually aggravated the provincial alienation from
the crown,

With the exception of Daniel Unger, who praised SEP as “a sort of
survival guide for poor Thais enmeshed in globalized markets,” most
scholars in Thai studies mutually agreed that the king’s vision of the
Thai economy was out of touch with the daily lives of the lower classes.”
Again ethnographic research that examines the everyday lives of the
Red Shirts is helpful for understanding why SEP failed to resonate with
the grass roots. According to Keyes, SEP was based on the elitist depic-
tion of the subsistence economy of the Northeast in the 1960s. As north-
easterners since the economic boom had “reoriented their economic
life away from self-subsistence to producing cash crops for the market
and then to dependence on earnings in urban Thailand and overseas,”
Keyes revealed, these “cosmopolitan villa gers” felt that they had not
only been misunderstood but also humiliated by a bygone image that
the crown and the urbanites tried to impose on them.% Also studying
the Red Shirts in the Northeast, Pattana Kitiarsa argued that “the po-
litical world of rural Thai villages has been closely intertwined with
both the national and global economies” and rural villagers are not
only “consumers, not different [from] urban dwellers” but also “so-
phisticated political entrepreneurs . . . [with] greater awareness of their
rights as active citizens.”® As a result, Pattana concluded, “it would
be a grave mistake to view [the rural village] as a self-sufficient moral-
economic unit, embedded in traditional ways of economic and political
life.”%

Furthermore, Phruek Thaothawin provided an insight into how the
implementation of SEP in a rural village in the Northeast eventually

ended in disaster. The junta’s budget of 10 billion baht (US$336 million) .

for an application of SEP nationwide had been spent by local Thais to
create not the common good but the Potemkin villages that were de-
signed to please the royals and bureaucrats who came to visit-them
once in a while. Given its moral tone and detachment from the local
practice, SEP was not embraced by local villagers but was considered
by them, as Phreuk put it, to be “a political tool to control people in the
countryside instead of improving their lives.”% Walker came to a simi-
lar conclusion when he studied northern villagers. Although these
“middle-income peasants” obtained their subsistence via market trans-
actions, continually withdrew from agricultural activities, migrated to
labor in cities and overseas, and even owned nonagricultural enter-
prises, SEP still depicted them using an image from the agrarian past,
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one that insisted that they still lived in a precapitalist community where
there “are no neighbors, and no sign of a road, village or market, let
alone an electric line, mobile phone tower or satellite dish!” For Walker,
this royal vision of “Adam and Eve in Eden” was “simply not consistent
with the economically diversified livelihood strategies pursued by rural
people in contemporary Thailand.”?

As if the elite’s prejudice toward their economic activities were not
enough, the Red Shirts had to endure the political prejudice of the mon-
archy and urban bourgeoisie. A series of events after the 2006 coup are

recapped here to highlight how
Shirt worldview. On October 1
Princess Chulabhorn, presided

7 that political prejudice shaped the Red

over the funeral of a Yellow Shirt pro-

tester and remarked that the deceased was “a good girl who had helped

to protect the country and the

monarchy.”? For the Red Shirts, this

event was significant, as the royals, who had been indifferent to the

political demands of the grass

oots, had finally shown their true colors

by standing firm with the bourgeoisie. October 13, consequently, was

remembered by the Red Shirts
sciousness was awakened. The
ta sawang).®® Another insult was

as the day on which their political con-
y dubbed it the Eye-Opening Day (wan
added to the injury when the Red Shirts

mobilized a protest in downtown Bangkok during April and May 2010.
Asking for a dissolution of the royalist government and a new election,
the Red Shirt demonstration, which drew as its participants both rural
peasants and urban workers, was widely reviled by the urban bour-
geoisie. Dehumanizing the Red Shirts by calling them “red water buf-
faloes [khwai daeng],” the bourgeoisie was irritated by the masses of
protesters who not only disrupted their urban rounds of working and

shopping in downtown areas b

ut also showed signs of disobedience to

royal hegemony.'® On May 16, 2010, just three days before the brutal

crackdown on the Red Shirts,
who was actively engaged wi

Pongpat Wachirabunjong, a Thai actor
th the Yellow Shirt movement, gave a

speech that not only spoke the bourgeoisie’s mind but also implicitly

gave a license to the army to crack down on the Red Shirt protesters.

Echoing a popular discourse among the bourgeoisie that Rama IX was
the father figure of the kingdom, Pongpat warned those “children”
who no longer loved their “dad” to get out of “dad’s house.”

Dad is a pillar®of:a house. My house is very big. We have many

people living together. Ever

since I was born, this house has been

very beautiful and homey. For it to be like this, the ancestors of our

3,2008, Queen Sirikit, accompanied by -
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dad lost sweat and blood and sacrificed their lives to be able to
build this house. Up to this point, dad is still working tirelessly to
look after this house and to care for the happinéss of anyone under
this roof. If someone is angry at another, whoever that may be, and
then transfers that anger onto our dad, hates our dad, insults our
dad, and has thoughts about chasing our dad out of this house, I
would have to go out to that person and say, “If you hate our dad
and do not love our dad anymore, you should leave because this is
our dad’s house, because this is our dad’s kingdom.”1%!

Like the bourgeoisie, the monarchy apparently had no mercy for the
Red Shirt dissidents. Although the royals normally conducted a political
intervention when military repression of civilians was out of propor-
tion, they were silent during the 2010 crackdown. What seemed to hurt
the Red Shirts most was the absence of public condolences from the
palace on the deaths of their comrades in the streets. Instead what the
monarchy did after the crackdown simply aggravated them further.
Accompanied by the crown prince, the queen presided over the funeral
of a colonel who was killed during the crackdown, praised him as “a
good soldier who protected the nation,” and gave the fallen soldier
one of the most prestigious chivalric orders.12 A year later Princess
Chulabhorn gave an exclusive interview on a popular talk show and
unveiled what the Red Shirts had suspected: the crown was not indif-
ferent to but was instead resentful of their mass demonstration in Bang-
kok. In the interview, the princess openly blamed the Red Shirts for the
deepening crisis in Thailand and claimed that their political actions had
brought sorrow to the king and queen.1®

According to Khorapin Phuaphansawat, it was this series of expres-
sions of royal prejudice that the Red Shirts had to endure during their
political movement that radically transformed their political conscious-
ness. In the early stages of their formation, Thaksin’s supporters and
antijunta activists still dressed in yellow to please the crown. They criti-
cized the extraconstitutional role of the privy counselors but never
went as far as to criticize the royal family. Later they switched their
dress code from yellow to red —the color formerly associated with Thai
communists—and became more critical of the monarchy as an institu-
tion, making no exception for the monarch and other members of the
royal family.1% Disillusioned by the royal ideology, the Red Shirts were
indeed the crown’s worst nightmare. They did not simply criticize and
mock royal hypocrisies but also revived and spread what the monarchy
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~-antimonarchist sentiments and re-

publican ideas. Unfortunately for the crown, the Red dissidents appar-
ently let the genie out of the bottle. :

THE Mockep MONARCHY

The act of discussing, criticizing, or mocking the monarchy has long
been prohibited by the law of lése-majesté in Thailand. Based on Thai

Criminal Code, section 112, whic
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of what actions constitute a defama-
> monarchy, the law leaves plenty of
judges normally use it to cover any
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plaints can be filed by any person against anyone else, it has become a
political tool through which not only the state but also ordinary people
in civil society can silence those who appear to be critical of the crown.
As a result, what makes Thailand unique among other states today that
still have a law of lése-majesté, Streckfuss remarked, is that in the Thai
kingdom lése-majesté is “not merely a crime against the reputation of
the royals but a national security offense” and that the lése-majesté law
is aggressively applied “to defend the institution of the monarchy
rather than the person of the monarch.”1%

Despite this draconian law and its arbitrary implementation, the Red
Shirts still found a way to express their resentment of the monarchy,
and the royals had no one to blame but themselves. As the crown had
played down its traditional imagés, which were associated with reli-
gion, national security, and courtly extravagance, during the last two
decades of the twentieth century while building up its bourgeois images
in public, the bourgeoisification of royalty’s natural bodies turned out
to be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the transformation of the
Thai royals from untouchable, mysterious, and holy beings in public to
more industrious, frugal, and down-to-earth people widely resonated
with the urban bourgeoisie. On the other hand, this desecration of and
disenchantment with-the crown brought the royals, who were tradi-
tionally treated like gods in the heavenly sky, down to the vulgar affairs
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on earth and provided an opportunity for the grass roots to monitor,
expose, and mock the differences between what royalty pretended to
be and what they actually were. In other words, once the king no longer
acted like the “Lord of Life” and “Lord of the Land” but an ordinary
“dad” who was beloved by his bourgeois “children;” he became an
easy target whom the Red Shirts.could mock whenever they found that
his life was not as mundane as advertised.

Furthermore, the popularization of the monarchy through the mass
media turned out to be a mixed blessing. Through the culture industry
of print advertising, television, film, music, the internet, and mobile
applications, the mass advertising of the monarchy successfully created
the passive and royalist army of the bourgeoisie in Thailand’s capitalist
society. However, it was precisely this new means of communication
that empowered what James C. Scott called “weapons of the weak”

- among the lower classes. With the advent of affordable printing and

accessible social media sites such as Facebook and YouTube, the Red
Shirts could share their gossipy tidbits, nicknames, rumors, jokes, and
criticisms of the monarchy with a mass audience in a short period of
time.!% These everyday arts of resistance among the Red Shirts can be
categorized into the following four major themes—the themes that
clearly negated the bourgeois perception of the monarchy in the main-
stream media.

The Negation of the Hardworking King

While Rama IX and the royal family had been prdised by the bourgeoisie
as hardworking royals who tirelessly labored for the country, deroga-
tory and satirical remarks about the monarchy that were shared among
the Red Shirts offered a different account. Royalty only appeared to be .
diligent in public, they claimed, and the ones who had long industriously
labored for the nation were actually the commoners. As a dialectical
response to the bourgeois obsession with Rama IX as a hardworking
king, one that could be seen through the popularization of the iconic
portrait of Rama IX raising a finger to the tip of his nose to wipe away a
drop of sweat, the rallying point of the resentment among the Red
Shirts was the overstatement of the king’s sweat in the mass media. In
the song “One Drop of Sweat,” a Red Shirt rock band, Faiyen, kills two
birds with one stone. It mocks the king’s work ethic, which was adver-
tised as if a drop of sweat from him alone could improve the material
prospects of all Thais. In addition, the band turns the ruling ideology
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Iping, the king’s drop of sweat hurt the .

One drop of sweat cannot build the nation.

Whose drop of sweat? That drop of sweat is well remembered.

The sweat of peasants has flowed for hundreds of years,

Pouring through this land more than the Chao Phraya River ever does.

The sweat of Thais founded their land,

But it is claimed by parasitical feudalists.

The Thai homeland has been built from blood-and tears,

But it has become a land which is sucked and eaten by feudalists.

The country belongs to all the people. .

The rights of Thais thus belong to all Thais.

Don’t claim that you are superior to the people in this land.
All property in this land must belong to all Thais. .

One drop of sweat makes the naﬁén underdeveloped.
Thailand has to face the vice of poverty.
One drop of sweat hurts all Thais.
- The country has been poor and frustrated because of one drop of sweat.}?”

This seditious theme of diminishing the value of the king’s sweat
while highlighting the contributions of hardworking commoners was
also emphasized by a Red Shirt poet, Phiangkham Pradapkhwam. In
the poem “The Ones Who Work Industriously Are the People,” Phiang-
kham undermines the bourgeois perception that Rama IX was the hard-
est worker in the kingdom by asking a proyocative question: “Who ac-
tually are the hard workers?” As the poem reveals, it is the masses who
not only develop the country but also feed the ruling class. As aresult,
it is the sweat of ordinary people that should be saluted.

Drops of sweat that flood the saturated land . ..
-Originated from no one else but the people.. ..
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Who actually are the hard workers?
Who are the enduring and suffering ones?

Who actually carries whom on their shoulders?

Who sacrifices with their blood soaking the land?
Who actually are the ones standing firm and fighting?
No one else but the people, the people, the people!!108

In addition to songs and poems, seditious messages among the Red
Shirts regarding the “royal sweat” also found visual expression. In a:
mass rally of the Red Shirts on September 19, 2010, the first rally after
the military crackdown, antiroyal graffiti were found on construction
fences and walls near the rally site in downtown Bangkok. Even though
the graffiti were quickly removed by the police, some observers took
pictures and circulated them online. According to Serhat Unaldi, “One
of the most daring graffiti depicted the king as Hitler wearing an eye
patch. Someone added to the picture a drop falling from the figure’s
nose and the expression phra-setho saksit (holy perspiration). This was a
reference to a famous photo that shows the king sweating from the tip
of his nose.”’® What should be added to Unaldi’s account is that this
visual mockery of the king has a double meaning. It teases not only the
bourgeois obsession with the king’s sweat and the totalitarian-oriented
regime that the monarchy and the military tended to establish. In fact,
as someone added another expression to the graffiti, “the blind who
never smiles (crippled),” the Red Shirts also mocked the corporeal body
of the king. While the bourgeoisie admired the physical strength of
Rama IX as he relentlessly traveled to many rural villages in the Cold
War era, the Red Shirts mocked his physicality in three ways. He was
mocked as a one-eyed man, an image derived from a report that he lost
his right eye in a car accident when he was young; as the monarch who
never smiled because of his stoic look in public; and as a crippled man
since the octogenarian monarch barely worked in the late years of his
reign but struggled with sickness and mostly stayed in a hospital. In
light of these examples, it is clear that there were signs of a breakdown
in the royal ideology among the Red Shirts. The king was no longer
seen as the hardest worker in the kingdom but as a crippled royal who
no longer worked. The popular image of the hardworking king was de-
bunked as it overshadowed the contributions of ordinary people who
actually worked and fed the royals. Most important, a work ethic was
considered a virtue that belonged to commoners rather than royalty.
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The Negation of the Frugal King

While Rama IX was praised by the bourgeoisie as the frugal king due to
his ascetic lifestyle and his SEP model, the king’s ethic of frugality was
ridiculed by the Red Shirts. In a song titled “Advertising Gone Wrong,”

Faiyen mocks the monarch in various ways. The bourgeois obsession
with Rama IX's empty toothpasteg tube, which was popularly promoted
as a symbol of the king's ethic of frugality, is ridiculed as nonsense. The
royal news at 8:00 p.m. that daily promotes SEP is criticized as a brain-
washing program. The king’s self-sufficient lifestyle is lampooned as
pretentious because his medical, electric, and water bills were all paid
by the people’s taxes. Critically, this song also exemplifies the way
“weapons of the weak” were cunningly practiced by the Red Shirts.
Instead of referring to the king directly, the song evasively gives him the
nickname of an average Thai male, “Uncle Somchai.” As the lyrics go:

[Introduction}
Son: Mom! The toothpaste tube is empty.

Mom: If it's empty, just go to buy a new one.

Why in the world would you let it become completely empty?

[Verse]
That particular toothpaste tube, I have seen it for a very long time.
Who lampoons it?
I'm so annoyed with it. Damned!

Once it's 8:00 p.m., oh! It's time to be wide awake.
Folk drama is coming. To save elecmc energy, just turn off your TV.
Be self-sufficient!

Want to stay in the hospital? Want to stay in the hospital?
You must feel good, must feel glfeat. ‘
No need to pay for electric and water bills?

Uncle Somchai feels good and great.1

This theme of mocking the king's pretentious display of a frugal life-
style could also be found in the Red Shirt graffiti. Based on Unaldi’s
observation, thére were three graffiti that revealed how Rama IX’s
promotion of an ascetic lifestyle and a self-sufficiency economy were
derided by the Red grass roots. Contrasting the popular perception that
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the king was frugal with the fact that he was the richest royal on earth,
the first street artist sarcastically wrote, “You have millions but preach -
sufficiency to me.”!!! Skeptical of the king’s SEP as a means of improving
the material prospects of ordinary people, the second artist asserted,
“Sufficiency, but I didn’t have enough to eat.”’'2 The last artist gave a
longer statement about the crown: “The country does not progress be-
cause there are no good people. Bad people were taken to rule the land
because heaven has no eyes, because the eyes are blind. [They] see
damn animals [ai sat] as good people. I ask for real, you damn blind
man [ai bot], when will you die?”"3 The latter statement is iconoclastic
in many ways. It ridicules the king’s lack of a corporeal vision because
he was a one-eyed man. It criticizes the king’s lack of an economic vision
as his kingdom did not progress as it was supposed to have done. Most
symbolically significant, it implicitly refers to the royals as subhuman
animals instead of superhuman devas, and it even dares to wish for the
death of Rama IX—the king whom the bourgeoisie wished could have
lived for a thousand years:

The contradiction between the public appearance of Rama IX as the
frugal king and the reality that he was extremely wealthy was also
picked up by one of the most prominent Red Shirt poets, Mainueng Ko
Kunthi. Instead of simply echoing the Red Shirt sentiments against the
monarchy, Mainueng broke the Thai taboo by advocating republican-
ism in his masterpiece, “Constituting the People’s Constitution.” In this
poem, what the monarchy had tried to silence in public is spoken aloud.
Rama IX was wealthy because of his profits from business investments
and partnerships with elite capitalists. He was a billionaire who pre-
tended to work hard while many Thais who labored day and night still
lived in destitution. The royals took all the credit for national progress .
despite its having been created by ordinary people. While standing
firm with the wealthy Yellow Shirts, the palace never showed any sup-
port for but rather despised and undermined the political movements
of the poor Red Shirts. Above all, Mainueng urged, Thai commoners
must make a revolution one last time to abolish all remnants of Thai
feudalism and constitute a republic of the people—the revolutionary
mission that a new generation of Thais had failed to carry out after the
1932 revolution ended the absolute monarchy in Thailand. As the poem
states:

We did not protect the revolution.
The reactionary wind consequently came back.
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The deconstruction cannotbe done gently.
Everything must be audaciously rebuilt from scratch . ..

We did not protect the revolution,

State power and the economy consequently went backward.
Money in the house of peasants is so insufficient,

But money is packed in a white letter above the golden tray . ..

Land is actually the property of all Thais.

It has nourished slave owriers and lords for generations.

1932 was the end of absoh.{ie power.

You originate from the geréerous people. Remember that, O King.

You are virtually the partner of every company,
Seeking profit regardless off the mode of production,
Devouring until becoming overweight,

While the multitudes of pejople have nothing to eat.

All the drops of sweat of your labor

Are just dampness compaxifed to those of the lower classes
in the whole country. |

Those who are dirt poor axf\d suffering

Are the real producers of the wealth of the nation.

Which ones are your people?

The prosperous and nice—lboking Yellow Shirts?
The dirty and penniless Réd Shirts?

The hopeless and homeless with no clothes?

Where do you see yourself in the nation?

At the top of the shining mountain?

We are the base of the population’s pyramid.

If you undermine us, you will damnably crumble . ..
Unite hand in hand in this land of history!

Rise up for one more revolution!™

.. The Negation of the Father King

Dad was an informal term that members of the urban bourgeoisie used
to refer to Rama IX. Instead of emancipated citizens, the nouveau riche
usually saw themselves as the “children” of their beloved father king
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and mother queen. The Red Shirts, on the other hand, challenged this
ruling ideology by asserting that they had only one father in their lives
and he was obviously not the monarch. In the song “Dad,” Faiyen
mocks the bourgeois exaggeration of Rama IX as the flawless father of
the nation and wonders if an ideal of the king as the perfect father
would still be intact if there were no state censorship and propaganda.
Furthermore, the Red Shirt rock band states that the king should not be
considered the father of all Thais since each person already has a bio-
logical father. As the song satirically remarks:

My dad teaches me well,

Teaches me to use reason.

My dad may not be a good man,

But he is good from my point of view.

Thave only one dad.

Other men are not my dad.

My dad can be criticized.

He is not like someone else’s dad.

Who claims to be a perfect and noble prophet,

But cannot be criticized, questioned, and interrogated,
So, I wonder how I would know if

He is as good as advertised.!!®

Likewise, the Red Shirt street artists ridiculed the bourgeois percep-
tion of Rama IX as the father king. According to Unaldi’s account, there
were two graffiti that clearly made fun of the “dad” who was so widely .
beloved by the bourgeoisie. The first lampooned the bourgeois attempt
to propagate the notion that Rama IX was the father of all Thais de-
spite the fact that many Thais had already lost their biological fathers:
“My father is already dead, why do you claim to be my parents? Damn
you!”1¢ The other revealed the ideological shift among many Red
Shirts, who used to see themselves as children of the father king but
now bore him only hate: “Before I used to love you. .. but now I hate
you—go to ruin! Today, Thais everywhere in the country have their
eyes open.”!"” This Red Shirt’s resentment of the father king was echoed
by an outspoken Red Shirt leader, Jatuporn Prompan. Witnessing many
Red Shirt protesters killed in the crackdown, he reaffirmed a conspiracy

theory among the Red Shirts that the monarchy was behind the mili-
tary action. Jatuporn apparently expressed his grievances directly to
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the crown. “Which countries in thlS world,” he said, “kill the children

for the father, kill the children for
Instead of romanticizing their
kmg, the Red Shirts usually saw

the mother? Only in this country!"18
social status as children of the father
themselves as “servants” or “serfs”

who had been exploited by the ruling class, of which the king himself
was the leader. One of the most crucial discourses that the Red Shirts

developed in their movement w3

s a feudal theme of class struggle be-

tween the traditional elite (ammat) and serfs ( phrat). While the former

was composed of the monarchy
civil servants, and businesspeop

aristocratic landlords, high-ranking
e, the latter were the Red Shirt peas-

ants and workers. Yet, instead of shame and disgrace, the Red Shirts
identified themselves as phrai, as Nick Nostitz noted, to instill pride
and empower the lower classes in their “class struggle in.which phrai

tried to free themselves from th
theme of class struggle is manif

e oppression by the ammat.”"¥ This
est in a Red Shirt poem, “God Gave

Birth to Me, the Free; This God’s Name Is the People.” Powerfully com-

posed by Phiangkham, the poem
dialectic in a Thai version. It begi
are suffering as their labor is ap
they start to question the legitima

seems to retell Hegel’s master-slave
ns with a story of Thai servants who
propriated by their Lord of Life and
1cy of this divine ruler, who does not

work but “farms on the people’s back.” It ends with a republican mes-

sage of hope that someday these

servants will rise up with their politi-

cal consciousness raised not only to end the regime of a false god, the
“deva of exploitation,” but also to establish a new regime of “God, the

people.”

Who gave birth to me, a servant below his feet?
Justa slave, a natural-born serf. No wings of dream . . .

We dream of a turn of fate and the

world turned upside down. .,

Who farms on the people’s back for so long?

When the wind of change is coming,

All the people rise up together . ..

Let’s damn the deva of exploitation

As God gives birth to me, the free,
This God's name is the "people"!!!‘;20

The Negahon of the Cosmopolitan King

Rama IX was wxdely pra1sed by the urban bourgeoisie as the cosmo-
politan king, His talents in art, music, literature, photography, sports,
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science, and technology were portrayed in the mass media as if they
were universally recognized and second to none. During his trips over-
seas in the Cold War era, he was warmly welcomed by cultural icons
such as Elvis Presley, Walt Disney, and Benny Goodman and political
figures such as Dwight Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, Charles.de Gaulle,
and Queen Elizabeth II. On top of that, the king’s SEP was saluted by
the United Nations and included in its list of sustainable development
goals. By contrast, the Red Shirts challenged the bourgeois perception
of the king with a different narrative. Instead of cosmopolitan, sophisti-
cated, and universally recognized, Rama IX was parochial, narrow-
minded, and intolerant of universal values such as democratic elec-
tions, political accountability, human rights, and the rule of law. In the
poem “Full Democracy . . . Not!” Rangsan Haruehanroengra sarcasti-

cally states that as long as Rama IX was still alive a democratic regime .

would never be found in Thailand because the king never supported
the elected government and majority rule; he preferred the rule of
‘wealthy oligarchs, which allowed him, the world’s wealthiest king, to
accumulate more wealth. Nor did the king hesitate to use brutal force
to maintain his power and suppress those who were deemed disloyal
to him. In fact what the king wanted was for the poor majority to ‘be
tamed by SEP. Speakmg from the king’s point of view, the poem satiri-
cally says:

Democracy? It belongs to my dynasty ... . .

For antimonarchists, they will be chained with chuckles and
endlessly imprisoned ..

I will deceitfully eat you ahve and become the world’s wealtluest

Iwill exploit until you have no cents in your pocket . .

Hey! Democracy that you ask for.

Must beware, as I'm still alive, don't you dream of it.

Just golive sufficiently on a daily basis. . .

Don’t you ask for more than what is royally granted . .. Wrap your brain
around it./# : .

Likewise, in the poem “Big Boss,” Anon Nampa shatters the cosmo-
politan image of Rama IX. The king is depicted as if he were American
imperialism’s running dog who has no talent in war beyond holding
the highest of military ranks. His accumulation of wealth is criticized
because it is unaccountable, and his popular support is mocked because
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it is merely based on favoritism. Furthermore, the king is panned in this
poem for preferring the military junta over the rule of law and the
elected government and for trying to intervene in the kingdom's legis-
lative, executive, and judicial affairs. Worst of all, the king is unsympa-
thetic to his own subjects who were brutally killed in the military crack-
- down. With this train of thought, Anon audaciously ends his poem
with an antimonarchist statement, “I have to dethrone you.” Calling
the monarch “Big Boss,” the poem reads:

- Big Boss . .. though America

You are obedient to it and se
You are not talented in war,

is not your father,
1 yoursoul...

But you still hold ranks and decorations . ..

You are influential in the sto
Your businesses do not have
While those of your subjects

"Big Boss .. . Your wealth reaches the sky . ..

ck market.
to pay taxes,
do.1see...

Big Boss . .. You run the country but have never been elected . ..
Iremember, you were the cause of the coup . ...

The death of ordinary people during April-May 2010 was your
responsibility .. . '
A corpse of a bare-handed woman and that of a man with his brains
shotout. Isee. ..

- Big Boss ... You even kill my fraternal comrades, the people. ..
My eyes are open.
Big Boss ... I have to dethrone you,
For a full democracy. I swear!!*

In addition to the all-around and universally recognized king, the
bourgeois obsession with Rama IX was based on the fantasy of the
forever-young king whose physical body is always fit and firm and
whose ageless body will help him reign in the kingdom and “live with
Thais for a thousand years.” This bourgeois obsession with the king’s
fitness did not escape the seditious eyes of the Red Shirts. As Rama IX
during his late refgn suffered declining health and spent extended
periods in a hospital, many Red Shirts acknowledged that the death of
the aging monarch was immifnent and his immortality was merely a
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bourgeois fantasy. In the song “Black Shirts,” Faiyen half-jokingly
states that all Red Shirts look forward to dressing in black to attend the
funeral of Rama IX, whose death would seem to be imminent. The end
of Rama IX’s reign, the rock band predicts, would be one man’s meat
and another man’s poison. While the Red Shirts would widely celebrate
the passing of their oppressive monarch, the “feudal elite” and the
Yellow Shirts would break down in tears because the head of the ruling
class was gone. As the song rejoices:

Black, Black, Black. Prepare to dress in black countrywide.
Feudalism weeps. Feudalists weep.
All people in the land prepare to wear black shirts.

Wait for 50 long. Wait for a change.

The Red Shirts prepare to wear black shirts.
All of our lives, we have been abused.

It is karma. When will he die?

Complain about when he will die.

So bored with the moralist who oppresses the people.
The longer we live, the more we become poor.

The Red Shirts complain: When will he die?

Find black shirts.

Prepare for a change that brings prosperity to Thailand.
Change from red to black countrywide.

Change from red to black. Black countrywide.

Then, the Yellow Shirts will have to wear black shirts too.123

TWILIGHT OF THE 100L

In spite of the development of seditious, antimonarchist, and revolu-
tionary messages in their movement, the Red Shirts were not able to
translate their resentment and grievances into political action but kept
their critical views of the crown underground. As Vincent Boudreau
pointed out about the historical trajectory of repression and protest in
Southeast Asia, the history of state repression shapes the patterns of
political contention: “Regime opponents anticipate state activity, search
out its pattern, and in light of that pattern, calibrate movement practice
to navigate between the innocuous and the suicidal. Some movements
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abandon activist forms crushéd by surveillance and violence, others
challenge prohibitions, or act evasively.”? In the Thai case, the history
.of state oppression over politiical contention, especially that of anti-
monarchists, was brutal and bloody, and what the Red Shirts faced in
the 2010 crackdown was no exception. As a result, it was understand-
able that after the crackdown the Red Shirt movement decided to con-
tent itself with circulating its aﬁnﬁmonarchist ideas via cultural media
such as songs, poems, and graffiti instead of actively mobilizing a po-
litical movement or organizing a party to openly challenge royal power.
The latter action would not be innocuous but suicidal. With an excep-
tional case of some daredevil dissidents who eventually ended up in
jail, the majority of the Red Shirts disbanded after the crackdown, went
back to work on farms and in factories, and evasively shared their griev-
ances against the royal establishment not on the streets but in social
media and underground art, music, and literature.

Despite being politically demobilized and emasculated, the Red
Shirts left a mark on the minds of the royals and the bourgeoisie, which
had become ultraconservative after facing the largest movement of the
lower classes in Thai history. As Corey Robin notes, what the conserva-
tives fear is the attainment of political agency among the subordinate
classes: “Every once in a while . . . the subordinates of this world con-
test their fates. They protest their conditions, write letters and petitions,
join movements, and make demands. Their goals may be minimal and
discrete . . . but in voicing them, they raise the specter of a more funda-
mental change in power. They cease to be servants or supplicants and
become agents, speaking and acting on their own behalf.”1% In the Thai
case, what the royal establishment feared was the specter of a radical
change that grassroots activists such as the Red Shirts could bring to
Thailand —a change that might éntail the political parricide of the father
and mother figures of the kingdom and the political emancipation of all
the “serfs” from their “Lord of Life.” Given this fear of an uprising of
their subordinates, Thai consex%vatives in turn used fear as a political
tool to prolong their regime. One of the most crucial strategies the con-
servatives use to arouse political fear in their polity, according to Robin,
is to construct foreign, empty, and nonpolitical objects of fear, the in-
tractable foes of the regime, for “Nothing can be done to accommodate
them: they can only be killed or contained.”! In the case of the conser-
vative elites in Thailand, they aroused political fear in public by creating
a Thai version of a “Red scare.” The military promoted the idea that the
Red Shirts were terrorists who had organized an army to overthrow the
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monarchy. The Red Shirts were portrayed by the government as empty
nonpolitical villagers who were driven not by political grievances but
by Thaksin’s money. The mass media spread a rumor that they were
separatists who wanted to create a new republic in the northern and
northeastern regions of the kingdom. The urban bourgeoisie not only
created a witch-hunt that pursued the Red Shirts in social media but
also popularized derogatory attitudes that defamed the latter as “red
water buffaloes,” “Thaksin’s slaves,” and “idiots” rather than politi-
cally conscious Thai citizens.!?

It was this invented fear of the Red Shirts that played a vital role in
the twilight of Rama IX’s reign, a turbulent period that saw a series of
reactionary actions emanating from the palace. The monarchy and the
bourgeoisie revived ancient concepts of Thai kingship and mixed them
with the popular discourse of the bourgeois crown. Further, the monar-
chy frequently relied on extraeconomic coercion in order to repress po-
litical dissidents. Finally, the monarchy also relied on state censorship
and repression to cover up erratic and notorious acts of the crown
prince, who stood first in line of succession but was deemed unfit to

reign.
THE RETURN OF THE CELESTIAL CROWN

During the last few years of Rama IX’s time on the throne, there was a
tendency of the monarchy and bourgeoisie to revive the ancient con-
cepts of the spiritual king and warrior-king, It was a reactionary move
intended to remind the Red grass roots about the proper order of things
in the kingdom. For the monarchy and its bourgeois allies, Rama IX
was above all the monarch, and therefore he could not be compared to |
a commoner like Thaksin. They also preached that the divine right of
the king was superior to Thaksin’s vulgar populism and that, although
the monarchy had recently been indulgent to the urban bourgeoisie,
Rama IX was the king of all Thais regardless of their social class, politi-
cal views, and geographic residence. Most important, they maintained
that, despite the mortality of the natural body of Rama IX, the monarchy
as a political body was immortal and would endure. This counterstrike
against the specter of the Red Shirts using traditional concepts of Thai
kingship was manifest in the mass media. According to Sarun Krittikarn,
in the last decade of Rama IX's reign there was a “trend in the popular
medjia, such as in commercials, TV dramas, movies, and national and
royal anthem music videos, to render the king as invisible.” Instead,
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Sarun revealed, Rama IX appeared “as various symbolic avatars such
as drops of rain for people in a drought region . . . the sun above a vast
space of green hills . . . or in shadows to which people would prostrate
or cry with utmost respect and admiration—all without a single fa-
miliar image of the king.”1 For Sarun, this trend was indicative of a
shift of royal images in the mass media “from the overexposed king-as-
logo” in previous decades to “the more mysterious and sacred king-as-
shadow,” “from spectacle to surveillance,” and from the mundane and
popular king to the panoph; and godlike king who has the power “to
see without being seen.”1?® |

In a 2008 song composed for a royal celebration, “The Picture That
Every Home Has,” sung by Thailand’s “King of Pop,” Thongchai
Mcintyre, this theme of the god—kmg who oversees his subjects despite
the absence of his physical body is cunningly mixed with the bourgeois
obsession with Rama IX as the hardworking father of the nation. In
addition to some bourgeois catchwords such as self-sufficiency, hard work,
dad, children, and love, this song revives archaic concepts of Thai king-
ship by describing the kmgsas a “breathing deva” and promoting the
prostration of all Thais before the portrait of the king. The song rejoices:

When I was young, 1 asked rfnom,

Who was the man in the pictiure hung on our home’s wall?

She said we should prostraté before that picture every day because
heis a breathing deva.

We have enough to eat and ljve because he has overseen us
for so long. Remember that.

It is the picture that every hdme has,

Whether it be a rich, poor, réhlote, or urban home. ..

Isee the picture of him working every single day . . .

Iwill follow dad’s footsteps and learn by heart the idea of sufficiency.13

The attempt to mix the bourgeois ethic of Rama IX with the ancient
notion of a sacred, immortal, and celestial monarch is also evidentina
2011 song written for another royal celebration, “To Be a Servant under
His Feet in Every Afterlife.” Sung by Thailand’s popular rockers Asanee
and Wasan Chotikul, this song not only reproduces a common percep-
tion among the-Thaibourgeoisie that Rama IX worked hard every single
day of his life but also emphasizes the traditional notion of Thai kingship
that a monarch is not a “dad” but the “Lord of Life,” that his subjects
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are not his children but his servants, and that this hierarchical relation-
ship is a bond forever due to the eternal recurrence of both the king’s
avatars and the rebirth of his subjects on earth. Negating the Red Shirt
rhetoric of emancipating Thais from royal bondage, this song reminds
the grass roots that they should be proud to be born as servants under
His Majesty’s feet not only in this present life but also in every afterlife.

Prostrate before Him. Promise in your heart that,
No matter how many afterlives, “I will follow Him.
To be a servant under His Feet in every afterlife,

No matter how hard and exhausted, I will be loyal.”

While a king in a fairy tale for children has a beautiful and happy life,
This King over here industriously works and works.. .

Wish that the King will live forever and after,

Forever live until the end of time.!3!

In addition to pop songs, the ancient concept of a godlike, invisible,
and immortal king was also revived in graphic novels written for royal
celebrations. Published in 2011 by Amarin Printing and Publishing, a
Thai enterprise in which Rama IX and Princess Sirindhorn were among
the major stockholders, The Comics for Celebrating King Rama IX is a
graphic biography of Rama IX that tells the story of the king from the
time he was born to the diamond jubilee.’® What is unique about this
graphic novel, which targets young readers, is that it portrays the king
in an unorthodox style: Instead of showing Rama IX as a living person
of flesh and blood, it depicts the king as a translucent and hollow being
with an aura around his body. By contrast, Thai commoners are de-
picted as Asian men and women with yellow and brown skin; Thaksin,
who is portrayed as a popular turned authoritarian prime minister, is
no exception. Capturing all the major historical events in Thai pelitics
from the 1940s to the 2000s, the narrative of the novel is simple. Thai
commoners are by nature conflict-prone people, yet they were fortu-
nate to have Rama IX, who normally stayed above vulgar conflicts but
would sacrifice his labor and time to save the nation if those conflicts
got out of hand. In this sense, the novel is not a biography of the king as
a man but serves as a hagiography of the king as a saint. The transcen-
dent image of the godlike king that this novel illustrates is a counter-
strike against the Red Shirt grass roots, who not only mocked the ailing
body of the king but also anticipated his death. For the monarchy and
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the bourgeoisie, the natural body of Rama IX might be mortal, but the
legacy of his reign would certainly be memorialized and embedded in
the kingdom forever. :

The royalist reaction against the Red Shirts could also be found in a
2010 graphic novel, The Celestinl Couple: The Two Charismatic Royals.1®
Published by the government’s campaign to promoting SEP among
Thai youngsters, this novel tells a story of a young boy from the North-
east who comes to Bangkok to attend the diamond jubilee. At this event,
the boy has conversations with some senior northeasterners who are
also attending the nation’s biggest event, and he gradually learns why
all Thais love and revere Rama IX as the elders recall historical events
of the king's six decades on the throne. In contrast to ethnographic re-
search on northeastern Villageﬁs, the novel depicts them as submissive,
royalist, and nonpolitical. Social grievances, economic inequality, and
political conflicts between Bangkokians and the rural poor are notice-
ably absent while social harmony and unity among Thais are over-
stated. Above all, northeasterners in the novel never dress in red but in
yellow, the particular color that symbolizes both loyalty to Rama IX
and the political nemesis of the Red Shirts. Reading between the lines, it
is therefore difficult to miss the crucial messages that this graphic novel
sends to its readers: Rama IX is the king of all Thais, and he transcends
all differences of class divisions, political conflicts, and regional bound-
aries; there are no political dissidents in the poor Northeast but only
royalist subjects of the crown; and Thailand has never been divided by
a color-coded conflict because éll Thais are united under one color, the
yellow that is not the color of any political movement but the symbolic
color of Rama IX. :

Alongside the ancient concept of a divine and transcendent mon-
arch, another ancient theme was revived as a reactionary move against
the Red Shirt dissidents, the warrior-king. The revival of this theme
could be seen in the last version of Thai banknotes issued under the
reign of Rama IX. From the 1980s on, the popular theme for depicting
the monarchy on banknotes had been that of Rama IX as the bourgeois
king—the king who worked extremely hard; sacrificed his labor for the
nation; and mastered science, technology, 'ért, sjiort, and music. In 2012,
however, the BOT released its sixteenth series, which dramatically
changed the previous trend by returning to a theme that was widely
used in the Cold War.era—the monarch as the great warrior who fights
national enemies. While the front of the bills in this series features Rama
IXin full regalia as usual, the back portrays five Thai monarchs who are
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titled “the Great.” Three had been saluted in Thai history as national
warriors who either defended or liberated the kingdom from foreign
foes. King Naresuan and King Taksin, both of whom liberated Thais
from Burmese domination, are depicted on the fifty-baht and the
hundred-baht bills, respectively, while King Rama V, who diplomati-
cally protected Siam from European colonization, is featured on the
thousand-baht bill. According to Chatri, the latest depiction of the

.monarchy on Thai banknotes was indicative of “a return of a theme of

the warrior-king who fights against the national threat . . . which was
used in the age of the War on Communism.” The revival of this old
theme, for Chatri, was a desperate attempt by the conservative-royalist
elite to revive fear and anxiety among the people. In the past, it was the
specter of communism that was propagated to create fear among Thais.
Now, it turned out that the “absolutist-capitalist” regime of corrupt

~ politicians and their grassroots supporters were the figures all Thais

were supposed to fear.’* With the invention of these new objects of fear
and anxiety in contemporary Thailand, the monarch—whose formal
title, pramahakasatri, literally means “the great warrior” in Thai—was
undeniably a runaway beneficiary. Thus, the national hero who was set
up to exorcise the specter of Thaksin and the Red Shirts from the Thai
kingdom was none other than Rama IX.

THE RETURN oF ExTRAECONOMIC COERCION

In addition to the invention of fear, the use of force was manifest in the
~ twilight years of Rama IX. Referring to Marx’s insight that force is inte-

gral to capitalism, Ernest Mandel remarked, “Under capitalism, labour.
is fundamentally forced labour. Whenever possible, capitalists prefer .
hypocritically to cloak the compulsion under a smokescreen of ‘equal
and just exchange’ on the labour market. When hypocrisy is no longer
possible, they return to what they began with: naked coercion.”1% Simi-
larly, in the Thai case the royals and members of the urban bourgeoisie,
who enjoyed their accumnulated of wealth in the newly industrialized
kingdom, attempted to use the royal ideology to tame the classes of
rural peasants and urban workers. After the invasion of the Red Shirt
protesters into downtown Bangkok, however, the bourgeois crown and
its partners seemed to realize the fact that their subordinates in the
kingdom no longer swallowed the tale of hardworking, frugal, and
ascetic royalty but mocked and exposed royal hypocrisies instead. To
force the multitudes of the dissidents back to work on farms and in
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factories, the bourgeois monarchy returned to extraeconomic coercion.
In contrast to the monarchy during the 1980s and the early 2000s—the
. golden era of the crown as it secured its hegemonic status-via its role
in bourgeois democracy, the market economy, and the mass media—
starting in the mid-2000s theipalace became more dependent on the

coercive forces of the government, the army and the police. In other -

_ words, to use Althusser’s terms, there was a late shift at the palace from
popularizing its status in 1deolog1ca1 state apparatuses to repeatedly
relying on repressive brute force,1%

Having played second fiddle to the monarchy during the last two
decades of the twentieth century, the military became more politically
active from the mid-zocos on; as the royalist bourgeoisie demanded.
Even the palace itself took up the cudgel to tame what became per-
ceived as threats to the throne. The army toppled Thaksin from power
" in the 2006 coup and v1olent1y suppressed the Red Shirts in the 2010
crackdown. Despite military coercion, Thaksin and the Red Shirts were
politically resilient. In the 2011 general election, the first one since the
crackdown, Thaksin nommated his youngest sister, Yingluck Shina-
watra, as a candidate for prime minister. A former executive of the Shin
Corporation who lacked any political experience and a soft-spoken
female who was seen as a political puppet of her brother, Yingluck was
snubbed by the incumbent royalist government and political pundits,
who were certain that she would end Thaksin’s winning streak in gen-
eral elections.

The Red Shirts, however, stood firmly with Thaksin and voéted for
his proxy party, the Pheu Thai Party (PTP), which came up with a simple
slogan: “Thaksin Thinks, Pheu Thai Acts.” In a landslide victory that
made Yingluck the first female prime minister in Thai history, the PTP
received massive support from electoral districts in the North and
Northeast. The party took 35 of 36 seats in the North and 104 of 126 in
the Northeast. On the outskirts of Bangkok, in the poor districts where
urban workers were crowded, the PTP also performed very well.!¥” As
Keyes and Glassman noted, the voting pattern in contemporary Thai-
land was indicative of geographlc and economic divisions in the king-
dom. Political oppression, state censorshxp, and social humiliation did
not shake the resolve of votersin relatively poor districts such as those
on Bangkok’s outskirts and in the North and Northeast. They remained
true to their preferred party, the proxy of Thaksin. Voters in more af-
fluent districts, such as inner Bangkok and the South, in contrast, still
supported the conservative-royalist Democrat Party.!®
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Thai history repeated itself, however, and Yingluck not only fol-
lowed in her brother’s footsteps but also faced a similar reaction from
the royal establishment. Holding 265 of 500 seats in the House of Parlia-
ment, the PTP tried to deliver what the party promised in its electoral
campaijgn: an increase in the minimum wage, the implementation of
rice subsidy programs, and the construction of national infrastructure
such as high-speed railroads and highways. Just as her brother did,
though, Yingluck faced the criticism that her government was the em-
bodiment of the populism, corruption, crony capitalism, and tyranny of
the majority. Her minimum wage and rice subsidy policies were con-
demned by the bourgeoisie, whose faction argued that they would
waste the state budget on the “idle” working class and the “imprudent”
peasantry. Judicial activism also played an important role in under-
mining Yingluck’s government. The judiciary not only declared her
rice subsidy programs corrupt but also terminated her plans to construct
high-speed railroads. The latter verdict was based on the Constitutional
Court’s assertion that built environments in Thailand were “not neces-
sary” and “incompatible with the king’s SEP.”1%

The tipping point for Yingluck came in late 2013 when she attempted
to pass an amnesty bill that would have pardoned not only the convicted
protesters of the last ten years—the majority of them Red Shirts—but
also her brother, who had decided to live in exile in 2008 after he was
sentenced in absentia to two years in jail for abuse of power. Once the
bill was passed by the PTP-dominated parliament, the urban bourgeoisie
came alive and mobilized under a new banner, the People’s Democratic
Reform Committee (PDRC). Nevertheless, like old wine in new bottles,
the PDRC was merely the political reincarnation of the Yellow Shirt
movement as it embodied the same components and practiced the
same strategies the Yellow Shirts had used before. The PDRC was com-
posed of white-collar workers, businessmen, urban entrepreneurs, pro-
fessionals, high- and midlevel bureaucrats, members of noble families,
and media personalities. It took to the streets, shut down the commer-
cial areas of Bangkok, and occupied government buildings. It con-
demned electoral democracy as unfit for “Thai-style democracy” and
demanded the disenfranchisement of the rural majority, which it stig-
matized as “uneducated,” “poor,” “antimonarchist,” and “Thaksin’s
slaves.” It also asked the military to intervere in the political conflict
and topple the elected government.'® In mid-2014, after Yingluck’s
snap election was obstructed by the PDRC and declared unconstitu-
tional by the Constitutional Court, the military finally stepped in and
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launched its second coup in eig‘ht years. As many observers point out,
the 2014 coup that toppled Yingluck was both similar to and different
from the 2006 coup that toppled Thaksin.

What made this coup mmﬂqr to the previous one was the political
collaboration between the monarchy and the military. Shortly after the
2014 coup, General Prayut Chan-o-cha, who had led it, received a royal
endorsement and was formally appomted by the king to run the country.
Prayut in turn justified the coup as a political intervention to remind all
Thais that sovereignty in the kingdom was always with the king, not
elected politicians. “In the name of His Majesty the King,” he said,
“royal power [was presented] to us; today who among us considers
this?” As he explained further, “From the point of view of the govern-
ment, you are using the three powers [legislative, executive and judi-
cial] that belong to Him. The power does not belong to you. You do not
receive this power when you are elected. It is power that comes from
His Majesty the King. His Majesty presented this power to us to form
the government.” Armed with this train of thought, Prayut concluded
with his justification to lead the new government: “Today, the power
that T have was presented to me by the King,”#!

The 2014 coup, however, had two major features that distinguished
it from the one in 2006: the prolonga’aon of military dictatorship and
the scale of state repression. As Baker remarked about military rule
after the 2014 coup, “The junta did not step back from the front line and
install a normally civilian government to placate local and, more im-
portantly, international opinion;f Instead, the coup group installed them-
selves at the apex of the political system.”*? To Baker the latest coup
had installed “a military government of a kind not seen in over 40 years,”
and it was possible to see the junta extending its rule in Thai politics for
twenty more.!*? Similarly, Sopranzetti argued that the 2014 coup was
symptomatic of “Thailand’s relapse toward a dictatorial system of gov-
ernance,” a political system thét used to be dominant in the Cold War
era. Highlighting three components of the junta’s rule since 2014—an
administrative structure directed by military officers instead of elected
politicians, state ideology based on the remystification of the monarchy,
and a strong political alliance of the traditional elite, the military, and
the urban middle class—Sopranzetti believed that the Thai people would
have to live under military authoritarianism instead of democracy for
years to come* Galling the ruling junta the “monarchised military,”
Paul Chambers and Napisa Waitoolkiat made the bold prediction that
when the reign of Rama IX came to an end the new monarch “will need
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a strong military to protect palace interests, but such strength will mean
that the military will be a ‘senior’ partner and more difficult to control”
and that “more likely, for the foreseeable future, military officers will
continue to play a prominent role in Thailand.”45

In addition to the prolongation of its state control, the ruling junta
also used state violence on a scale that virtually returned the Thai polity
to the age of military despotism. As Baker described political suppres-
sion in Thailand after the 2014 coup, “The junta used repressive regu-
lations and techniques of intimidation to silence opposition in a more
aggressive way than any coup since 1976. They retained martial law
nationwide for over ten months. . .. A small number of people were
subject to interrogation techniques and possibly torture (always strenu-
ously denied), intimidating everyone.”! Speaking to the public on
television every week on behalf of the ruling junta, Prayut also “de-
ployed a strong undertone of violence through semi-jocular threats to
‘execute’ persistent journalists, and references to ‘getting rid of human
garbage.””'¥” Most important, abuse of the l¢se-majesté law became a
trademark of the ruling junta. As Prayut himself declared, the persecu-
tion of Iése-majesté violators was one of the junta’s top priorities be-
cause the “previous administration” had neglected to “enforce the law
properly.”"® Thanks to this political motivation, the abuse of the lese-
majesté law under Thailand’s military regime, according to the Interna-
tional Federation of Human Rights (FIDH), has reached alarming levels.
As the junta has transferred the trial of 12se-majesté cases from the civil
to the military courts, individuals accused of 1ése-majesté are deprived
of the right to a fair trial, the right to a public hearing, the right to coun-
sel, and the right to bail. The rate of imprisoning lése-majesté violators
has experienced a ninefold increase over the rate before the coup. Fur- .
thermore, social media users who share any messages deemed critical
of the crown face a lése-majesté investigation and can be sentenced to
prison with a harsh penalty, an average of seven years and nine months
per message. On top of that, those who are specifically targeted by state
authorities for a lése-majesté violation have been mostly members, sup-
porters, or sympathizers of the Red Shirt movement.!¥?

As the FIDH unveiled in several cases of 1ése-majesté charges, Thai
authorities under the junta regime have lacked sensible reasons for
them. They arbitrarily and absurdly charge anyone they deem critical
of the crown. A Red Shirt factory worker was accused of posting a
message online that mocked Rama IX’s dog, farously known in public
as Mrs. Thongdaeng. A renowned scholar faced a police investigation
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for criticizing Thai monarchs of the nineteenth century. A Red Shirt
hotel worker was detained in a military camp for dressing in black on
Rama IX's birthday. Two university students were sentenced to two
and a half years in prison for staging a theatrical play about a fictional
monarch that was deemed offensive to the monarchy. A US ambassador
to Thailand faced a police invesétigation after he expressed his concerns
about the abuse of the lése-majesté law in the kingdom. A woman was
arrested for merely showing the banner “Long live USA Day” onJuly 4,
2014, in front of the US embassy in Bangkok, which was considered a
parody of the expression ”Lo:fg live the King!” Even a news reporter
was summoned by state authorities for reporting on lése-majesté cases
and trials.!® In other countries, these legal cases might sound absurd
and ridiculous. In the Thai kingdom, however, they were executed by
authorities as a matter of life and death. The days when the subordinate
classes could air their political resentment toward the monarchy through
satirical songs, metaphorical pé)ems, public performances, and critical
posts on social media are gone. éUnder the ruling junta today, Khorapin
remarked, even the “weapons of the weak” that the powerless evasively
apply to sustain their political résistance are suppressed by state authori-
ties.’! In this kingdom, where fear and force prevail, the underclasses
have been tragically dispossessed not only of their political and human
rights but also of their arts of resistance.

TrEe RETURN OF THE PRODIGAL SON

What was the political motivation of the military to prolong its rule,
violently suppress dissidents, and take the lése-majesté law to extremes?
Outside the palace, it was clear that the military had been summoned to
repress the Red Shirt movement, whose scale of mass mobilization was
deemed a threat to the throne. However, there was a critical problem
that loomed large inside the palace itself, and it also played a role in the
political return of the military: anxiety among the palace establishment
over the royal succession. What became paramount was not the ques-
tion of who would ascend the throne once, Rama IX passed away. The
Palace Law of Succession, the Constitution of‘THailand, and Rama IX’s
appointment of Prince Vajiralongkorn as successor left nothing uncer-
tain about that. The crown prince would be King Rama X of the Thai
kingdom. What copcerned the royal establishment, however, was
whether the tenth monarch of the Chakri dynasty would be able to step
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into his father’s shoes. This is an intrinsic problem not only for the Thai
monarchy but also for monarchy in general.

Royal succession under a constitutional monarchy, as Marx pointed
out, is not different from that of an absolute monarchy since they are
similarly based on primogeniture—the right of a crown prince to stand
first in line of succession due to the virtue of his birth instead of his
talents, intellect, or ethical merits. “Birth,” Marx remarked, “would
determine the quality of the monarch as it determines the quality of
cattle.”?% Despite his particular interest in the British monarchy, Bagehot
provided an insight into several problems of succession under a con-
stitutional monarchy in general. First, the populace should expect not
greatness but mediocrity from an heir apparent because his rank and
title are not earned but given and fixed after the queen gives birth to
him. “Itis idle,” said Bagehot, “to expect a man whose place has always
been fixed to have a better judgment than one who has lived by his
judgment; to expect a man whose career will be the same whether he is
discreet or he is indiscreet to have the nice discretion of one who has
risen by his wisdom, who will fall if he ceases to be wise.”15 Moreover,
the age of the crown prince when he ascends the throne matters: the
younger the better. If he becomes the new king when he is old or middle-
aged, Bagehot asserted, “He is then unfit to work. He will then have
spent the whole of youth and the first part of manhood in idleness, and
it is unnatural to expect him to labor.”?5 Finally, kings who are willing
to work, to Bagehot, are “among God's greatest gifts, but they are also
among His rarest,” and thus people in a kingdom should prepare for
two possible scenarios in a new reign: they will get either “an ordinary
idle king” who leaves no mark on his time or “an active and half-insane
king” who is used as a political tool by others. If it turns out to be the
latter case, Bagehot believed that a kingdom will have “one of the worst
of governments. "%

Bagehot’s worst-case scenario of a newly crowned monarch might
turn out to be a reality in Thailand. Inside the Thai court, the apple fell
far from the tree. Unlike his father, Prince Vajiralongkorn grew up in
the era of the revival of the monarchy instead of the dark time when the
crown reached its nadir. Therefore, instead of acquiring a sense of ur-
gency and insecurity, he was nurtured in the royal sanctuary of wealth,
power, and prestige. While Rama IX surprisingly ascended the throne
when he was a teenager, his son had been appointed the heir apparent
long ago, in 1972. Yet, even when the crown prince turned sexagenarian
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in 2010, his octogenarian and ailing father did not show any signs of
abdication. On top of that, while Rama IX seemed to embody personal
ethics and public images that resonated with the bourgeoisie; the crown
prince had struggled to follow m his father’s footsteps. According to a
BBC report that was banned in Thailand, as a young student in British
private schools, the prince was anything but brilliant in science, tech-
nology, art, sports, or music because “by his own account, he struggled
to keep up at school, blaming his pampered upbringing in the palace.”
Growing up, he gained a repuztation for “womanizing, gambling and
illegal businesses,” and even bis mother, Queen Sirikit, “alluded to
these problems, describing her son as ‘a bit of a Don Juan’ and suggesting
that he preferred spending his weekends with beautiful women rather
than performing duties.” Divorced three times, the crown prince dated
and later married a former Thai Airways flight attendant who was ap-
pointed an officer of the Royal Household Guard with the rank of
lieutenant-general. Most notoriously, he “promoted his pet poodle,
Fu-Fu, to the rank of air chief marshal.”%

In the twilight of Rama IX’$ reign, the crown prince’s erratic and
prodigal lifestyle not only tarnished the public image of Thai royalty
as ascetic, diligent, and frugal but also exposed a critical problem in
Thailand —the inability to distingguish between the property of the crown
and that of the kingdom. On July 2011, a Boeing 737 of the Royal Thai
Air Force was impounded at a Munich airport due to the Thai govern-
ment’s refusal to pay a debt to a German construction company. This
would not have been big news in Thailand if that particular aircraft had
not been normally piloted and used by the crown prince as his private
jet. From the German authorities’ perspective, the impounding of the
so-called Royal Flight was justified because it was de facto the property
of the Thai government. Thai authorities, to the contrary, asserted that
the aircraft belonged to the prince and the Germans should immedi-
ately return it to him.’” Another incident occurred in November 2014
when the crown prince wanted to divoree his third wife, formerly Prin-
cess Srirasmi, and have her relinquish her royal title. Even though the
government has long claimed that the CEB is not the private property
of the royal family but belongs to all Thais, a payment of 200 million
baht (US$6 million) was given to Srirasmi in exchange for relinquishing
the title. After days of rumors, the government finally confirmed that
the money wagpait by the CPB.!% Thanks to this controversial divorce,
Thai commoners finally had aichance to catch a glimpse of how the
massive wealth of the CPB was spent. Instead of being dispensed for
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the common good, it was spent according to the private interests of the
royal family. . :

Uniike his only son, Rama IX’s three daughters would have been
better candidates for their father’s bourgeois crown. Princess Sirindhorn
is the most popular member of the royal family, second only to the

' king. She has been praised in the mass media as down to earth, frugal,

diligent, and brilliant in literature, art, and music. In addition to the
languages that are closely related to Thai culture, such as Pali, Sanskrit,
and Khmer, the princess has reportedly mastered English, French,
Chinese, German, and Latin. Princess Ubolratana graduated with a
bachelor’s degree in mathematics from MIT and a master’s degree in
public health from UCLA, spent almost three decades in the United
States, and recently launched a career as a movie star and television
personality. Princess Chulabhorn is heavily involved in the promotion
of scientific research and frequently receives awards and honors, the
most prestigious of which is the Albert Einstein Medal of the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).
Besides these three female royals, Queen Sirikit would also have been a
better candidate for the throne. Despite the loss of her physical strength,
the octogenarian queen is still highly revered by many Thais since she
is the one who stood side by side with Rama IX from the beginning of
his reign. The possibility that the Thai kingdom might have had its first
female sovereign, however, was shunned by the palace. Despite its mod-

-ern and bourgeois appearance, the monarchy was conservative when

it came to the issue of royal succession, and thus the ancient tradition
based on male primogeniture was strictly followed.1% :
Asit was certain that Rama IX was not simply ailing but dying and

Prince Vajiralongkorn would reign as the next king, the monarchy had .

the uphill task of rebranding the prodigal and notorious prince, who
was less popular than his siblings, had barely appeared in public for

. decades, and did not have royal charities and development projects

under his belt. Consequently, having the military instead of popularly
elected politicians in office did not hurt but helped the crown to carry
out this task. That is, the ruling junta did not hesitate to divert state
budgets from promoting the general welfare of the people to promoting
the royal image. Extravagant events such as “Bike for Dad” and “Bike
for Mom” were staged so that the crown prince could soothe any con-
cerns about his personality. Instead of an old prince, he was depicted
by the media as a healthy and sporty biker; instead of an estranged
member of the royal family, he was shown as a family man who loved
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to pay homage to his father aind mother; and instead of an unreliable
and unstable man, he was promoted as a mature prince who could lead
_thousands of royalist participants in the nation’s biggest events. In ad-
dition to these bourgeois images and values, the rebranding of the heir
apparent was also based on the ancient concept of the warrior-king. To
show that he was ready to relgn as the great warrior of the kingdom,
the military government brought back an old image of the prince that
had not been seen in public for decades, a portrait of him dressed in a
military uniform and ﬁghtmg communist guerrillas. Furthermore, the
military regime was instrumental in helping the palace wipe clean any
royal scandals that were leaked to public. In 2015 several of the prince’s
close associates were accused gof abusing his name for private gain and
charged under the lése—ma)esté law. While some mysteriously disap-
peared, others were putin ;axl and later found dead while in military
custody. Police mveshgatlons into or public discussions about this
scandalous purge, however, ) were sxlenced and prohibited under the
military regime.'¢0
The monarchy and the nuhtary might wish that they had more time
to rebrand the public image of the crown prince and clean up his noto-
rious past. Unfortunately, after seven decades on the throne, Rama IX
finally passed away on October 13, 2016. Within hours General Prayut
announced to the pubhc “The King is dead, long live the King!” in
order to assure all Thais of theicontmmty of the monarchy.*! The crown
prince, however, broke royal tradition by asking for time to mourn and
prepare himself before being proclaimed the new king.!6 After the
longest interregnum in Thai History, the sixty-four-year-old prince was
ready to fill the king’s shoes. On December 1, 2016, he accepted the
throne and was officially declared King Rama X. Whether the tenth
reign of the Chakri dynasty wﬂl be led by a bourgeois king, “an ordinary
idle king,” or “an active and half-insane king” may still be uncertain.
What is certain, however, is the type of Thai kingdom that his father left
for him. It is a kingdom of industrial capitalism where royal conglomer-
ates stand head and shoulders above those of commoners, where the
“monarchised military” brutally rules politics, where sixty-eight million
Thais are deeply divided by a color-coded class conflict between the
yellow bourgeoisie and the red workers and peasants, and where royal
wealth, power, and prestige have begun to rely on coercion rather than
consent. How willthe new king manage the enormous fortune of the

bourgeois crown, continue enchanting the urban bourgeoisie, keep

the military generals in line, and tame political resentment among the
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grassroots dissidents? This is'a tall order for any monarch in the world
today, let alone an unpopular king like Rama X.

CONCLUSION

Despite its successes during Thailand’s transition to industrial capital-
ism in the late twentieth century, the bourgeois monarchy embodied
some intrinsic contradictions that were disguised by the prosperity of
the newly industrialized kingdom. Under monarchy-led capitalism,
even though the crown was at the top of the kingdom’s political and
economic hierarchy, the gap between the urban rich and the rural poor
had increasingly widened. As inequality, uneven development, and
capital concentration showed no signs of diminishing, the alienation of
the underclasses intensified. Although the monarchy successfully won
the hearts and minds of the urban bourgeoisie and secured a symbiotic
relationship with this wealthy class, it was this symbiosis that margin-
alized and alienated the masses of peasants and workers who consti-
tuted the majority of the Thai population. Furthermore, royal hegemony
was based on the success of the bourgeois crown in establishing a ruling
ideology, yet extraeconomic forces such as military intervention and
the draconian law of lése-majesté remained the last resort of the palace
when the royal ideology failed to work its magic. On top of that, despite
its bourgeois appearance, the monarchy was still conservative when it
came to the issue of royal succession. Instead of hard work, frugality, and
merit, the succession to the Thai throne was based on male-preference
primogeniture, and thus it was the unpopuler prince who became the
next king after the bourgeois monarch passed away.

These contradictions had turned into critical challenges for the
crown in the last decade of Rama IX’s reign. Long exploited under
monarchy-led capitalism, the multitudes of the subordinate classes gave
electoral consent to a lew political party that offered an alternative to
Thai capitalism, the provision of capital and social welfare to the grass
roots, and the extension of production and consumption to the country-
side. In the face of this popularly elected government and the massive
support of the poor majority, the monarchy and its bourgeois partners
turned out to be more reactionary. Rather than accepting and listening
to the resentful voices of the grass roots, the palace frequently inter-
vened in political and judicial conflicts while the bourgeoisie undermined
the popularly elected government with mass protests. Both also tried to
revive ancient notions of Thai kingship in order to differentiate between
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the divine monarch and demagogic politicians. Yet, as the masses of
rural peasants and urban workers stood firmly with their preferred

‘government in spite of the royal intervention and bourgeois protest,
the monarchy finally realizedthat its ruling ideology was no longer
functional, and so it returned to the use of naked coercion. Having once
retreated from national politics, the military was reactivated by the
monarchy to topple not one but two elected governments, to force the
politically active grass roots back to work on farms and in factories, to
violently suppress anyone who was deemed critical of the crown, and
to restore the order of monarchy-led capitalism in the kingdom. Since
it was still uncertain whether the lower classes would reconcile with
the monarchy and whether the heir apparent was ready to ascend the
throne once the reigning monarch passed away, the ruling junta showed
no sign of returning power to civilians and silenced political dissidents
with the 1ése-majesté law, state censorship, and brute force.

During the last decade of Rama IX’s time on the throne, Thailand
was plagued by political instability, class conflicts between the bour-
geoisie and the lower classes of workers and peasants, and military op-
pression of civilians. Instead of remaining a neutral institution under a
constitutional regime, the monarchy got deeply involved in these con-
flicts, sided with the bourgeoisie and the army, and further alienated
the resentful masses. Asa resu;lt, the legacy of the historic reign of Rama
IX was far from cemented; raiher, it was tarnished by this chaotic and
violent decade. Unlike the golden age of the bourgeois monarchy from
the late 1980s to the early 20008, the twilight of Rama IXs reign saw the
frequent reliance of the crown on extraeconomic coercion instead of
active consent, the revival of ancient traditions of kingship that began
to overshadow the crown’s bourgeois image, and the undisguised part-
nership between the monarchy and the military—a partnership in which
the latter seemed less content to play second fiddle to the former than
before. It remains to be seen whether King Rama X will maintain or re-
verse these reactionary trends in the monarchy in the years to come. A
Jook at the notorious and violent history of the newly crowned monarch
of the Thai kingdom, however, led to an early prediction that the pros-
pects of the bourgeois monarchy under his reign looked anything but
bright.

b
Y

o D
WAL

dLL HAIL THE HING

Bven though everyone saw it coming, the death of King Rama IX still
shook the Thai kingdom to its core. In early October 2016, there were
several signs that the end of the king’s seven-decade reign was immi-
nent. The royal medical team announced to the public that the eighty- .
eight-year-old monarch was in critical condition due to a variéty of
ailments, including kidney, lung, and liver problems. Members of the
royal family rushed to the hospital to visit the ailing king. Having lived
mostly in Germany, the crown prince flew back to Bangkok and went
immediately to his father’s deathbed. The Privy Council called an ur-
gent meeting, and the prime minister canceled his overseas trips. Most
symbolically significant, the stock market of Thailand—the place where
royal enterprises and the king’s investments reigned supreme—quickly
responded to the looming end of the reign. As the king, the hegemonic
figure in Thailand’s politics, economy, and society, showed no sign of
surviving, the Thai stock market index plunged 6.5 percent, the world’s
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biggest drop of the month. thertam about the kingdom’s prospects,
foreign investors pulled money from Thai stocks at the fastest pace of
.the year. The Thai currency also sank to the year’s lowest rate.!

On the afternoon of Octobér 13, after hours of uncertainty, all televi-
sion channels went black and white at 7:00 p.m. and broadcast a brief
announcement by the royal household: the ninth king of the Chakri
dynasty had died at 3:52 p.m, A few minutes later the prime minister
appeared on the television screen and officially announced the death
of the king. “It is the greatest loss and despair in the lives of all Thais
nationwide,” the junta leader turned premier, General Prayut, said to
the nationwide audience.? While Thai newspapers rapidly reported
this breaking news to the public, The Nation stood out in terms of its
visual presentation. It convertéd the iconic picture of Rama IX sweating
from the tip of his nose while working on his development projects to
black and white and printed this image on its front page with the cap-
tion “Kingdom Grieves.”? The message the newspaper delivered to its
readers was this: the father figure of the nation who had tirelessly
worked for his subjects was finally at rest.

The morning after Rama IX passed away, hundreds of thousands
of Thais donned black and waited along the procession route trans-
porting the king’s body from the hospital to the Grand Palace. Kneeling
and praying for the late king during Bangkok’s hot afternoon, many
mourners wept while holdmg portraits of Rama IX and royal flags.
Those who did not bring royal portraits from home took Thai banknotes
from their pockets and held the bills overhead while waiting for the
royal procession (figure 25).4 The bills featured portraits of Rama IX on
the front and those of the late king and other royal figures on the back.
It was a spectacular event in Thai history. Instead of an official ceremony
meticulously arranged by the royal household, a crowd of mourners
expressed their loyalty to, griéf over the death of, and familial love for
the late king through the mundane medium of monetary exchange. In-
stead of religious items such f:ls amulets, statuettes, and white cotton
threads (saisin), which are normally used to reify spirits in Thai culture,
it was cash that served as a mediator between the dead king and his
living subjects. A few days later thousands of Thai mourners lined up
at 2:00 a.m. in front of government banks in order to buy commemora-
tive banknotes that featured Rama IX visiting rural citizens, overseeing
his development projects, and playing the saxophone. First released in
2011, the banknotes were reissued by the BOT when they became the
hottest items in the market following the king’s death. Within hours the
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Figure 25. King is cash. A crowd of Thai mourners raise Thai banknotes with images of
Rama IX while waiting for the convoy that returned the body of the late king to the Grand
Palace on October 14, 2016. (Photo by Rungroj Yongrit /Epa/Shutterstock)

entire first print run of ninety thousand banknotes sold out, and the
government had to order a new stock of two hundred thousand bills to
meet the demand.® In addition to the classic phase “cash is king,” this
craze for banknotes with images of Rama IX shows that the reverse,
“king is cash,” also rings true in the Thai kingdom.

HING IS £aSH

During the long reign of Rama IX, the monarchy not only made its

presence felt on Thai banknotes. In fact the crown had also become an
invisible currency for political, business, and cultural relations in the
Thai kingdom. In national politics, the menarchy’s support and en-
dorsement were political capital. Instead of parliament buildings or
government offices, it was a trend in contemporary Thailand that poli-
ticians, civil servants, and high-ranking generals had to frequent the
palace in order to secure political support from the king, the royal
family, and the Privy Council. Without the green light from the crown,
the prospect that a government-—military or civilian—could administer
the kingdom was bleak. In the market, business connections with the
palace were capital. By donating money to royal charities, appointing
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privy counselors to a board of directors, or creating joint ventures with
royal enterprises, both Thai and foreign investors could be business
partners of the CPB—the corporate body that owns not only one of the
largest conglomerates but also the most valuable collection of commer-
cial land in the kingdom. In the mass media, anything associated with
the crown was cultural capital. Songs, books, filims, television programs,
and photographs that were either composed by royalty or produced to
salute the crown had the Midas touch, as they invariably became best-
selling and award-winning merchandise. When Rama IX closed his
eyes forever in 2016, he left a remarkable legacy behind. Rather than

being a marginal institution in a capitalist state, the monarchy at the

end of Rama IX’s reign held a virtual hegemonic status in Thailand’s
national politics, economy, and pop culture.

The hegemonic status of the monarchy in Thailand, as thls book has
shown, is not a natural or inherited trait of the kingdom but a recent
construct. It is the innovative construction and renovation of three
bodies of the monarchy under the histotic reign of Rama IX, When the
reign began in 1946, the king’s two bodies, the natural and the political,
were in critical condition. Regarding the natural body, Thai kings and
the royal family had been physically absent from the public for decades.
Born in the United States and having spent his childhood and adoles-
cence in Europe, Rama IX was an unfamiliar face to local Thais when he
became king at age eighteen after the mysterious death of his elder
brother. During the early reign of Rama IX, however, fortune seemed to
smile on the crown. In the late 1940s, Thailand’s constitutional regime,
which had been unstable and vulnerable since the end of the absolute
monarchy, was taken over by the military faction of the Thai bureauc-
racy, and for decades to come the army would maintain its authoritarian
rule in Thai politics. Lacking legitimacy, the military turned to the king’s
two bodies and brought them back to life in the hope that they could be
used as a political facade for military rule. Portraits of the king and the
royal family were widely promoted among the public. Royal ceremonies
that had vanished with the end of Thai absolutism were popularly re-
vived. In the media, the king was depicted not only as the supreme
commander of the Thai army but also as the religious ruler in accord-
ance with Hindu-Buddhist beliefs.

It was also during this early phase of Rama IX's reign that the third
body of the monarchy~the capitalist one—began to take shape. When
Rama IX ascended the throne, the fate of the Thai crown seemed to be
no different from that which other constitutional monarchies had to
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face. The monarchy’s financial status was dependent on government
aid, not its personal investments. Governmental control of wealth over
that of the Thai monarchy nonetheless did not last long. Thanks to the
end of the constitutional regime and the rise of the military’s power in
Thai politics, the crown was able to restore its financial situation to the
status quo ante. With military backing, the monarchy took back control
of the Privy Purse in the late 1940s and renovated it under a newly cre-
ated office, the CPB. Unlike the Privy Purse in the old regime, the CPB
did not accumulate wealth as a rentier by draining money from the
kingdom's treasury and squandering it on unproductive expenditures.

Instead, as the military government pursued the national project of . .

industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s, the CPB-actively participated
in the expanding market by investing royal wealth in industry, finance,
and property development. Thanks to the formation of the CPB as the
capitalist body of the crown, the king and the royal family were able to
get back on their feet. Instead of being at the mercy of the government,
their financial security now rested on the crown'’s growmg success in
the market.

The attempt to brmg the Thai monarchy back into politics and the
market economy, however, was not a smooth road. In fact it backfired
in the 1970s when the CPT and radical students began to rebel against the
political alliance between the military and the monarchy. The publicity
about the natural body of the king failed to resonate with the Left. The
depiction of Rama IX as a religious ruler made him look like a conser-
vative sovereign from the feudal past, while the portrayal of him as the
commander in chief made him indistinguishable from the ruling junta.
The political role of the second body of the king also fueled the fire.
Thanks to the crown’s involvement with the military crackdown on |

leftist students in the late 1970s, many young radicals decided to join

the CPT in the deep jungle and unprecedentedly made the communist
force a-serious threat to the monarchy. Even the development of the
third body of the king did not go unnoticed by the Left. The i increasing
wealth of the Thai monarchy in the kingdom, where inequality and
poverty had been widespread, was intensely discussed and criticized
by the CPT. In short, in the early phase of Rama IX’s reign, the three
bodies of the Thai monarchy, despite gaining influence, were still vul-
nerable to political threats, as the crown still relied heavily on ancient
beliefs in Thai kingship and extraeconomic coercion.

The status of the three bodies of the monarchy dramatically changed
as the reign of Rama IX entered its second phase in the 1980s. It was a
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critical decade when the Thai
bourgeoisie was on the rise;
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economy saw unprecedented growth; the
and consumerism, the mass media, and

.pop culture quickly penetrated Thai society. Against this background,
the first body of the king started to embody new ideological features

that came with capitalism: bo

urgeois ethics and appearance. Instead of

being the divine Hindu king, the virtuous Buddhist king, and the ancient

warrior-king, Rama IX becam
of the four themes of a “bourg

e more visible in the public eye by means
eois monarch.” That is, he was now popu-

larly praised as the industrious king who never stopped working for

the common good of his subj

ects, the frugal king who lived a humble

and self-sufficient life, the father figure of the nation who provided
familial affection and attachment to his childlike subjects, and. the cos-

mopolitan king who was tale;

sports, science, and technology.
new public image that made him look

Rama IX also embraced a

nted in the fields of art, music, literature,

more like an ordinary boirgeois. Rather than wearing a military uniform

or religious regalia as he had

done in his early reign, Rama IX dressed

more often in publicin a business suit, a buttoned-down shirt, a neck-
tie, and reading glasses. In place of a regal sword and an assault rifle,
which he had commonly carried during the first phase of his reign when
he was being presented as a divine king and.warrior-king, he usually
carried a camera, map, pencil, and walkie-talkie when he visited his sub-
jects in rural provinces. Thanks to this rebranding of the king’s image,
Rama IX became widely popu}ar among the urban bourgeoisie, and this
phenomenon distinguished him from previous monarchs of the Thai
kingdom.

Like the natural body of the king, the political body was clearly
bourgeoisified in the second phase of Rama IX’s reign. During the last
two decades of the twentieth century; a series of political events pushed
the monarchy to make a significant adjustment in its political alliances
and mass-based support. In the late 1980s, as the communist influence
in the kingdom declined dramatically, the monarchy shifted its focus
from the national security and political conflicts that had been its con-
cern in previous decades to economic development and urbanization.
Instead of visiting military camps, Thai royalty spent more time with
their development projects. These were designed to solve the socioeco-
nomic problems of inadequate urban infrastructure, traffic congestion,
and environmentakdegradation—problems that resonated widely with
the urban bourgeoisie. The royal attempt to create a political alliance
with the bourgeoisie became clearer in the early 1990s when the power
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of this rising class could no longer be contained by the military. In the
face of increasing demands for demilitarization and democratization
by the bourgeoisie, the monarchy jumped on the bandwagon. The
crown distanced itself from the military, intervened as a mediator be-
tween the military and urban protesters, and promoted itself as a dem-
ocratic advocate. With the withdrawal of the military and the estab-
lishment of parliamentary democracy in Thailand from the mid-1990s
onward, the monarchy adapted itself to the new political climate by
applying two strategies that were more compatible with the new order
steered by the bourgeoisie.

First, instead of using physical force against those he deemed to bea
threat, the king gave speeches that became a political tool for the crown
to put pressure on the government. Barely making himself heard in the
early years of his reign, Rama IX was outspoken in his later period. The
king frequently addressed not only the political problems of corruption
among politicians, the political stalemate in the parliament, and the in-
stability of the civilian government but also the sociceconomic problems
of rapid industrialization, unrestrained capitalism, and conspicuous
consumption. Echoing the frustration with the government among the
urban bourgeoisie, the king’s speeches appeared regularly in the mass
media, and they became verbal requests by the crown to which the gov-
ernment had to give a positive response. Another strategy the crown
employed was informal interventions in national politics via the mon-
archy’s networks and proxies. Promoting itself as a neutral institution
that stood above political conflicts, the crown often used its loyalists in
the parliament, the bureaucracy, the army, social movements, and aca-
demia to deliver political demands.to the government. Thanks to these
masterful strategies, the monarchy could rebrand its image in Thai .
politics. Instead of being a partner in crime with the army and an advo-
cate of despotic rule, the crown gained a new reputation as the guardian
of the nation that oversaw, warned, and indirectly intervened on behalf
of the fledgling order of bourgeois democracy.

The transformation of the first two bodies of the king was crucial to
the status of the third. With the new look of the natural bodies of Thai
royalty, the public tended to see the king and the royal family as frugal
and industrious and indeed as ordinary people; it became unthinkable
for many Thais to connect the dots between the economical royals and
the massive wealth that the CPB accumulated from its investments in
the thriving market. Therefore, when Rama IX was ranked the world’s
richest royal in the latter part of the first decade of the new millennium,
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thanks to his estimated fortune
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of US$30 billion from the CPB, it created

a public backlash, as the king and capital were normally perceived as

. mismatched and incompatible.
The new status of the crown

to find business partnerships. k
regime and the rise of bourge
by businesspeople as a stable,

in national politics also helped the CPB
Javing withstood the end of the military
ois democracy, the monarchy was seen
reliable, and resilient institution. As the

monarchy distanced itself from the military and contentious politics

but engaged more with the economic issues of industrialization, devel-

opment, and urbanization, buéhesspeople also saw the crown, which
could influence government policy, as the active overseer of the national
economy. Thus, in the later years of the reign, it became popular among
elite corporations in Thailand not only to seek partnerships with the CPB
but also to appoint executives of the CPB, privy counselors, and royalist
bureaucrats and generals to their boards of directors. Unlike the major-
ity of Thai commoners, officials of these elite corporations recognized
the deep connection between the monarchy and the market and under-
stood that their partnerships with the crown could offer them not only
honor and prestige but also political security and financial resources.
Besides, by allying themselves with the capitalist body of the king, giant
corporations could ride the king’s public relations coattails. In addition
to their business collaborations with the crown, most conglomerates
frequently donated money to development projects and philanthropic
organizations initiated by Rama IX and other members of the royal
family. They also claimed that they took the king’s concerns on rapid
industrialization and unrestrained capitalism seriously, and they en-
thusiastically promoted the king’s ethic of thrift, hard work, and self-
sufficiency. In the shadow of the natural body of the king, the wealthy
partnerships between the CPB and big corporations meant that they
could pursue their promotion of free trade, industrial capitalism, and
consumerism unhindered by serious public scrutiny. ‘

In spite of all its successes during Thailand’s transition to industrial
capitalism, the monarchy had its Achilles heel. Under monarchy-led
capitalism in Thailand, while the crown,and the bourgeoisie enjoyed
their accumulating wealth, the majority of the population struggled
with the kingdom'’s industrial revolution, which entailed socioeconomic
inequality, uneven development, capital concentration, mass disposses-
sion, and environmental destruction. During the twilight of Rama IX’s

reign, their resentment could n
posed to the larger public. Ma

o longer be contained and became ex-
sses of peasants, blue-collar workers,
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and unemployed people protested in the streets and voiced their re-
sentment toward the king, members of the royal family, and privy
counselors, who all stood firmly with the wealthy bourgeoisie. Burdened
with debt and unable to access social welfare, the underclasses took ex-
ception to the massive fortune of the king’s capitalist body and its
partnerships with national and global corporations. Most symbolically
important, they mocked the natural bodies of the king, exposed the
hypocrisy of the world’s richest monarch, who presented himself in
public as a frugal man, and even wished for the death of the old and
ailing king.

As the three bodies of the king were on shaky ground in the eyes of
the multitudes, the crown defended itself by turning to its last resort, the
army and its repression of any sign of antimonarchial sentiments. The
monarchy’s recourse to the coup d’état and junta regime raised a red
flag indicating that the crown had already lost its hegemonic status and
headed south when Rama IX was on his deathbed. As a result, when the
crown passed from the longest reigning and most popular monarch in
Thai history to his heir apparent, the odds were stacked a gainst the new
monarch, King Maha Vajiralongkorn Bodindradebayavarangkun, or
Rama X. Thanks to his prodigal lifestyle, erratic personality, and inexpe-
rience in politics, it was widely assumed that Rama X would be merely
a playboy king, a political puppet of the junta, and an unskilled sover-
eign.® He would stand no chance of carrying on the royal power, wealth,
and popularity that his father left behind. With an incompetent king on
the throne, it looked as if the new reign was doomed right off the bat.
Yet, against all odds, the royal succession was smooth. The new reign
took hold without political chaos or mass uprisings. Most important,
Rama X has shown to the public during the early stage of his reign that |
he is a much shrewder king than people expected, and he does not shy
away from but engages with royal intervention in national politics and
royal investment in thé market. Once again the Thai crown is proving
itself a resilient institution, surviving the death of one king and living
to fight another day.

IN THE HINGDOM OF THE BLIND

Having ascended the throne at age sixty-four, Rama X is the oldest
newly crowned monarch of the centuries-old Chakri dynasty. The aged
Rama X, however, is not an inert king who has abdicated the manage-
ment of royal power and wealth. In fact, during the early phase of his
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reign, he has been active and apéarently more assertive than his father
was when it comes to the interests of the monarchical bodies. A few
months after his reign began, the junta asked the new king to sign off
on the kingdom’s latest constitution, a charter drafted by the military to
prolong its rule as approved by a national referendum in 2016. Surpris-
ingly, Rama X intervened and ordered the junta to revise some parts of
the constitution of which he disapproved, and two of them are directly
related to royal prerogatives.” First, while the constitutional draft re-
quired that the king appoint a regent when he is absent from the king-
dom or unable to perform his duties, Rama X insisted that it is up to the
king whether he should appoint a regent to represent him pro tempore.
Recently spending most of his time in his luxury villa in Munich, Rama X
could take advantage of this revision by reigning from the German re-
public instead of his home kingdom.

Another part in the draft of which the king disapproved is related to
the role of the monarchy when there is a constitutional crisis. Expecting
that the new king would lack leadership, charisma, and political skills,
the junta drafted a charter that transferred the power to resolve a con-
stitutional crisis, which included the right to dissolve the parliament
and appoint an interim prime mi;nister, from the monarchy to the Con-
stitutional Court and the parliament. Rama X rejected this draft and
demanded a restoration of the royal prerogatives in a constitutional
crisis. After the junta complied with the royal requests, the king finally
approved and signed off on the twentieth constitution of the kingdom.
The promulgation of the new constitution was presented to the national
audience in a royal ceremony, a historic moment during which the new
monarch bestowed the new constitution on his subjects. The ceremony
took place in the Dusit Palace onﬁApril 6, 2017, a special day for Rama X
and the Thai monarchy, as the Chakri dynasty had been founded by
King Rama I on this date 235 years earlier.

After ratification of the new constitution, Rama X made another
move to consolidate the monarchical power of his reign. He asked the
junta government to transfer the control of royal agencies from the state
to the monarch. This included the Royal Aide-de-Camp Department,
the OHM, the Bureau of the Royal Household, the Office of Privy Coun-
cil’s Secretary, the Royal Guard Command, and the Royal Court Secu-
rity Police. Under the new royal acts and decrees, those agencies are no
longer parts of theigevernment but belong to the palace’s newly
founded agency, His Majesty’s Bureau (suan ratchakan nai phra-ong).
Those agencies are no longer staffed with state officers but with His
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Majesty’s personal officials (kharatchakan nai phra-ong), and the appoint-
ment or discharge of any of them is at the king’s personal discretion.?
Thanks to this political intervention, the monarchy under Rama X’s
leadership looks like an autonomous institution unchecked by the junta
government let alone by the parliament. In the new regime, the political
and natural bodies of the king are actively accumulating and centraliz-
ing political power to a greater extent than the palace did in the former
reign. In other words, Rama X is driving the Thai kingdom even farther
away from a constitutional monarchy than his father did.

Similarly, the capitalist body of the monarchy and its massive wealth
have been centralized and are directly supervised by the new monarch
himself. During 2017-18, the junta government terminated all previous
acts that were associated with the CPB and announced the two new
acts—the Crown Property Acts of 2017 and 2018 —that were endorsed
by the new monarch. Under these new acts, all royal assets were trans-
ferred to the full ownership of the king, and the management and in-
vestment of those assets are “up to the king’s discretion.” Those assets
include not only land, stocks, and enterprises that the CPB had man-
aged for decades but also palaces and royal residences, a type of prop-
erty that used to be categorized as national treasures under the former
laws.? In taking over the CPB, Rama X became the major stockholder in
the SCG and SCB, the biggest industrial conglomerate and one of the
biggest banks in Southeast Asia, respectively. With full control of the
royal assets, which various analysts have valued at between US$30 bil-
lion and US$60 billion, Rama X is undisputedly the richest monarch
and one of the wealthiest men on earth.! Moreover, unlike the former
legislation, the 2017 and 2018 acts exclude the minister of finance from
the CPB’s board and allows the king to appoint all members of the .
board as he pleases. In other words, thanks to the new acts, the monar-
chy’s wealth and its management are completely independent of the
control of the government. A significant change of the CPB under the
new acts also includes the replacement of its director. The former direc-
tor, Chirayu Isarangkun Na Ayuthaya, was appointed by Rama IX in
1987. With his professional management and business connections,
Chirayu successfully transformed the CPB from an inert, rigid, and de-
ficient bureau into a moneymaking machine for the crown, and the late
king never lost trust in him." Under the new reign, however, Chirayu
was replaced by Rama X's close aide, Air Chief Marshal Satitpong Sukvi-
mol.*? In this regard, unlike his father, the new king was eager to per-
sonally take charge of the monarchy’s capitalist body. If the boundaries
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between a monarch and a mogul, a king and a capitalist, and the crown
and a corporation were blurry under the former reign, they simply dis-
. appeared under the new one. ‘
The centralization of royal power and wealth after the new reign
began, however, can give the wrong impression and has led to the as-
sumption among some observers of Thai politics that the kingdom is
moving back toward monarchical absolutism.?® This kind of assump-
tion passes over the fact that, as this book has examined, Thailand has
been transformed into a capitalist kingdom and the monarchy alone
cannot maintain its power and wealth without the popular consent of
the bourgeoisie and political support of the military and judiciary.
Rama X and the palace seem to realize this fact, and thus they make any
political move with a give-and-take approach. After ascending the
throne, Rama X reshuffled t}ie members of the Privy Council. While
keeping half the privy counsellors who served his father, including the
president, General Prem, the new king handpicked his own men to oc-
cupy the other positions. Most are former judges and retired generals.
The latter not only have a close connection with the junta leaders but
also formerly served as ministers under the junta government. Despite
being discharged from serving as the director of the CPB, Chirayu was
not left high and dry. Instead, he landed one of the most prestigious
jobs in the kingdom, as Rama X recruited him to serve as a new privy
counselor.’®
Moreover, under the new reign, the tripartite relationship among the
monarchy, elite capitalists, and the army remains strong. Although all
of them publicly claim that they will follow Rama IX's SEP, they actu-
ally pursue new policies that facilitate capitalism’s deeper penetration
into the kingdom. The exemplar of those policies is the so-called civil
state (pracharat) policy, which has been widely promoted by the mili-
tary government since Rama X became king. On the surface, thegov«
ernment claims that it will promote the self-sufficiency economy in
each province by forming a “social enterprise” (wisahakit phuea chum-
chon).¥ It is a provincial enterprise operated by three-way cooperation
among local villagers, small entrepreneprs, a_nd state officials. Instead
of accumulating capital and seeking profits, this enterprise works to
provide sufficient incomes for local villagers and thus alleviate their
destitution. In fact this is a cooperative policy among royal enterprises,
giant corporatioris;and the junta leaders. Among its advisers, there are
not only ministerial generals but also executive managers from the
SCG—the cement conglomerate that is now largely owned by the king
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himself—and several companies that have a close relationship with the
crown. These include CP, the Central Group, ThaiBev, and the Mitr Phol
Group, the country’s biggest companies in agribusiness, retailing, beer,
and sugar industfies, respectively.!” Rather than being initiated and
controlled by local people, the “social enterprise” is run by these con-
glomerates in order to extract local resources and connect the local
market with the national and global economies.!® As a result, instead of
alleviating poverty among the rural villagers, this flagship policy of the
junta government is making the rich royals, generals, and tycoons even
richer under the new reign.

This lucrative cooperation among the monarchy, elite capitalists,
and the army is also symbolized by the planned construction of two
Bangkok skyscrapers. Ambitiously designed as a new landmark of the
Thai kingdom, the Bangkok Observation Tower is a US$138 million
project. Itis a collaboration among the junta government and two corpo-
rations, Siam Piwat and CP. The junta not only provided public land for
this project but also bypassed a call for bids, claiming a concern about -
a delay and lack of interest from construction companies.’® Rama X's
Asister, Princess Sirindhorn, is one of the major stockholders in Siam
Piwat, Thailand’s top development and retail company. Owning not
only the largest agribusiness conglomerate in Asia but also several
development companies in Thailand, CP has been one of the biggest
donors to the royal family and among the most frequent visitors to the
palace from the time of the former reign. When completed in 2020, the
1,505-foot tower will be the second-tallest building in Thailand and
the world’s sixth-tallest tower. On the top floor of the building there
will be a museum commemorating the legacy of Rama IX and the his-
tory of the Chakri dynasty. The building will stand alongside luxury .
coridominiums, entertainment complexes, and high-class retail outlets
operated under the name Icon Siam, the US$1.6 billion project also
owned by Siam Piwat and CP.20 :

The second skyscraper is the Grand Rama IX Tower, a US$540 mil-
lion building and the center of a business complex composed of luxury
hotels, shopping malls, and corporate offices. Located on Rama IX
Road, the US$1.8 billion complex will honor the late king by naming its
flagship hotel and shopping mall after him, the New World Grand
Rama IX Hotel and the Central Plaza Grand Rama IX respectively.?
When completed in 2021, the 2,018-foot skyscraper will be the tallest
building in Thailand, one of the world’s ten tallest buildings, and the
center of a new comumercial district in Bangkok. At the moment when
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Rama IX passed away, the palace followed an ancient tradition of Thai
kingship by announcing, “The Lord of the Land now leaves the worldly
earth and ‘goes back to the heavenly sky'” (sadet sawan khot). Capitalists
in Thailand, however, did not take that phrase as a metaphor. Instead
they elevated the legacy of Rama IX to reach the sky, literally.

In addition to elite capitalists in the kingdom, the monarchy under
the new reign is attempting to xﬁamtain popular support among the
bourgeois masses. Thanks to the notonous and violent history of Rama X
when he was a crown prince, many Thais could not help but have feel-
ings of fear and anxiety when the crown passed to him. The palace ap-
parently recognizes this problem and is actively rebranding the public
image of the unpopular king. Eve?x though the palace widely promotes
pictures of Rama X as a commander in chief in order to show the mon-
arch’s military prowess and the monarchy’s solidarity with the junta
leaders, the palace also balances those images with another theme of
visual presentation: the new kmg as a grateful son and family man.?
Instead of stepping out of the shadow of his late father, Rama X has
" been promoted in the mass media as if he were a loyal son who will
follow in his father’s every footstep. In the old photographs redistrib-
uted by the palace, Rama X, then the young Prince Vajiralongkorn, was
depicted as a son who prostrated himself before his father, traveled
with him to visit rural villages where communism was widespread,
stood behind him to perform staﬁe and religious ceremonials, ate din-
- ner with him as they fed one another with smiles, and even played the
saxophone with him in a jazz band when they took a break from their
official duties.?® Likewise, despii-e his third divorce and the hushed
gossip about his private life and cbnjugal visits, several new pictures of
Rama X that depict him as a family man have been promoted in the
media. In those pictures, instead c}f a playboy and a cruel and prodigal
king, he is shown to be an ordinary dad who hugs and giggles with his
children, rides a bicycle alongsidé his daughters in the streets of Bang-
kok, and taught his son how to swim and paddle on a sunny day in
Germany.

Even the king himself seems to recognize the importance of re-
branding his image and relating it to the bourgeois values of a warm
nuclear family, fatherly love, and visual fantasies. Following a tradition
invented by his late father, Rama X did not miss a chance to give the
King’s New Year Card-to his subjects during the early years of his reign.
Produced by the king himself and released by the palace, the King’s
2018 New Year Card is a combination of photographs and cartoons.
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While the former show Rama X, his father, and his mother all smiling
while greeting their subjects, the latter are the king’s own drawings.
They depict a nuclear family living happily together in a small house
and owning a compact car, dad and mom hugging each other, their son
playing with a poodle, their daughter hugging a snowman standing
alongside a Christmas tree, and a Santa Claus giving Christmas gifts to
the family. Although Thailand is a hot and humid country and the ma-
jority of its population are Buddhists, the king’s cartoons visually echo
capitalist fantasies among the Thai nouveau riche, who embraced con-
sumerism, mass commodities, and western culture from the time of the
former reign. In addition to the cartoons, the king provided a greeting
on the card in his own hand: “Happy Heart. Happy Body. Bright Mind.
Live a Self-Sufficient, Humble, and Reasonable Life.”? With this re-
branding of his public image, Rama X has a chance to show his soft
side, hidden skills in art and sports, and devotion to his young children
and his father’s vision of the kingdom. Regardless of Rama X’s scan-
dalous lifestyle behind the scenes, which frequently sparked headlines
in tabloids around the globe,? the visual presentation of the natural
bodies of the royal family through bourgeois ideology remains one of
the crucial themes of royal publicity under the new reign.

While seeking and securing popular support from the bourgeoisie
remains one of the top priorities of the monarchy under the new reign,
the crown also promotes itself as a champion of the underclasses. When
he had a chance to grant a pardon for the first time in 2016, Rama X
showed mercy toward his subjects. To celebrate the proclamation of his
reign, the king granted a total or partial pardon to 150,000 prisoners.
While 30,000 were set free right away, the rest had their sentences re-
duced but were not released. The latter included some inmates who
had been jailed under the lése-majesté law.?” As a result, in contrast to
his reputation as a ruthless person, the new king showed the public
that he is capable of mercy and sympathy even toward those who of-
fended the monarchy. Rama X's historic pardon, however, was a royal
ceremony that distracted the public from the fact that the charges and
punishments of lése-majesté are still draconian and arbitrary under the
new reign. In a southern province of the kingdom, a blind woman was
charged and received an eighteen-month jail sentence after she report-
edly shared a Marxist critique of the Thai monarchy on Facebook.® A
young man from a northern province, meanwhile, was sentenced to
thirty-five years in jail for Facebook posts that were deemed to insult
the royal family. He was initially given a seventy-year sentence, a record
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breaker for an infraction of l8se-1
half after he confessed.? In a nort
arrested after they set fire to the

dLL HalL THE HING

majesté, but his term was reduced by
theastern province, six teenagers were
royal arches that celebrated Rama X,

Thanks to their confession and juvenile status, their sentences were re-
duced by half. Yet most will spend seven years and eight months in

prison, and one will be incarcerat

ed for eleven and a half years.® In this

sense, as during the former reign, lése-majesté has been treated as a

life-and-death crime under the new reign. The draconian use of this law
makes Thai people, especially those from the lower classes, think twice
if they want to speak publicly about—let alone criticize—~Rama X’s con-
centration of royal wealth and power and the close association among
the crown, elite capitalists, and the junta government.

In October 2017, one year after the new reign began, the monarchy
was ready to cremate to Rama IX’s body and ritually send the king
“back to the heavenly sky.” The body of the late king had lain in a cof-
fin at the Grand Palace for a period of one year to let Thai subjects pay
their respects to their beloved king in person. They did not let the
crown down. More than twelve million people viewed the king lying in
state, which broke the record for public attendance at Thailand’s royal
funerals.® In spite of being the richest crown on earth, the palace re-
ceived more than US$26 million in donations from those loyal attendees.
The junta government also showed its loyalty to the crown by spend-
ing US$g0 million of state budget funds on Rama IX’s funeral and cre-
mation.’ The previous funeral and cremation of a Thai king, that of
Rama V111, took place in 1950, and they cost much less by comparison: a
state budget sum of US$140,000.%

On Rama IX's cremation day, October 26, 2017, 157,000 people at-
tended the elaborate ceremony around the Grand Palace, and 19 mil-
lion nationwide paid their respects at different memorial sites provided
by the government.® Like their compatriots in the middle and lower
classes, elite capitalists did not miss the chance to pay their respects to
their bourgeois king. They voluntarily paused in their capital accumu-
lation by closing their businesses on the afternoon of the cremation day
and even provided free transportation to their office employees, fac-
tory workers, and customers who wanted to attend the royal ceremony.
Those businesses included banks, shopping malls, movie theaters, su-
permarkets, fast food restaurants, and even twenty-four-hour conve-
nience stores. Many &f these are owned by CP, ThaiBev, Bangkok Bank,

and the Central Group, the billior
been business partners of and lo

1-dollar conglomerates that have long
yal donors to the crown.® Thanks to
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the strong support and loyalty of the elite capitalists, the military gov-
ernment, and masses of the Thai populace, the prospects of the Thai
crown did not look as gloomy as the smoke pouring from the burned
body of the late king into Bangkok’s sky on the night of his cremation.
Despite the death of a bourgeois king, the bourgeois crown as a political
institution and capitalist corporation is able to outlive one king and serve
the next one so that he can reign supreme in the capitalist kingdom.

THE THRONE aNB ITS TRUMP C3RDS

Although this book has focused only on a single case of the monarchy
in Thailand, this case provides some lessons for rethinking the other
monarchies around the world, their relationships with social classes,
and their prospects in the age of global capitalism. There has long been
an underestimation of the power of a monarchy to adapt itself to the
forces of capitalism. Yet one of the major lessons that can be drawn
from the Thai case is that monarchy is not necessarily the outmoded,
static, and nonadaptive institution it is usually considered to be. In-
stead, against all odds, a monarchy can weather sociceconomic changes
and transform its mode of political control, surplus extraction, and class
alliance in concert with a kingdom's transition to a capitalist state. With
a fusion of ancient beliefs and modern bourgeois values, reliance on
both active consent and extraeconomic coercion, and an accumulation
of wealth through corporate donations, business investments, and
sponsorship by the state, a modern form of a monarchy—like the Thai
crown—is able not only to survive but also to thrive in the age of global
capitalism. As a result, a study of capitalism in the twenty-first century
should not focus merely on capitalists while giving monarchies around
the world a free pass. In the United Kingdom, the royal family remains
popular, as it embodies both ancient beliefs and modern bourgeois
values. In Scandinavia, the Low Countries, and Japan, monarchies still
reign over some of the most advanced capitalist states and most stable
polities on earth. In the United Arab Emirates, members of the royal
family hold one of the largest oil reserves in the world, chair wealthy
state enterprises, and have transformed Dubai into a global city and the
business hub of the Middle East. Therefore, how kings, queens, princes,
and princesses, from those in postindustrialist Europe to those in late
capitalist Asia, still live long and large in the age of global capitalism is
a puzzle that needs to be examined further based on the evidence that
this single case of the Thai monarchy provides.


taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight

taeya
Highlight


234 aLL HaIL THE HING -

There has also been an overesﬁimation of the power of the bourgeoisie
and insufficient examination of the ideology of this capitalist class. As
the Thai case reveals, the rise of a massive, wealthy, and powerful class
of the nouveau riche does not entail a bourgeois revolution that can tame
or abolish a monarchy. As a mass base of the monarchy, the Thai bour-
geoisie and its symbiotic association with the crown should lead to a
rethinking of the progressive and heroic ideals of the bourgeoisie. In-
stead of a full-time progressive, confident, and revolutionary class, the
bourgeoisie frequently turns out to be a conservative, anxious, and re-
actionary class that seeks political, economic, and ideological support,
all of which a new form of monarchy is able to supply very well. Even
classical theorists who highly va@ued the revolutionary and progressive
tendencies of the bourgeoisie still looked at this class with reserva-
tions. Adam Smith argued that the bourgeoisie tends not only to obsess
over the spectacle, beauty, and greatness of royalty and nobility but also
to aspire to become members of the upper class.3 Marx accepted the

fact that the nineteenth-century bourgedisie in some countries, as in the .-

German case, would not live up to their historical and revolutionary
task because of their “timidity and cowardice” and inclination from the
outset “to betray the people and to compromise with the crowned rep-
resentative of the old society.””é Weber acknowledged that, alongside
the “cold skeleton hands of rational orders” and the “banality of every-
day routine,” bourgeois society is also driven by the sentiments of reli-
gious zeal and romantic love.?® With the global rise of conservative, re-
actionary, and rightist bourgeoisies in the twenty-first century, it is time
to explore what those theorists noted only in passing: the reactionary
and illiberal mentalities of the bourgeoisie. As capitalism develops and
penetrates further into their countries and daily lives, it becomes nor-
mal to see elite capitalists and the middle class today turn into the loyal
supporters of right-wing ideologies such as nationalism, racism, Islamo-
phobia, homophobia, misogyny, and, as the Thai case epitomizes, mon-
archism and royalism. 3

Moreover, if a monarchy is not necessarily the first victim of a bour-
geois revolution, as has generally been believed, a rethinking of a the-
ory of class struggle in some capitalist states where monarchies still
reign, if not rule, is necessary. As the Thai case shows, the classes of
peasantry and proletariat have struggled not only with the urban bour-
geoisie but also withthe monarchy—an ancient institution that can sur-
vive a national transition from feudalism to capitalism and successfully
embed itself into the capitalist state, the market economy, and bourgeois

dLL HaiL THE HINB 235

ideology. As a result, in addition to a struggle with the bourgeoisie
proper, the Thai grass roots face an uphill battle with a monarchy that
operates more as a bourgeois enterprise than an ancient institution. This
two-front war that the Thai underclasses struggle with demonstrates a
new form of class struggle in capitalist kingdoms around the world.
The Arab Spring uprisings seriously damaged the authoritarian regimes
in the republics of Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Yemen, and Syria; however,
Arab monarchies and capitalist elites in Morocco, Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, and the United Arab Emirates helped
one another to weather the uprisings and kept their power and wealth
intact. For the lower classes in those kingdoms, their road to unchaining
themselves from the fetters of capitalism appears to be as hard as, if not
harder than, social emancipation in a capitalist republic.

This symbiotic relationship between the crown and capital, however,
should not be perceived as a parochial phenomenon that is significant
only for those who are interested in capitalist kingdoms. Instead, one
can argue that it is a mirror image of what has been developed in capi-
talist republics in the twenty-first century. While the monarch in the
Thai kingdom is indistinguishable from a mogul as he accumulates
capital and owns massive fortune like a bourgeois billionaire, the forty-
fifth president of the United States looks like his identical twin from

_afar. In the American republic, Donald Trump, a real estate developer

and bourgeois billionaire, was elected president in 2016. He became the
first billionaire president and thus the wealthiest person ever to assume
the presidency. He selected members of his family who are them-
selves successful and wealthy businesspeople—his eldest daughter,
Ivanka, and his son-in-law, Jared Kushner—to serve as his senior ad-
visers. While primarily residing in the White House, he took a break
from his presidential duties to stay with his third wife, Melania, and
their son, Barron, on the highest floors of his fifty-eight-story Trump
Tower, which is located on Fifth Avenue in Manhattan in New- York
City. Inspired by the Palace of Versailles, his US$100 million penthouse
is decorated with gold and diamond doors, lavish crystal chandeliers,
Greek mythological statues, classical portraits, Louis XIV furniture,
and an indoor fountain.** Never officially crowned, Trump lives a
wealthy, powerful, and extravagant life that makes him look like no
one more than a king,

Beyond the United States, other major capitalist republics in the
world also see a trend that bears some similarities to the Thai kingdom:
the decline of democracy and the rise of a political regime that allows
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one man to serve as a sovereign of the nation for a long period of time—
if not for life. In Russia, China, and Turkey, political leaders strengthen
their executive power, prolong their time in office by changing the con-
stitutional rules, and violently repress opposition parties and street
protests. Serving as the prime minister of Russia in 1999 and president
in 2000, Vladimir Putin has swi;tched back and forth between those two
positions since then and remairis the most powerful man in the Russian
republic. Despite corruption scandals, democratic backsliding, and the
violation of human rights mdér his regime, Putin secured a landslide
victory in Russia’s 2018 presidential election. He has promised that he
will finally step down when hlS latest texm as president ends in 2024, a
quarter of century after he rose to power.*!

Likewise, in China, Xi ]inpiﬁg has served as the general secretary of
the Central Committee of the :Communist Party and chairman of the
Central Military Commission since 2012. He has also served as the
president of the People’s Republic of China since 2013. In 2018, Xi re-
moveéd presidential term limits; thus, he can rule open-endedly as
“president for life.”#2 In Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdogan served as prime
minister from 2003 to 2014 and then as the president of the Turkish re-
public. Thanks to 2017 amendments to the Constitution of Turkey, the
post of prime minister was abolished, and the president became both
the head of state and head of government. Elected the first executive
president in Turkish history in 2018, Erdogan will rule for five years
and be eligible for reelection. As president, he has lived in a new presi-
dential residence in Ankara, the US$615 million building complex com-
monly known as the White Palace.® With their lengthy presidential
terms, the unchecked power of one-man rule, and even their grandiose
lifestyles, these leaders give the impression that they are less like re-
publican presidents than monarchical rulers. They are the Russian tsar,
Chinese emperor, and Ottoman sultan of the twenty-first century.

Finally, if state power has been controlled and centralized in a
monarchical style in many countries, whether they are kingdoms or re-
publics, capital accumulation in the world today also shows a similar
trajectory. According to Thomas Piketty, capitalism in the twenty-first
century is likely to create an economy dominated by capitalist elites,
the wealthiest people in society, who inherited their fortunes instead of
working for them or profiting from their own innovative production.
Capitalism today, i other words, tends to be run by those who are lucky
enough to have been born into a position of economic fortune and in-
herited substantial assets from their parents. In this regard, the case of
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‘the Thai monarchy fits neatly into this trajectory. Succeeding the

wealthjest monarch on earth, Rama X inherited a multi-billion-dollar
fortune from his late father.and became the new richest king in the
world. What makes him rich are not frugality, hard work, and entre-
preneurship. He was simply born the only son of a rich king, As inheri-
tance becomes a popular means of accumulating wealth in the twenty-
first century, we live in an age in which a monarch’s heir apparent and a
magnate’s offspring are virtually indistinguishable. Although the natu-
ral bodies of a monarch and a magnate cannot escape mortality, their
legacies of wealth and power survive through inheritance in their flesh
and blood. No matter of what type, be it a castle or a corporation, the
inheritance of capital today is still mainly based on bloodline and birth-

right, a tradition that monarchies have used to decide the rightful heir

to the throne for centuries.

Seeing that industrial capitalism was widespread throughout West-
ern Europe in the nineteenth century, Marx predicted a foreseeable fu-
ture for the lower classes in a capitalist state: they would suffer not only
from the capitalist mode of production but also from the archaic modes
of production and outdated institutions that would linger in a capitalist
state. Showing his solidarity with the dispossessed, Marx wrote in the
preface to volume 1 of Capital that a two-front struggle lay ahead of
them: “Alongside the modern evils, we are oppressed by a whole series
of inherited evils, arising from the passive survival of archaic and out-
moded modes of production, with their accompanying train of anachro-
nistic social and political relations.” In short, Marx stated, “We suffer
not only from the living, but from the dead.”®> One-and-a-half centuries
after its publication, Marx’s dystopian vision in his magnum opus

seems to ring true beyond Western Europe. In Thailand, alongside the

modern evils of industrial capitalism, the lower classes have struggled
with the inherited institution, which has remained in the kingdom for
centuries. What would have surprised Marx, however, is that this insti-
tution not only maintains its outmoded components but also embraces
and embeds itself into the capitalist mode of production. Instead of the
dead arising from the feudal grave, this institution is a living corporate
body that plays an active role in the capitalist kingdom, the market
economy, and the culture industry. Most important, the masses of the
Thai bourgeoisie welcome, support, and even defend this novel form of
monarchy. This institution is a double-headed leviathan—one monar-
chical, another bourgeois—that still reigns supreme in induistrialized
Thailand. It is still uncertain whether the bourgeois monarchy in the
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Thai kingdom will survive the sociceconomic challenges of the twenty-
first century. What is certain, however, is that the Thai crown does not
walk alone in the uncharted territory. Domestically, the crowrt has been
warmly escorted by elite capitalists, the urban middle classes, and multi-
national corporations. Globally, what has unfolded in many kingdoms
and fepublics suggests that the crown is not on the wrong side of history
as is normally assumed. The surviving monarchies around the world
still play a crucial role in capitalist expansion in their thriving king-
-doms. Political leaders and bourgeois billionaires in capitalist republics
have begun to live like kings and embraced monarchical features of
government and inheritance. In this sense, monarchy is not dead, after
all, in the age of global capitalism; Alive and kicking, it is here to stay.

By

APPENDIX
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Table Al. Top 10 corporations most frequently visiting and donating money
to the monarchy in the 1960s

Corporations Nationality Family or Type of Frequency
parent company business

Philips Electronics ~ Dutch Koninklijke Electronics 8
Thailand Philips N.V.

The Shell Company British-Dutch  Royal Dutch Petroleum, natural 4
of Thailand Shell gas, petrochemicals

Thai Airways Thai State enterprise Airline 4

United Artists American United Artists Film and television 4
Thailand Corporation

International Thai Siam Cement Importer of
Engineering Company industrial equipment 4

Bangkok Bank Thai Sophonpanich Banking, finance, 3

(Continued on next page)
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insurance, trading
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(Table Az — Continued) Table A2. Top 10 corporations most frequently visiting and donating money
to the monarchy in the 1970s
Corporations Nationality Family or Type of ° Frequency
parent company business Corporations Nationality Family or Type of Frequency
parent company business
Siam Cement Thai Crown Property Cement, steel, '
Company Bureau chemicals, construction Bangkok Bank Thai Sophonpanich Banking, finance, 13
. insurance, trading
Sermsuk Thai Bunsuk Soft drinks
. . . International Thai Siam Cement Group Importer of industrial 1
Siew National Japanese Mats.usl.'ufa Electric Electronics Engineering equipment
Sales & Service Industrial Company )
. Charoen Pokphand ~ Thai Chearavanont Agribusiness 10
Boon Rawd Brewery Thai Bhirombhakdi Beverages Group
Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, Vatious years, Toyota Motor Japanese Toyota Motor Automotive 9
Thailand Corporation
Siam Motors Group ~ Thai Phornprapha Automotive 9
Boon Rawd Brewery Thai Bhirombhakdi Beverages 7
United Machinery ~ Thai Chittkusol Importer of industrial 7
equipment
Bangkok Thai Taechaphaibun Banking, finance 6
Metropolitan Bank
Thai Airways Thai State enterprise Airline 5
Channel 3 Thai Maleenont Comumercial television 5
station

"

P

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years.

—
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Table A3. Top 15 corporations most frequently visiting and donating money
to the monarchy in the 1980s
Corporations Nationality Family or Type of Frequency
parent company business
Bangkok Bank " Thai Sophonpanich Banking, finance, 16
insurance, trading

Kyocera Thailand Japanese Kyocera Corporation  Electronics 13

Toyota Motor Japanese Toyota Motor Automotive 11
Thailand Corporation

Stam Commercial Thai Crown Property Banking, finance, 10
Bank Bureau insurance

Siam Motors Group ~ Thai Phornprapha Automotive 10

Mitsui Group Japanese Mitsui & Company Trading, banking 10

Bangkok Thai Taechaphaibun Banking 9
Metropolitan Bank

Boon Rawd Brewery Thai Bhirombhakdi Beverages 8

Charoen Pokphand ~ Thai Chearavanont Agribusiness, retailing =~ 7
Group

Siew National Japanese ‘ Matsushita Electric Electronics 7
Sales & Service Industrial Company

Thai Airways Thai State enterprise Airline 7

Honda Automobile  Japanese Honda Motor Automotive 7
Thailand Company

United Machinery ~ Thai Chittkusol Importer of 7

industrial equipment
Central Group Thai Chirathivat Retailing, department 7
: store, real estate,
<« _ . hospitality
Bangkok Insurance  Thai Sophonpanich Insurance 5

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years.

oo,
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Table A4. Top 15 corporations most frequently visiting and donating money
to the monarchy in the 1990s

Corporations Nationality Family or Type of Frequency
parent company business
Bangkok Bank Thai Sophonpanich Banking, finance, 29
insurance, trading
Charoen Pokphand ~ Thai Chearavanont Agribusiness, retailing, 21
Group telecommunications
Shin Corporation Thai Shinawatra Telecommunication, 19
media, information
technology
Toyota Motor Japanese Toyota Motor Automotive 18
Thailand Corporation
Isuzu Motors Asia Japanese Isuzu Motors Automotive 17
Thailand
Thai Airways Thai State enterprise Airline 17
Bangkok Thai Taechaphaibun Banking, finance 16
Metropolitan Bank
Kyocera Thailand Japanese Kyocera Corporation  Electronics 13
PIT Thai State enterprise Petroleum, chemicals, 12
electricity generation
Siam Motors Group  Thai Phornprapha Automotive 10
Central Group Thai Chirathivat Retailing, department 10
store, real estate,
hospitality
United Machinery ~ Thai Chittkusol Importer of industrial 9
equipment
Bangkok Insurance  Thai Sophonpanich Insurance 9
Siam Commercial Thai Crown Property Banking, finance, 8
Bank Bureau insurance
Boon Rawd Brewery Thai Bhirombhakdi Beverages 8

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years.
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Table A5. Top 15 corporations most frequently visiting and donating money

aPPENDIY

to the monarchy in the 2000s

Corporations

Nationality Family or Type of
parent company business
Charocen Pokphand ~ Thai Chearavanont Agribusiness, retailing,
Group telecommunications
Shin Corporation Thai Shinawatra Telecommunication,
media, information
technology
Bangkok Bank Thai Sophonpanich Banking,’fvi_nance,
o insurance, trading
Central Group Thai Chirathivat Retailing, department
store, real estate,
hospitality
Thai Airways Thai State enterprise Airline
Kyocera Thailand Japanese Kyocera Corporation  Electronics
Toyota Motor Japanese Toyota Motor Automotive
Thailand Corporation
PIT Thai State enterprise Petroleum, chemicals,
electricity generation
Siam Commercial Thai Crown Property Banking, finance,
Bank Bureau insurance
Cerebos Thailand Japanese Cerebos Pacific Health supplements,
food
Nestlé Thai Swiss Nestlé S.A. Food and drink
Bangkok Thai Taechaphaibun Banking, finance
Metropolitan Bank
Microsoft Thailand ~ American Miérosoft Corporation ~Computer software,
© 7" personal computers
and services
Novartis Thailand ~ Swiss No%zartis International  Pharmaceuticals
T B AG
Amarin Printing Thai Utakapan Publishing

and Publishing

Fre quency

36

33

29

26

19

19

15

15

14

14

10

10

Source: Data adapted from OHM, Yearbook of Royal Activities, various years,
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NoTEs

Introduction

1. The Chakri dynasty is the current ruling royal house of Thailand. The
dynasty has ruled the Thai kingdom since King Yodfa, or Rama I (r. 1782-1809),
ascended the throne and established Bangkok as the capital city of Siam in 1782.

2. Iborrow the term bourgeois monarchy from theorists and historians who
usually refer to Louis Philippe I, the French king who reigned from 1830 to
1848, as the “bourgeois monarch” and the French monarchy under his reign as
the “bourgeois monarchy,” thanks to-his close association with and political
support from bankers, industrialists, and the middle class. See Karl Marx, “The
Class Struggle in France,” in Karl Marx: Selected Writings, ed. David McLellan
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 286-97; Friedrich Engels, Socialism:
Utopian and Scientific (New York: International Publishers, 2015), 19; Jerrold
Seigel, Modernity and Bourgeois Life: Society, Politics, and Culture in England,
France, and Germany since 1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012),
106.

3. Aristotle, Politics, trans. Ernest Barker (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995), 100. '

4. Plato, The Republic, trans. Desmond Lee (New York: Penguin Books,
2007), 192.

24§
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5. Niccold Machiavelli, The Pri
University of Chicago Press, 1998).

6. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan,
Books, 1985), chapters 17-19.

7. William Spellman, Monarch
2006), 722

8. Adam Smith, The Theory of M
Macfie (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund,
Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Na
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1981), B

9. G.W. F. Hegel, Elements of t
trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Ca
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nce, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield (Chicago:

ed. C. B. Macpherson (New York: Penguin

es, 1000-2000 (London: Reaktion Books,

oral Sentiments, ed. D. D. Raphael and A. L,
1982), 184; Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the
ions, ed. R. H. Campbell and A. S. Skinner
ooks Il and V.

he Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen W. Wood,
mbridge University Press, 1991), 220, 308,

" 313, 377-79; G. W. F. Hegel, Introduction to the Philosophy of History, trans. Leo
Rauch (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1988), 97. .
10. Karl Marx, Pre-capitalist Economic Formations, ed. Eric Hobsbawm, trans.

Jack Cohen (New York: Internation
rich Engels, “The Communist Man

al Publishing, 1965); Karl Marx and Fried-
festo,” in Karl Marx: Selected Writings, ed.

David McLellan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 223.
11. The facts about the forms of government in the twenty-first century in

this section come from Wikipedia, *

Monarchy,” accessed September 28, 2015,

https:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monarchy; United Nations, “United Nations
Member States,” accessed June 12, 2018, http:// www.un.org/en/member

-gtates/. ‘
12. The sixteen member states of
and Barbuda, Australia, the Baham

the Commonwealth of Nations are Antigua
as, Barbados, Belize, Canada, Grenada, Ja-

maica, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia,
Saint Virgcent and the Grenadines, tl@e Solomon Islands, Tuvalu, and the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.

13. These twenty-two states are

Andorra, Bahrain, Belgium, Bhutan, Cam-

bodia, Denmark, Japan, Jordan, Kuwait, Liechtenstein, Lesotho, Luxembourg,
Malaysia, Monaco, Morocco, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Thai-
land, Tonga, and the United Arab Emirates. Among these twenty-two states,
only the monarchies of Bahrain, Bhutan, Jordan, Kuwait, Liechtenstein, Monaco,
Morocco, Tonga, and the United Arab Emirates still retain executive power.

14. These five states are Brunei, Oman, Saudi Arabia, Swaleand and Qatar.

15. Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Greek State,” in The Nietzsche Reader, ed.
Keith Ansell Pearson and Duncan Large (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 88-100.

16. Joseph Schumpeter Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1975), 136-37; Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation: The
Political and Economic Origins of Our Time (Boston: Beacon Press, 2001).

17. Oxfam International, “Just 8 Men Own Same Wealth as Half the World,”
January 16, 201y, hitps://www. xfam.org/en/pressroom/pressreleases
/2017-01-16/just-8-men-own-same-wealth-half-world.
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18. Christopher Hill, “The English Revolution,” in The English Revolution,
1640: Three Essays (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1940), 9-82.

19. Perry Anderson, “Origins of the Present Crisis,” New Left Review 23
(January-February 1964): 28; Vivek Chibber, Postcolonial Theary and the Specter
of Capital (New York: Verso, 2013), 56-66.

20. This theme, originally proposed by Perry Anderson and Tom Nairn, be-
came known as the “Nairn-Anderson theses.” See Anderson, “Origins of the
Present Crisis”; Perry Anderson, “Socialism and Pseudo-Empiricism,” New Left
Review 35 (January-February 1966): 2-42; Perry Anderson, “Components of the
National Culture,” New Left Review 50 (July-August 1968): 3~57; Tom Nairn,
“The British Political Elite,” New Left Review 23 (January-February 1964): 19-25;
Tom Nairn, “The English Working Class,” New Left Review 24 (March-April
1964): 43-57; Tom Nairn, “The Nature of the Labor Party, part 1,” New Left Re-
view 27 (September-October 1964): 38-65; Tom Nairn, “The Nature of the Labor
Party, part 2,” New Left Review 28 (November-December 1964): 33-62; Tom
Nairn, “The Fateful Meridian,” New Left Review 60 (March-April 1970): 3~35;
Tom Nairn, “Twilight of the British State,” New Left Review 101 (February-April
1976): 11-91.

21. Ellen Wood, The Pristine Culture of Capitalism: A Historical Essay on Old
Regimes and Modern States (New York: Verso, 1991), 33, 76; Ellen Wood, The Ori-
gin of Capitalism: A Longer View (New York: Verso, 2002), 47; Colin Mooers, The
Making of Bourgeois Europe: Absolutism, Revolution, and the Rise of Capitalism in
England, France, and Germany (New York: Verso, 1991), chapter 4.

22. Wood, Pristine Culture of Capitalism, 6; Wood, Origin of Capitalism, 63.

23. Chibber, Postcolonial Theory and the Specier of Capital, 66-76.

24. Marx himself acknowledged this problem and discussed it in “The
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,” in Karl Marx: Selected Writings, ed.
David McLellan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 300-325; Mooers,
Making of Bourgeois Europe, chapter 2. Moreover, inspired by the French Revolu-
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