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PATCHANEE MALIKHAO & JAN SERVAES
The interdependency of culture and audiovisual
media in Thailand”

“It must be admitted that Thai culture is in a state of utter confusion, and probably it has re-
ached the highest degree of confusion ever known in our history”

This statement is made by Kurkrit Pramoj, who as a former Prime Minister, president of the
Social Action Party, actor in the film “The Ugly American” (with Marlon Brando), newspaper
columnist, author of several historic novels, and expert in the traditional Khon pantomime art,
can be considered one of the outstanding representatives of nowadays Thai culture.

Though Thailand has never been ‘colonized’ by a foreign power, external influences have al-
ways played a significant role. Whereas the Chinese and Indian cultures heavily affected the lo-
cal society historically, since the beginning of the so-called Ratanakosin period in 1782, Western
values have been introduced. Especially during the reigns of King Chulalongkorn or Rama V
(1868-1910), King Vajiravudh or Rama VI (1910-1925), and the regime of Colonel Pibul
(1938-1945), the Thai were strongly ‘advised’, not to say ‘forced’, to assimilate through ‘fas-
hion’, language, and etiquette, the forms and symbols of a so-called Western civilization: “Ma-
terial progress, technical advancement and high standard of living characteristic of the West
make the Thai think that Western culture must be better than ours, and that it is our duty to
follow suit and adopt it as ours” (Pramoj, in Van Beek, 1983:93-94).

The Thai audiovisual market is no exception to this. Foreign movies (mainly
American ‘action’, and Hong Kong ‘Kung Fu’ films) account for about 85%
of films shown and distributed. Thai film production has, nevertheless, gra-
dually increased from an annual average of 25 films in the fifties and 70 in
the seventies, up to about 120 movies in the eighties. These data may give
the impression that the Thai film industry is doing well. However, the reality
is otherwise. According to several authors (see, e.g., Boonyaketmala, 1985,
Seesawat, 1987, Supphadiloke, 1984, or Suwunpukdee, 1988) the crisis in
the Thai film industry is due to at least three major factors: (1) the system of
production, marketing, and distribution of Thai movies; (2) governmental
tax and censorship regulations; and (3) the impact of other media, especially
television and video.

Television and video are highly popular among Thai (urban) households (see
Table 1). The ‘videogame syndrome’ has become a major problem among
Thai youngsters. Videotape piracy is widespread. Insufficient copyright pro-
tection legislation, and the loopholes in existing regulations, have seriously
affected the filmindustry.

The Government Censorship Board is under the responsibility of the Police
Department, and twelve of the 17 members were police officers. On Octo-
ber 17, 1990, the board decided that the number of police personnel will be
cut down to five. According to the Film Censorship Bill “films whose char-
acter is against or may be against people’s peace of mind and morality are
prohibited. Even the production, projection and screening of films for adver-
tising purposes, which are likely to bring about such an effect, are also prohi-
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bited. Films or advertisements produced in the country, if having such a
character or likely to effect such a result, cannot be exported from the King-
dom” (Padmadim, 1984:50). Issues related to the national ideology, which
centres around the nation, the religion and the monarchy, are very sensitive,
and scrupulously screened. Therefore, the Censor Bill is so strict that produ-
cers dare not create new plots or fresh material, and “radio and TV are con-
sistently employed to transmit nationalism, patriotism, the importance of the
monarchial constitution and anti-communist propaganda” (Bunbangkorn,
1983:198). The Bangkok Post lamented in an editorial on October 29, 1990:
“The cinema censorship regulations are so silly as to be ridiculous”. This
makes the filmmakers shy away from controversial issues and produce ‘safe’
films, which, in turn, makes the movie-going public bored with Thai mo-
vies. Consequently, in a special issue of the Far Eastern Economic Review about
the Asian film industry , it was noted that most of the films were “either co-
medies or soap operas; only very few would satisfy those with a sophisticated
cinematic taste” (Bangsapan, 1984:63). On their turn, the Thai movie pro-
ducers tend to ‘blame’ the audience for being Nam nao (polluted water).
Therefore, as a first step towards a new government media policy, the Na-
tional Film Federation (NFF), — founded in mid January 1989 and repre-
senting actors, dubbers, producers, directors, cinema owners, distributors,
video business representatives, lawyers, entertainment news reporters, as well
as mass communication scholars —, proposed a new Board which would
also include communication scholars, consumer specialists, and representati-
ves of the NFF and the National Cultural Council.

Table 1. TV & VCR penetration per household

Region No. of Households Average TV Household VCR Household
Total % Household Size  Urban Rural Urban Rural
(x 1000) % % % %
Bangkok 1,064 1.1 54 92 32
Central 2,11 22.0 59 92 73 26 5
North 2,223 23.1 4.8 93 50 23 2
Northeast 2,984 31.0 6.5 85 52 23 1
South 1,232 12.8 5.6 93 66 20 2
Nationwide 9,616 100 5.7 91 59 23 2

Sources: Ministry of Interior, 1988 & Deemar Media Index, 1988-1989

Mainly expanding on the cultural, anthropological and sociological interpre-
tations of Niels Mulder (1985, 1990), William Klausner (1983), Seri Phong-
phit (1990) and Anuman Rajadhon (1968, 1987), we attempt to offer an
analysis of Thai culture and how it ‘affects’ the production and consumption
of audiovisual mediamessages with the aid of two complementary, mutually
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interpretive and influential dimensions from the traditional, rural and animis-
tic culture, which still fundamentally condition modern day Thailand. One
dimension is of a spiritual-moral nature, the other is of a sociological nature.

From the outset it should be stated that, in our opinion, culture must be seen
as the unintended result of an interweaving of the behavior of a group of pe-
ople who interrelate and interact with each other. In other words, culture is
a phenomenon whose content differs from community to community, gene-
rally because the ‘ecological’ conditions of these societies differ. Consequent-
ly, each culture has to be analysed on the basis of its own ‘logical’ structure.
Each culture operates out of its own logic. In each culture one must therefo-
re focus on the so-called archetypes rather than on the formal and often offi-
cially propagated manifestations of a culture. As the needs and values that
various cultural communities develop in divergent situations and environ-
ments are not the same, the various cultures also manifest varying ‘identities’.
The term cultural identity refers to two complementary phenomena: on the
one hand an inward sense of association or identification with a specific cul-
ture or subculture, and on the other an outward tendency within a specific
culture to share a sense of what it has in common with other cultures and of
what distinguishes it from other cultures. Far from being a top-down pheno-
menon only, foreign mass media interact with local networks in what can be
named a coerseductive (for coercion/seduction) way. Far from being passive
recipients, audiences are actively involved in the construction of meaning
around the mediamessages they consume, and therefore may have different
effects and meanings in different cultural settings. Hence, cultures can be de-
fined as social settings in which a certain reference framework orients and
structures the interaction and communication of people within an historical
context. Three empirical dimensions can be distinguished in such reference
frameworks: a world view (Weltanschauung), a value system, and a symbolic
representation (for more details, see Servaes, 1989a).

Back to the roots:

The ‘Sakdina’ system

Historically the Thai societal structure is rooted in the so-called Sakdina sys-
tem. (Sak means status or power and na means land or ricefield. Sakdina
could therefore be translated as land status or status shown by land.) The ma-
jor difference between the Sakdina system and the European feudal system is
its dependence on the king and the changeability of status. Status was not
possible unless one had royal blood. The king or Chao Paendin (the lord of
the land) was perceived as infallible, semi-divine, and all-powerful. He was
the only land owner. He distributed the right to use land according to the
Sakdina status which depended in turn on an individual’s relationship to
blood or by service to the king. The closeness of that relationship had to be
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ranked with great precision because the Sakdina status determined an indivi-
dual’s rights, wealth, political power,and responsibilities to the state as well as
his/her relationship to the rest of society. According to Somsamai Srisoota-
rapan (pseudonym for Jit Pumisak, a famous artist and critical scholar who
got killed by the police in 1966) the major characteristics of the Sakdina sys-
tem are: (1) The king was the owner of all land, with absolute power over
land and people; (2) The people did not have the right to own land. They
had to rent the land and pay back with produce at high rates; (3) There was
an exploitive relationship between landlord and serf; and (4) The king’s offi-
cials were given land, horses, buffaloes and men so they could exploit com-
mon men for personal and royal benefits (Srisootarapan, 1976: 91-92).

The introduction of capitalist modes of production hasn’t fundamentally al-
tered this Sakdina system. The Sakdina system modernized materially wit-
hout changing its psychological dependence on the old traditions of power.
Therefore, Yuangrat Wedel (1987:23) argues that “the monetization of the
economy eventually forced the old system of land control to become one of
private ownership. Land changed from the means of subsistence to just anot-
her commodity that could be sold. This change and the failure of the Thai
peasant to understand it, at least initially, worked to concentrate land in
hands of many fewer people. This created problems of land ownership that
persist today”. The monetization of the economy also increased the power
of at least a portion of the noble class who could siphon off profits from their
political control over the capitalist class and who were clever enough to con-
vert their ancestral control of land in the king’s name to actual ownership.
The natural alliance of the Chinese capitalists and old aristocratic families be-
gan to be expressed in convenient marriages that joined economic and poli-
tical power. Therefore, “the transition from a feudalistic to a capitalistic so-
ciety leaned on rather than destroyed the conservative force...(and) the for-
mation of a public consciousness through State or military-owned mass
media has also brought another form of feudalistic thought” (Lertvicha,
1987:59). TV-series and films which portray or promote the Sakdina-values,
like Look Tas (Slaves’ sons) or Poo Chana Sib Tid (The king who conquered
the world), have been very popular.

The ‘village’ culture

In the Thai rural village culture, the family is the centre of the local commu-
nity. The family (or inner-group) guarantees security and stability. Social co-
hesion and group identification, as well as social control, are very great. Life
is hierarchically orientated on the basis of mutual trust and moral kindness.
In Thai this can be termed as obe-oam-a-ree or pra-khun. Outside of this pro-
tective and ‘safe’ world of the family and the village the individual enters
into a threatening and chaotic ‘outside’ world. The principles of moral kind-
ness, which are highly regarded in the inner-group, are of a far lesser impor-
tance in the world of the outer-group. There, the so-called ‘law of the jung-
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le’ rules, the amoral and sometimes also the immoral worldly and supernatur-
al power (am-naj/pra-dej). To be able to survive personally and socially, the
individual has to beg for the protection and the favours of these powers and
not upset them in any way.

Power is the most central element in the Thai worldview. The way in which
Thai deal with power and submit themselves to it is essentially animistic.
Animism does not attempt to explain the complexity of everyday reality on
the basis of ‘rational’ and universal principles, but reduces the world into
simplistic categories like ‘us’ and ‘them’, insiders and outsiders. The insiders
and their ancestors form the natural centre of the universe. The inner-group
offers continuity, stability and protection; outside of that there is chaos and
danger in which the Thai feels threatened by all sorts of supernatural powers.
To survive in this threatening and chaotic world, then, the Thai has to make
a sort of allegiance with these powers. This allegiance is of a businesslike,
non-emotional and limited sort. Moral judgements form no part of the con-
tract.

Not opposing, but rather complementary to this amoral power, is the di-
mension of moral kindness and mutual trust in the inner group. Everyone is
daily confronted with both. Whereas pra-dej represents the amoral order and
immoral chaos, pra-khun represents the moral backbone and stability. Where-
as power is mainly symbolized by supernatural projections, one finds pra-
khun mainly in worldly manifestations. Power is strong, kindness is weak.
Power is masculine, kindness is feminine. The main symbol of moral kind-
ness is the mother. The love she has for her children is pure, disinterested
and unconditional. Also elderly people and ‘educators’ are, because of their
unconditional efforts, their knowledge and morals, regarded as khun (morally
good). Because relations based on kindness are not business-like but moral,
they have to be valued in an appropriate way. For example, a lack of respect
or gratitude (a-ka-tan-yu) is regarded as disgraceful and is punished on the ba-
sis of the moral justice principles. Psychologically this is a source of many
guilt feelings.

The power of beliefs

Instructions on the way in which to observe kindness and morality are em-
bodied in Buddhism. The Dhantma, the Buddhist dogma, provides the moral
instructions by which each individual can surpass the worldly order of pas-
sion and preconceptions (kilesa), rebirth (sangsara) and fate (karma). If one fol-
lows the instructions of the Dhamma, lives according to the eight noble
principles, one can reach the highest worth, the nirvana, the goodness of pure
worth, pure humanity and pure wisdom. In the Hinayama or Theravada Bud-
dhism this path has to be walked individually, salvation is no gift from he-
aven but a permanent, lifelong mission. Sulaksa Sivaraksa (1981:72) summa-
rizes it as follows: “Buddhism emphasizes the middle way between extremes,
a moderation which strikes a balance appropriate to the balance of nature it-
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self. Knowledge must be complete knowledge of nature, in order to be wis-
dom; otherwise, knowledge is ignorance. Partial knowledge leads to delu-
sion, and encourages the growth of greed and hate. These are the roots of
evil that lead to ruin. The remedy is the threefold way of self~knowledge,
leading to right speech and action and relations to other people and things
(morality), consideration of the inner truth of one’s own spirit and of nature
(meditation), leading finally to enlightenment or complete knowledge (wis-
dom). It is an awakening, and a complete awareness of the world.” But as, in
our opinion, the Thai’s common beliefs are more of an animistic than a
Bhuddist nature, the Thai is more oriented toward the exterior, institutiona-
lised norms of Buddhism (the temple, Buddha images, monks, ceremonies),
than toward the moral principles of Buddhism. Supernatural elements like
spirits and ghosts form a substantial part of many videos which are shown on
TV, like Mitimued (Dark Dimension), or Peesad Saen Kon (A tricky ghost)
(see Table 3). An example of a communication campaign in which ‘animis-
tic’ symbols have been succesfully used is the Magic Eyes or Keep Thailand
Clean-campaign, which was launched in 1984 and organized by the Thai
Creative Society. Magic Eyes conforms to the Thai belief that when they do
something wrong a spirit will watch them. This campaign, which ran on all
four TV-channels and made use of cartoon films, strove to introduce the be-
lieve that somebody will watch you whenever you are careless about the en-
vironment.

That doesn’t mean that the Thai’s animism does not correspond with Bud-
dhism. Rather it is the other way around. Certain basic principles of Bud-
dhism, such as Anijjang (everything is perpetually changing; hence, continui-
ty=change, change=continuity), Dukhkang (life is full of suffering) and Anat-
ta (everything is relative, certainty does not exist) fit in completely with the
Thai common belief. Therefore, Niels Mulder (1985:44) concludes that “the
Thai Weltanschauwung combines the sophisticated elegance of a universal
principle with the primordial directness of Animistic thinking; somehow
Therevada Buddhism and the Buddhist Animistic heritage have corroborated
and concluded a perfect marriage. The Buddhist message does not endow
this universe with a centre to cling to; but characterizes this-worldly and
this-cosmic existence as impermanence, suffering, and nonself, guided by the
impersonal this-cosmic principle of karma”.

Interpersonal and mass communication

The amoral power ... and moral kindness

The institutionalized way of living of the Thai is set in this continuum with,
on the one hand, the moral order and, on the other hand, the amoral power.
Relations in the khuna dimension, inside of the hierarchy of the inner-
group, are based mainly on mutual trust and informal dependency. Relations
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in the pra-dej dimension, inside of the hierarchy of the power based outside
world, are characterized by mutual distrust and formality. Because the Thai
view of the world lacks a centre in which the opposites between power and
morality can be overcome, they have to take notice of both in everyday life
and have to act according to the situation in which they find themselves.
This doesn’t mean to say that relations of which both dimensions are part do
not exist. In the mass media, the symbol of the ‘good and rightful’ leader, fa-
ther, village elder, manager, minister, or general, who manages to combine
kindness and power inside one person, often appears. However, the outcome
of this kind of story is very often rather negative (see, e.g., the film “The
Judgement” from the novel by Kobjitti, 1983). An explanation for these fai-
lures is given neither in these films nor in reality. In view of the fact that the
Thai worldview is mainly controlled by supernatural powers, the Thai do
not have a need to look for ‘rational” explanations. They accept the world as
it is, and adopt a rather fatalistic attitude towards social change. In the given
circumstances they try to make the best of it for themselves and their imme-
diate relatives and friends.

Table 2. Cinema attendancy rate

Bangkok Urban Rural
% % %
No. of Visits in Past Week
1 visit 8 11 3
2 or more visits 1 2 1
Original Language of Main Film (Last Visit)
English 4 3 *
Thai 3 5 2
Chinese 2 5 1
Favorite Type of Film
Comedy 15 15 6
Drama 5 6 5
Mystery/Detective 6 6 1
Fighting/War 6 7 4
Ghost/Horror 3 2 *
Martial Arts * 1 1
Musical = . i
Documentary 1 * 1

Remark: * Less than 0.5 percent
Source: Deemar Media Index 1989

Carpe diem

Some people explain the friendly, superficial and conflict avoiding way in
which the Thai behave in public life as being in accordance with the Bud-
dhist principle of the middle way. To us, however, it seems as if an explana-
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tion based on the Thai animism is more realistic. Contacts with people in
the power circles are business-like, formal and instrumental. To engage one-
self for long periods, or to show any feeling is therefore not necessary. But
on the other hand one has to be careful not to upset the power’s feelings,
and honour it in the proper way. For that reason children are taught at a
very early stage in life to suppress their emotions, and to avoid open con-
flicts. This behaviour, known as jai yen (literally: cool heart) is a fundamental
contrast to the: Western more assertive way of communicating. Besides avoi-
ding conflicts (kreng-jai), social interactions are characterized by formality, su-
perficiality and an easy—gomg atmosphcre This attitude can be best typified
by the common saying: mai pen rai, never mind, take it easy. Two of the
concepts that appear in virtually every conversation, and are a gauge of the
way in which the Thai dream about life, are sanuk (fun, amusement) and sa-
bai (pleasure, comfort).Therefore, the ingredients which form a substantial
part of almost all popular Thai film plots, and which are considered sanuk by
Thai standards, are: violence, romance, superstitious events, and talok bababo-
bo (that is, a kind of humor which could be defined as ‘silly’ or ‘slapstick’ by
Western tastes) (see Table 2). Also Western (especially American) film- and
TV-formats are copied and adapted to Thai tastes. The popular Thee Nee
Krung Thep (This is Bangkok) or Si Toom Square (The 10.00 PM square)
talk-shows, for instance, imitate the American “Entertainment Tonight” and
“Johnny Carson’s show”. All it adds to the American format is more gossip
and silly games. For those interested in a combination of silly games and
stars there are Mar Tarm Nad (Rendez vous), the Wig 07 Show, or Ching
Roi Ching Larn (Compete for 100 million). Also ‘wierd’” performances like
Tarm Pai Doo (Follow to take a look), Thar Phisoot (Challenge to proof) or
Khun Ko Maa (You ask for it) are very popular. Seksan Prasertkul (1989:64),
one of the student leaders in the seventies, observes that “whenever Thais
meet, they try to make others laugh eventhough the subjects they are talking
about may not be relevant for jokes. Life talk shows are very popular, espe-
cially during election campaigns... (also) Thai newspapers have a special ex-
pertise in transforming news into entertainment”.

Buddhists and animists stress the progression and the temporality of life. Ha-
ving fun cannot last long enough. (Therefore, most Thai movies easily last
for two to three hours. They have adopted the format of the like- play, a tra-
ditional theater form which is still very popular in rural areas. — see Virul-
rak, 1975) The end product, the content, tends often to be overlooked. Not
many take notice of this as in the Thai society, the social achievement, the
form, the show element are that much more important. Therefore, false mo-
desty has no place in Thailand. Outward characteristics of status and power
are fully and emphatically shown. Despite the superficiality and ‘showing-
oft’ the power expects to be recognized and respected in a suitable fashion.
Besides, power is amoral, value-verdicts have no part in the power game. In
almost all the popular programs, these ingredients can be found.
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Table 3. i
Most Favorite TV Programs, Viewers classified by Sex, Class and Age Group (%)
RANK TOTAL SEX TOTAL [TOTAL |TOTAL |TOTAL [TOTAL |TOTAL |ToTAL
PROGRAM CHANNEL MIDDLE(LOWER | /v | m/r | w/e | wyw
AUG’ 90 n/r MALE |FPEMALE| 15+ 15+ 15+ 10-14 [15-24 |25-39 | 40+
1 [MAR TARM NAD wmailn 5 |56.87 |52.87 [60.88 |63.89 [59.62 [55.32 [40.77 |54.46 [62.90 [56.38
2 [10.00 P.M. SQUARE uvjumm-'. 7 [55.59 |51.66 [59.52 [63.49 |57.21 [56.08 [33.08 |s1.91 |64.68 |54.26
3 |NEWS 20.00-20.55 P.H. s iudee 7 7 [52.72 [54.38 |51.06 [56.75 |55.77 [53.42 [32.31 [44.90 [59.33 [57.45
4 |wic 07 swow in o7 7 [47.28 [43.50 |51.06 [44.84 [46.15 [44.30 |67.69 [57.32 |47.82 |31.12
5 [DOUNGTRA SAWAN REMT MEAIRITIA 7 |44.41 [22.51 [66.31 [41.67 |45.43 [48.29 [30.77 [47.45 [46.63 [43.62
6 |THAR PHISOOT el 7 [43.66 |45.77 [41.54 [43.25 |40.87 |48.48 [33.85 [41.72 |s0.20 |39.89
7 |TARM PAI DOO wnfum 9 [41.01 |38.52 [43.50 #1.27 |43.75 |39.54 [37.69 [35.03 |47.02 [39.10
8 |CHING ROI CHING LARN BeSoudi i 7 [40.56 |34.14 [46.98 [42.86 |42.07 [41.44 [27.69 [46.82 |45.63 [32.98
9 [LOOKING BACK IN ANGER n.%u quiunslafn 3 [37.24 (35.20 [39.27 [40.48 [36.54 [37.26 [33.08 [44.59 [37.30 [32.45
10 |NEWS 19.30-20.00 P.M. B12viumde 7 |36.10 |34.44 [37.76 |41.67 [38.22 |37.07 [14.62 [29.94 [41.67 |e1.22
11 |HOD MAN HAA Tnadug 5 |35.35 |36.25 |34.44 [35.32 [36.06 |31.56 [48.46 [43.31 [35.32 |24.20
12 |FAN THEE PEN-JING aufiduade 3 [35.05 |26.74 [43.35 [36.11 |30.77 [40.49 [24.62 |24.20 [39.68 [41.49
13 |HATE KERD THEE SOR NOR aees ivwmifef du. 7 135.05 |30.97 [39.12 (32.94 |32.45 [37.83 (36.15 [29.62 [38.10 [35.11
14 |TV VATHEE 9 R 9 Twi 9 |34.21 (30.66 [37.76 (45.63 [39.90 [28.71 [16.15 |21.02 |43.65 |38.83
15 |YUTTAKARN KAYAB NGUAK smomavduiuion 5 [33.84 |28.40 [39.27 [32.14 |33.89 |28.71 [57.69 |46.50 [32.14 [17.29
16 |CHAN KRAPRID Sundnewdy 7 [33.69 [24.17 [43.20 |35.32 [35.10 |34.98 [20.77 [31.53 [41.27 [29.79
17 |KHUN KO MAA Ao 3 |33.53 32.33 [34.74 (37,70 [31.01 |35.55 |25.38 [26.43 |39.29 |34.57
18 |THEE NEE KRUNG THEP 3ﬁm‘um-: 5 |33.38 |28.10 [38.67 [40.87 [34.13 [32.13 |21.54 [27.71 |40.67 [32.45
19 |KHAMIN KAB POON gem ufmﬁugu 7 |32.85 |14.20 (51.51 [30.16 [31.73 [35.93 [29.23 [34.39 (34.13 [31.12
20 |BIG CINEMA undfain 7 |32.18 [38.22 |26.13 |34.92 |36.06 [30.04 (23.08 [40.76 |35.12 |24.20
21 |FILM ON FRIDAY uriudartuand 9 |31.04 |34.59 [27.49 [33.33 [37.98 [25.10 |28.46 [35.35 [35.32 |22.61
22 |HONG THONG Az w ot 7 |29.98 |16.47 [43.50 |24.21 (29.57 [33.65 (27.69 [28.98 |31.75 |29.26
23 |CARTOON APTER NEWS minuwiein 7 [29.61 |28.10 [31.12 [26.59 |26.44 [26.24 [59.23 |32.17 |27.78 [19.68
24 |PEESAD SAEN KON axas Jmausuna 7 |29.61 [22.05 [37.16 [29.37 |27.88 [29.85 |34.62 [33.44 |31.55 [22.07
25 |KHUKAM azms An3au 7 [29.08 |14.65 [43.50 |23.41 |28.37 [32.13 [30.00 |32.48 [27.78 |27.66
26 |POOYING THAEW NA sems Efieunmin 7 [28.85 [14.65 [43.05 |26.59 [28.85 [29.66 [30.00 |30.25 [30.56 [25.00
27 |KHING KOR LAR KHAR KOR RANG fmd $473n #7Puse 9  [27.72 [10.88 |44.56 [26.57 |31.25 [27.19 |16.92 |34.30 |31.55 [20.74
28 |MITINUED mnu‘nﬁfnn 7 [27.34 [23.56 [31.12 |27.78 [25.96 [32.51 [10.00 |37.26 |27.78 [24.47
29 [CHANNEL 7 CONCERT 7 fmouifin 7 |27.11 |21.60 [32.63 (23.81 [24.52 [27.57 [40.00 [43.31 |24.80 [12.23
30 |WAYTEE THONG afinee 7 |26.74 [22.36 [31.12 |27.78 |24.76 |25.10 |37.69 |29.62 [28.37 |18.35
31 [SOOT SAMRED KWARMKRIAD ml)ﬁim'\mﬂuu 3 26.36 [22.81 (29.91 |26.59 |24.76 (23.95 [40.77 |35.35 [|27.78 [11.97
32 |SUNDAY MOVIE iyt 9 |25.83 |24.32 (27.34 [24.21 [30.29 [23.57 |23.85 [36.94 |24.40 [19.15
33 |WONGSAR KHANAYAT AzA3 UMANMR 3 |25.68 [11.78 (39.58 (25.79 |24.76 [25.86 |27.69 [18.79 |28.77 |26.60
34 [3up pAEUD anidon 5 |25.45 [18.13 [32.78 [31.35 |23.80 [23.00 |29.23 [37.26 |24.21 [15.96
35 [JORH SANARM RRrT e 7 [25.00 |40.48 | 9.52 [25.79 [28.85 [26.81 | 3.85 [36.94 [25.99 [21.01
36 |POP ON STAGE Taneund 5 24.77 (22.81 (26.74 (25.40 |22.12 [24.90 [31.54 |40.76 |24.40 | 9.57
37 |HO cHING n.fu viemAmid e 3 |24.62 [28.25 [21.00 [24.60 [24.28 [25.48 [22.31 [28.03 [25.79 [21.m1
38 |NAR RAK NAR LOON indminfu 5 [24.55 [18.73 |30.36 |28.17 [22.12 |22.24 |34.62 [28.98 |23.81 |18.35
39 |KHRAI KAMNOD aras \wsntinin 3 [24.32 | 7.70 |40.94 [23.02 (21.39 |27.57 |23.08 [16.88 |27.18 |27.13
40 |PILM HANSAR 7 5 [23.34 [24.62 |22.05 |21.83 [25.00 [16.16 |50.00 [27.07 [22.22 |12.50

Source: Vertex Market Research, 1990

“Change without development” or “Development without change”

Modernization and tradition
Modernization and westernization have strengthened the animistic concept
of power rather than weakened it. Unemployment, economic and political
crises have made life for the majority of the population even less attractive,
so the need for worldly and spiritual ‘protection saints’ has increased propor-
tionally, just as the struggle for status and prestige under the growing wester-
nized middle classes has increased. Whereas before one fought with tradi-
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tional ‘power-means’, the power of money is undermining many traditional
relationship patterns. The impersonal and uncontrollable money is ever pre-
sent and even throws a shadow on certain khun relationship patterns. So it is
not surprising that corruption and the misuse of power are on the rise.

In the hierarchically structured Thai society in which form and performance
play a major role, the individual is regularly confronted with situations that
cause heavy psycho-social stress. As Thai rationalize these psycho-social pro-
blems in an animistic and fatalistic way, as the work of a bad spirit and so on,
they therefore do not seem to be able to address these tensions. The only
way to solve such a problem is, in their opinion, to get rid of the bad spirit
by eliminating it (or its personification) combined with the propensity to
suppress anger, frustrations, and so on, until it literally bursts. Whenever this
happens the outcome is usually very extreme and this, for instance, is one of
the explanations for the fact that Thailand has one of the highest crime rates
in the world.

As lots of people fall by the wayside in this power struggle, the longing for a
‘safe’ life in the inner-group increases. On the political front, this tendency
has given rise to the revival of conservative and nationalistic ideas. On the
personal level, it has lead to the strengthening of Brahminical and spiritual
practices. The result of a survey on Thai values among urban and rural Thai
indicated that certain superstitious behaviours like ‘fortune-telling’ and ‘luc-
ky numbers’ are more practiced among Bangkokians than among farmers,
and that no difference was observed in terms of educational level. “This casts
some doubt on the theory that postulates a negative correlation between
education and supernatural belief and behaviour. However, it is a dominant
value behaviour characteristic of the Thai. In addition, it is a known fact that
a number of highly powerful people in Thailand have their personal well
known fortune-teller” (Komin, 1988:171). According to the daily The Na-
tion (3-1-89, p. 15), there even is a strong element of superstition in the
stock market. For example, securities with the word Siam attached to their
names, such as Siam Foods and Dhana Siam Finance, are branded as Sayoeng,
meaning horror, when their share prices happen to tumble.

Public life is organized on the basis of friendship circles with an influential
leader on the top, that is the so-called patronage system (Chaloemtiarana,
1983). The Thai do not follow political programmes or abstract ideas but
follow leaders and charismatic figures on the basis of the ‘right or wrong, my
group’-principle. Minister Chalerm Yoobumrung, who was in charge of the
Mass Communication Authority of Thailand which controls the TV-chan-
nels 3 and 9, for instance, used these stations to fight against newspapers
which dare to criticize his policies, and to promote his political party. The
majority of the military coups and political fractions are explicable through
this perspective as well. John Girling (1981, 1984), who applied the Grams-
cian hegemony principle to the Thai society, comes to the conclusion that
the production basis is integrated in and determined by the culture-ideologi-
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cal superstructure of the civil society: “The result, in Thai terms, is the ‘bu-
reaucratic policy’, or what Gramsci calls ‘transformism’: a ruling class that
grows ever more extensive by absorbing elements from other social groups
who then operate within the established framework” (Girling, 1984:445).
He decides that in these circumstances there is little chance for social change.
From a culturalistic perspective this view is confirmed by Amunam Rajad-
hon (1968:29): “The social system, habits and customs as seen in modern ti-
mes are superficial modifications of the fundamentals and in a comparative
degree only”.

The Thai Value System

Generally speaking, the Thai social system is essentially a society where ‘self-
centredness’ and interpersonal relationships are of utmost importance. Event-
hough the Thai self-image is often described as individualistic, we prefer to
term it a weak rather than a strong personality. This is also the opinion of
Hans Brummelhuis (1984): “The individual’s preoccupation is not so much
with self-realization and autonomy as with the adaptation to the social or
cosmological environment. If a notion of Thai individualism is to have any
specific meaning it is in designating that particular mode of retreat, avoidance
and distrust, which colours so many forms of behaviour and social relations-
hips.” (Brummelhuis, 1984:44-45). Seksan Prasertkul (1989: 64), is more cri-
tical: “Our national traits, which I think are very strong, are: firstly, Thais do
not like serious matters; they like to crack jokes and talk about sensational
matters, especially dirty ‘under the belt’-matters. Secondly, they are egotist.
They use group benefits to be their norms. If matters are not relevant to
their own lives, they will not take them into account.”

Referring to the above Thai Value Study, Komin identified nine value clus-
ters according to their significant positions in the Thai value system, namely,
(1) ego-orientation (which is the root value underlying various other key
values, such as ‘face-saving’, ‘kreng-jai’, etc.), (2) grateful relationship orienta-
tion (‘bun-khun’, reciprocity of kindness, ‘a-ka-tan-yu’), (3) social smoothing
relationship orientation (caring, pleasant, polite), (4) flexibility and adjust-
ment orientation (situation-orientedness), (5) religio-psychical orientation
(karma, superstition), (6) education and competence orientation (form is
more important than substance), (7) interdependence orientation (peaceful
co-existence of ethnic, religious, etc. groups), (8) achievement-task orienta-
tion (achievement is the least important value among Thai, it connotes social
rather than task achievement), and (9) fun-pleasure orientation (fun loving is
both a means and an end in itself). “These are the major value orientations
registered in the cognitive world of the Thai, and serve as criteria for guiding
behaviour, or as the blueprint that helps to make decisions at the behavioural
levels” (Komin, 1988:172). She argues that these value orientations have to
be taken into consideration in any development program as they often prove
‘stumbling blocks’ to social change.






