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The way most Thais think about “Thai society and Thai culture” is the product of
a deliberate process of deﬁning “Thai nation” and “Thainess” by important intellectuals
in the previous century. Because the meanings this group of intellectuals established
helped maintain the centralized form of state power, these meanings have therefore been
- propagated and instilled in the public mind through various media, until they deeply
dominate Thai people’s thoughts. The concept of “Thai nation” gives rise to the image of
“Thai Society,” while the concept of “Thainess” gives rise to the image of “Thai culture.” .
The image of “Thai society and Thai culture” dictates the way Thai people think in their
explanations of various events and problems in the society, includirig what they perceive
to be solutions to problems and alternative development policies.

Given the importance of such concepts, this research pr(v)jeétﬂ aims to anaiyze the
process of defining “Thai country” and “Thaiﬁess” by 10. leéding mainstream intellectuals
who have created, propagated, and modified the meanings of both concepts between
1892-1992 A.D. The focal point of analysis in this project is meanings that have been
created dynamically in response to political and ideological contexts, in order to help us
understand the way of thinking that has deeply maintained both the social structure and
power relationships in Thai state.

In the days of absolute monarchy, King Rama V, King Rama VI, and Prince
Damrong Rajanubhap conceived the definitions of “Thai nation” and “Thainess” in
response to political problems that aristocrats ‘were faced with at the time. The
definitions were crafted to, for example, create the unity of ideology, contend with
competing definitions created by other groups, and creating a new social order that
separates people into different ‘classes,” even after the abclishment of corvee systefn and
slavery, in order to maintain the stability of the aristocracy’s power. Although the
concepts of “Thai nation” and “Thainess” that these 3 intellectuals created varied greatly
in details, they shared the same basic ideas: “Thai nation” means a country in which
“Thai race” has power, where “the king” and “Buddhism” lie at the heart of “Thainess,”
and these core constituents of “Thainess” are what make Thai nation “good.”

Prince Vajirayanavarorasa, the Supreme Patriarch of Siamese Buddhist
monk order, played an important role in instilling the above concepts by writing, giving
sermons, and designing the educational curriculum of novice monks. He transformed the
concepts of “Thai nation” and “Thainess” into Buddhist concepts which have significant
domineering power. At the same time, Chao Phraya Dhammasak Montri played a
significant role in instilling the concepts of “Thai nation” and “Thainess” in Siam’s formal

education system via composing mandatory textbooks.
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_ After the regime change in 1932 from absolute- monarchy to constitutional
monarchy, Luang Wichitwathakan, Prince Wan Waithayakon and Phraya
Anumanrajathon were key intellectuals who modified the emphasis and meanings of
“Thai nation” and “Thainess” to help maintain state power in the new regime.

In the 1930s, Luang Wichitwathakan promulgated the concept of “Thai nation” in
the framework of racism, as well as propagated ideas of “Manussa Patiwat” (the human
revolution) and “public consensus” that enhanced the ruling class’s power. At the same
time, he emphasized the “characteristics” aspect of “Thainess, i.e. those “character of
Thai race” that he believed were necessary to turn “Thai nation” into a regional
superpower. In the following decade, he changed the emphasis to stress the importance
of “nation, religion, and kingship” to support the rising power of conservatism and
royalist mentality, as well as to resist the influence of communism.

Prince Wan Waithayakon emphasized the ideal of “Thai Nation” (phracha chat
That) in which sovereign power lies with Thai people. His emphasis on the “lofty
characteristics” of Thai language helped make the language more civilized, spurring the
invention of many new words that are necessary for Thai pedple to communicate their
thoughts in the new regime and the growing capitalist economy, as well as to enable
Thais to picture the rapidly changing world society. In inventing new words, he tried to
be selective and crafted meanings with the intention of seeing Thai society change
“naturally” with a pace that is “not too quick.”

Phraya Anumanrajathon played an important role in creating the body of
knowledge in history, culture, language, and etymology, to encourage Thais to support
the policy of building “Thai nation” into a civilized nation and a regional superpower.
From the 1930s onwards, his serious contribution to the body of knowledge on various
local cultures helped turn them into a part of national culture. However, he still greatly
emphasized social and cultural class divisions, and althoﬁgh he demonstrated that “the
rural area is good” because local folk had Buddhism and various wholesome traditions,
he also stressed the importance of developing the rural area to become more civilized in
tune with the changing world. Phraya Anumanrajathon accorded great importance to the
role of the ruling class in choosing both new constructs from the outside .world, as well as
existing values in Thai heritage, to make “Thai culture” more civilized in a way that “the
present always connects with the past.” He also stressed the importance of accepting the
diversity of ethnics and cultures, and said that the ruling class must integrate them to
create “individuality” (of Thai culture) in order to make “Thai nation” and “Thai culture”
secure. ‘
Political changes from the 1930s onwards have induced leading intellectuals such as

M.R. Kukrit Pramoj and even Luang Wichitwathakan to return to the concepts of
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""ﬂvlai nation” and “Thainess” that were created during the era of absolute monarchy, and
then modify their emphasis and alter as much meaning as necessary to make these
concepts more compatible with the changed context. Their work have resulted in greater
influence of these age-old concepts, which became the source of “Thai people’s way of
thinking about Thai society and culture” that remains mainstream ideology to the
present day. Since collective knowledge about local cultures that Phraya
Anumanrajathon proposed around the same time did not enhance social status of the
rural folk, the school of thought that is based on the acce[;tance social and cultural class
division can therefore remains a predominant force. Although intellectuals in the later
periods such as Sulaksa Sivaraksa have refused several important characteristics of
“Thainess” and considerably modified the meanings of “Thai nation” and “Thainesé,”
their concepts could not compete with the original ideas. As a result, mainstream thought

on these concepts has consistently remained highly influential in the Thai society.





