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Introduction Introduction 

1010 PM, Tuesday evening October 22, 1996} Thousands and thou-
sandss of people flock around the huge equestrian statue of King 
Chulalongkoraa at the Royal Plaza (Suan Amphon) in Bangkok. 
Densee clouds of incense sting the eyes. The square in front of the 
statue,, normally a barren asphalt plain, is crowded with people 
seatedd on mats, sheets of cardboard, or newspapers. They sit behind 
smalll  tables on which they have displayed their offerings. I see gar-
lands,, incense, candles, betel leaves and nuts, black coffee, Thai 
brandy,, Scotch, Hennessy cognac, red wine, water (cooled), beer, 
lemonades,, plates with Thai sweets, decorated cakes, fresh coco-
nuts,, apples, Thai fruits of first quality, cigars, Winston cigarettes, 
bundless of red or pink roses - hundreds sometimes. People tell me 
thatt the offerings they have selected reflect those drinks, foods, col-
ourss and flowers that were the king's favourite. The king's taste ap-
parentlyy was a fascinating mixture of modern Western and typical 
Thaii  delicacies. 

Quitee a few people buy a bundle of grass from the grass 
vendor,, who also rents out small tables and mats. The grass serves 
ass an offering to the king's bronze horse. There is also opportunity 
too hire one of the classical Thai dance groups around to perform for 
thee king, as a votive offering (kaebon) once a wish has been ful-
filled.filled. Some people do not offer a regular garland, but have brought 
onee or more larger Brahman-style garlands (baisri). Apparently it is 
quitee common to spend at least one or two thousand baht on offer-
ings.22 From the (child) vendors - whose number has been quickly 
growingg from dusk on - garlands, betel-attributes, and sets consist-
ingg of nine sticks of incense and one little candle are available. 
Otherr vendors have exhibited their merchandise of (mainly King 
Chulalongkora)) statuettes, posters, portraits and amulets on tables 
orr in the back of their cars, parked at the entrance of the square and 
alongg the pedestrian area. At 10 PM the square is packed with an 
enormouss crowd, which still seems to be growing. Ratchadamnoen 
Nokk avenue, the major road leading to the square, is jammed with 
cars.. Those who finally have reached the square can hardly find a 

11 The following description is compiled from field notes taken this evening. 
22 At the time 1000 baht was approximately US$ 25,-
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placee to park. Other vendors have reached the square in the mean-
time,, selling food and drinks, and various things like leatherware, 
children'ss toys and balloons. 

Aroundd the statue many stepladder-like constructions are 
waitingg for the big garlands or commemoration wreaths (phuwang-
mala)mala) to be presented the next day - Chulalongkorn Day 1996 -
whenn the official ceremony in commemoration of King Chulalong-
kornn wil l be held. A yellow fence encircles these constructions and 
thee statue. At the front side government officials are awaiting the 
peoplee who have come to worship the king. The officials collect the 
smalll  garlands (phuwangmalai), the small bundles of pink or red 
rosess and the incense offered, and lay them at the base of the statue. 
Thee first worshippers have started to arrive 5 PM. Most of the early 
oness ask the officials to return their garland (or more precisely, a 
similarr one) so they can take it home: these garlands are considered 
too be loaded with the king's charismatic power or barami,3 which 
emanatess from the statue. With the number of worshippers rapidly 
increasing,, it becomes more difficult and soon even impossible to 
havee one's garland returned. The officials are too occupied with try-
ingg to keep pace with the offerings presented. The garlands now 
remainn at the base, piling up in large colourful heaps. People are 
callingg the officials in a bid to catch their attention. Some officials 
onlyy collect the burning incense, others collect the other offerings 
onn serving trays. Candles are refused — it is impossible to collect 
alll  the burning candles too. Therefore, people stick them on the as-
phalt.. Most of them direct a prayer {khatha - a magic formula)4 to 
thee king, sitting or kneeling behind their candle. They have taken 
theirr shoes off, as when in a temple. 

Thee space in front of the statue is divided as follows: imme-
diatelyy along the front fence there is a dense crowd of people about 
too present their offerings. Then follows an area with rows of candles 
placedd on the ground, softly praying people in between. Behind this 

Thee charismatic power that stems from having command of those qualities that 
aree called the 'Ten Kingly Virtues:' charity, morality, self-sacrifice, rectitude, 
gentleness,, self-restriction, non-anger, non-violence, forbearance, and non-
obstructionn (see Chapter I). 
44 Originally, a khatha consists of (Pali) words once spoken by Buddha, and there-
foree is considered to have auspicious power when recited. But there are many 
khathakhatha (also in Thai) which have been modified or are actually of a later or even 
recentt date (see Chapter II) . 
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candle-litt area, people with more extended offerings have found a 
place,, almost filling  the entire square. Most visitors have come in 
smalll  groups of friends or family. The event reminds me very much 
off  a huge picnic, which impression is the stronger since many have 
theirr evening meal on the square. 

Besidess offerings, almost everybody has brought one or 
moree King Chulalongkorn images from home, whether these be 
portraits,, statuettes or amulets. These are placed amidst the offer-
ingss on the make-shift altar. The resulting effect is impressive: 
whenn looking in the direction of the equestrian statue from behind 
thee crowd, one sees the king's face looking back in manifold. After 
thee altar is ready and everybody in the company is seated, people 
approachh the king with King Chulalongkorn khatha. Seated behind 
thee altar the khatha are recited together. Some people read from 
speciall  khatha booklets. Others are using leaflets distributed on the 
square.. Such leaflets contain detailed instructions on what offerings 
andd which khatha should be presented to the king, and the name of 
thee person or company taking credit. One 'donor' has even left ten or 
moree boxes near the statue, filled with hundreds of small leaflets 
withh instructions. A good idea, apparently, as I see many people us-
ingg them. After having recited one or more khatha most people also 
goo to the statue to offer garlands and incense directly there. When 
thee ritual is completed many people stay for another hour or so, 
seatedd together on their mats, chatting, sometimes eating, and en-
joyingg watching what is going on. 

AA family sitting next to me is about to leave. The glass of 
whiskyy offered to the king is shared among the adult men. The chil-
drenn eat the opened young coconut and sweets. According to this 
family,, the king's spiritual consumption transforms the food and 
drinkss into ambrosias. Everything else is repacked, except for the 
bundlee of grass. As soon as they are gone, the grass vendor comes 
too recollect the bundle. After refreshing it with some water, he will 
selll  it again to a newly arrived family. At 1 AM I decide to go back 
too my hotel. The gathering at the square shows no signs of ending 
anyy time soon. My taxi passes an endless stream of cars, slowly 
makingg their way to the square in opposite direction. To my esti-
matee it will take at least one hour for the last car in line to reach its 
destination. . 
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Thiss account of Chulalongkora Day's Eve 1996 is a condensed de-
scriptionn of what I encountered the first evening of my research on 
thee 'cult of King Chulalongkorn.' The two evenings following this 
Tuesdayy I immersed myself in similar immense gatherings at the 
statue.. Apparently, something in the historical figure of King Chu-
lalongkornn (r. 1868-1910) was appealing to large sections of the ur-
bann populace. Why? Who was this king that more than eighty years 
afterr his death a cult around him evolved? And, what does the 
king'ss sudden popularity tell about present-day Thai society? These 
aree the leading questions of this book, an ethnography of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult. 

Thee book explores the processes which have contributed to 
thee evolving of the cult, a phenomenon specifically related to the 
finalfinal decade of the twentieth century. The cult emerged somewhere 
inn the late 1980s, when people began to worship the king publicly at 
thee equestrian statue in Bangkok (cf. Nithi 1993). Some years later 
thee king's portrait could be found almost everywhere in the urban 
areas,, while at the same time books and magazines with writings on 
thee king flooded the market. The years in which King Chulalong-
kornn became a nation-wide popular figure largely overlap with the 
periodd that Thailand experienced fundamental social, cultural, and 
economicc changes. The relation between the emergence of the cult 
andd rapid changes in Thai society lead me to the proposition that 
processess of local identity formation and global processes of change 
couldd be further studied and interpreted through the prism of the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult. 

Thee study aims to contribute to three anthropological de-
bates.. First of all, I place my research on the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt in the context of the earlier scholarly work on Thai religion and 
society,, focussing in particular on divine kingship, Buddhist ritual, 
spiritt cults and potent objects. The second debate addresses the rela-
tionn between religion, public culture and politics. The King Chu-
lalongkornn cult is an all-embracing phenomenon, not to be reduced 
too a single religious, social or cultural dimension. This study, there-
fore,, wil l present the cult as a site where the homogenising attempts 
off  the state meet, converge and diverge with 'counter-hegemonic' 
forcess stirred up by the impact of mass media, emancipation and 
consumerism.. Thirdly, this book is written in the context of the cur-
rentt discussion on modernity, modernisation and globalisation. As 
wil ll  become clear the central theme in the King Chulalongkorn cult 
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iss the mediation between modernity (khwam than samai) and 
Thainesss (khwam pen thai). For  many urban Thai, King Chulalong-
kornn is the paramount mediator, the worshipping of whom ex-
pressess their  struggle in this field of tension. As an anthropologist I 
wil ll  seek to mediate between the particularitie s of the Thai case, and 
thee wider  theoretical debate just mentioned. This ethnography of the 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn cult thus reflects my encounter  with Thai 
modernity. . 

Inn the second half of this introduction I wil l situate the King 
Chulalongkornn cult in the framework of these debates. First, I wil l 
turnn to the history of Thailand during the second half of the nine-
teenthh century, the highlights of which explain the importance of 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn's reign to present-day Thailand. 

SiameseSiamese sovereignty and the Chakri Reformation 

Forr  Thailand the second half of the nineteenth century was a period 
off  increasing confrontation with global influences as a consequence 
off  Western imperialism. In this period two kings have reigned: King 
Mongkutt  (Rama IV , r. 1851-1868) and his eldest son, King Chu-
lalongkornn (Rama V, r.1868-1910), the fourth and fift h king of the -
stilll  reigning - Chakri dynasty.5 During the Fourth Reign, Thailand 
-- then still named Siam - was drawn into the field of international 
politicall  and economic power-play, the first  high point in this proc-
esss being the signing of the 'Bowrin g treaty' with Great Britai n in 
1855.. The treaty cleared the way for  British trade and put a stop to 
Siamesee taxes on import and export.7 During the Fifth Reign many 

55 The Chakri dynasty was founded in 1782 when General Chakri seized power 
andd subsequently made Bangkok the new capital of Siam. King Bhumibol Adu-
lyadej,, Thailand's present monarch, is the ninth Chakri king. 
66 Siam was formally renamed Thailand in 1939 when Phibun Songkhram was 
Primee Minister. The name of country was changed back into Siam again by the 
governmentt of Pridi Phanomyong on September 7, 1945. In 1948, Phibun 
Songkhramm took over government again, and the country's name has remained 
Thailandd since (Reynolds 1993:20). 
77 The perception of 1855 as the turning point of Siamese history, however, does 
nott imply that the developments in Siam during the Fourth and Fifth Reigns are 
thee mere outcome of the Bowring treaty, nor that Siam had been isolated from the 
widerr world before 1855. Siam's opening up to overseas trade and international 
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off  the changes associated with late 19 century modernisation were 
introducedd into the kingdom. For all the rest of South- and South-
eastt Asia, the presence of the imperialist powers, in the end, meant 
colonisation.. Only Siam managed to maintain its sovereignty. 

Thee spread of colonial power and modernisation were two 
sidess of the same coin. With the colonial conquest, the pre-colonial 
statess of Southeast Asia gave way to modern administrations, based 
onn a European model. The colonial governments were quick to in-
troducee modern technologies and communications, such as railway 
systems,, post and telegraph, and, in a later stage, telephone. Effi-
cientt governance and maintenance of law and order were the most 
importantt prerequisites for improved trade and optimal extraction of 
revenuess from the local populace. The need for primary products as 
welll  as for new outlets for European industrial products were the 
majorr imperatives of the European enterprise. 

Thee British were the first Europeans to establish trading re-
lationshipss with Bangkok in the nineteenth century. Of old, the 
Siamesee royalty and nobility had been extensively involved with 
tradee themselves. The king derived most of his income from certain 
tradee monopolies. Trade with China was particularly important for 
thee Siamese. Chinese merchants were encouraged to settle in Siam, 
firstt in Bangkok and later also further upcountry (Skinner 1957), 
andd were also granted certain trade privileges. Over the course of 
time,, the British became increasingly dissatisfied with the Siamese 
favouringg of Chinese merchants. British traders asked their gov-
ernmentt several times to intervene. This was considered too costly 
byy both the Government of British India8 and London, but the pres-
suree on Siam to lif t the privileges and to extend British trade was 
increasedd throughout the 1840s (Shunyu 1988; Wyatt 1984:169-
170). . 

Thee defeat of Burma in 1826 and, fourteen years later, of 
Chinaa by the British in the Opium War (1838-1842) made the Sia-
mesee fully aware of the martial potential of the imperialist powers. 
Thee then king, King Nangklao (Rama III , r. 1824-1851), who had 

relationshipss took many steps both before and after 1855 (see Ten Brummelhuis 
1995:59;; Terwiel 1983:172). 
88 Until the early 1850s the Indian government was responsible for all Anglo-
Siamesee affairs. Thereafter, Anglo-Siamese affairs became the duty of the For-
eignn Office in London (as Siam was an independent country) (Shunyu 1988:22-
23). . 
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alwayss been wary of Westerners, reacted with a growing distrust 
andd dislike towards anything European, and discouraged any con-
tactt  (Terwiel 1983:147-157). His younger  brother  and eventual suc-
cessor,, King Mongkut (Rama IV) had a radically different attitude 
towardss the West. Equally aware of the threat of Western presence 
towardss Siamese sovereignty, King Mongkut preferred a new ap-
proach.. He was of the opinion that the future of Siamese sover-
eigntyy would largely depend on good (trade) relationships with the 
West,, Great Britai n in particular , and to a certain adoption of West-
ernn notions and standards of civilisation and progress. When still a 
prince,, he already had a deep interest in Western science and tech-
nologyy (Barmé 1993:17-19; Terwiel 1983:149-150). King Mong-
kut' ss accession to the throne marks the beginning of a new era of 
Siamese-Westernn relationships, in which maintenance of the king-
dom'ss sovereignty was the political leitmotiv. 

Shortlyy after  concluding the Bowring treaty, King Mongkut 
soughtt  to counterbalance the British power  by concluding similar 
agreementss with the United States (1856), France (1856) and sev-
erall  other  European countries (Wyatt 1985:184). At the same time, 
however,, King Mongkut was eager  to establish a special relation-
shipp with the British as well. On the one hand, the king's general 
policyy was to negotiate only with metropolitan governments, and 
neverr  with colonial administrations. This policy was intended to 
presentt  Siam as an equal counterpart in international relationships, 
andd its king as a head of state comparable to the European monarchs 
(ibid.).. On the other  hand, somewhat ambiguously, he tried to sug-
gestt  that Siam was under  British protection (Shunya 1988:22-23; 
Terwiell  1983:187-188). In 1858, King Mongkut was assured by the 
Britishh Foreign Secretary that 'he may confidentially rely upon the 
friendshipp of the queen, but Her  Majesty wishing Siam to be thor-
oughlyy independent, would not desire to exercise any protection 
overr  that country (...)'  (quoted in Shunyu 1988:23). 

Inn the account above the interconnection between colonial 
presencee and Siamese independence begins to unfold. Modernisa-
tion,, however, comes to play a role in the later  part of the stage. For 
Kin gg Mongkut, administrative reorganisations and large technologi-
call  infrastructure s were of no great urgency. Taking into account 
thee obstacles he would have to overcome to reorganise the archaic, 
hereditaryy administration structure of the old kingdom, he felt that 
hee should not act hasty. Besides, to the king's opinion the foreign 
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threatt had faded (Wyatt 1984:186-187). Indeed, until the end of the 
1860ss Britain nor France showed much interest in expanding their 
influencee in the region. 

Thee relative stability came to an end in the 1870s. France, 
searchingg for a shortcut to China, developed an interest in the Mek-
hongg river (Wyatt 1984:197). British expatriates and enterprises ac-
tivee in Siam, feeling increasingly hindered by Siamese limitations 
andd a lack of legislation and law enforcement, asked their govern-
mentt to take action (see Brown 1992:1-4). Under these new pres-
sures,, the Siamese managed to maintain the independence of the 
kingdomm at the costs of ceding border territories and vassal states to 
Francee and Britain, and by taking advantage from Siam's position 
ass a buffer zone between the two colonial superpowers.9 By the end 
off  King Chulalongkorn's reign one third of the kingdom's original 
territoryy had been 'sacrificed' for the sake of sovereignty.10 

Siam'ss domestic policy was dominated by the pressure from 
thee two neighbouring colonial powers as well. Fundamental internal 
administrativee and infra-structural reforms were carried out to make 
Siamm a modern state. Between 1887 and 1892 - although prepara-
tionss had been made from the onset of King Chulalongkorn's 
reign111 - a range of modern ministries, with new responsibilities af-
terr European model, were established, culminating in a total reor-
ganisationn of the government in 1892. These reformations, today 
knownn as the 'Chakri Reformation,' resulted in a centralised, effi-

99 During King Chulalongkorn's reign the French occupied Sipson Chuthai (now a 
provincee of Laos) in 1888. In 1893 the Siamese ceded the left bank of the Mek-
hongg River (presently part of Laos) to France, in 1904 the Lao regions on the 
rightt Mekhong river bank opposite Luang Prabang and Champasak, and in 1907 
thee western part of present-day Cambodia. In 1909 the four tributary Malaysian 
sultanatess Kedah, Perlis, Kelantan and Trengganu were ceded to Britain (see 
Thongchaii  1994:151). 
100 Actually, this terminology to some extent is an anachronism. The concepts of 
'state'' and 'territory' do not fully apply to the situation in pre-modern Southeast 
Asiaa (see Anderson 1978;Thongchai 1994). 

Onee aspect of these preparations consisted of inviting foreign experts to help 
Siamm with the establishment of modern institutions. During the Fifth reign alto-
getherr over two-hundred advisors have been working for the Siamese govern-
ment.. For instance, the Revenues Development Office (1875), the Royal 
Telegraphh Department (1875), the Post Office (1881), the Survey Department 
(1885),, the Department of Foreign Relations (1885), the Department of Public 
Instructionn (1887) and the Royal Irrigation Department (1902) were set up with 
thee help of foreign advisors to the government (Ten Brummelhuis 1995:70-71). 
8 8 



cientt  and powerful administration and helped to prevent foreign in-
tervention.12 2 

Forr  the purpose of this study it is not necessary to deal with 
thee scale and impact of the Chakri Reformation in detail.13 This 
wouldd lead us too far  from the topic under  study: the present-day 
venerationn for  King Chulalongkorn. Some of the reforms wil l be 
discussedd in more detail later, whenever  a good understanding of 
thee ethnography requires so. 

Thee entire political triangle of colonial pressure, modernisa-
tionn and preservation of independence, moulded both the foreign 
andd internal politics of the Fifth Reign. More than anything else, 
however,, it was the faith that the king and his entourage had put in 
modernisationn - both as an end in itself as well as a means to pre-
servee independence - that ideologically fuelled these politics. Sig-
nificantly ,, as this study wil l demonstrate, the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt  is similarly carried by a faith in modernisation. Only, in the 
presentt  constellation this faith has lost its elite character: it has be-
comee 'popular*  - shared by wide sections of the urban population. 
Inn other  words, the ideology behind the King Chulalongkorn cult 
directlyy stems from concepts developed during the Fifth Reign it-
self. . 

122 At first glance, the analogy with Japan - also a monarchy, never colonised and 
rapidlyy modernising in the second half of the 19th century (the Meiji Restoration, 
1868-1910)) - seems obvious. This presumed 'parallelism' has been convincingly 
deconstructedd by Anderson (1978). See also Bateson (1984) and Battye (1974). 
Thee Meiji reformers - essentially a military dictatorship in name of the Mikado -
inn some important aspects were one generation ahead of the Siamese, most nota-
blyy in the establishment of a modern, conscription-based army (in Japan estab-
lishedd in 1873, in Siam in 1905) and an educational system (in Japan, around 
19000 all children received primary education; in Siam, an initial educational pol-
icyy at that time only existed on paper (Anderson 1978:199-203; Wyatt 
1969:384)).. The Japanese army aimed at foreign expansion (as the Chinese and 
Russiann wars demonstrate); the Siamese army at 'internal royalist consolidation' 
(ibid.:203).. In addition, Anderson observes: 'How aware the Siamese royalty 
weree of the difference between their own role and that of the Japanese emperors 
iss revealed by Rama VI's [King Vajiravudh, r. 1910-1925] remark, to his cabinet 
inn 1925, that he had no intention of being pushed aside "lik e the Mikado in Ja-
pan""  (ibid.:206). 

Separatee aspects of the Chakri Reformation have been dealt with in detail by 
Battyee (1974) on military, Brown (1992) on finance, Reynolds (1973a) on relig-
ion,, Tej (1977) on administration, Ten Brummelhuis (1995) on irrigation, Wyatt 
(1969)) on education. 
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KingKing Chulalongkorn's rise to absolute power 

Whenn King Chulalongkorn ascended the throne, there was no indi-
cationn that his reign would leave much of a trace: he was only fif-
teenn years old and seriously ill . The real power was with the regent, 
Chuangg Bunnag or Suriyawong (Somdet Chaophraya Si Suriya-
wong),, King Mongkut's former right hand. After King Mongkut's 
death,, Suriyawong had taken care that Bunnags and allies of this 
familyy were appointed on the most significant positions in the new 
government.. That Prince Chulalongkorn succeeded his father at all, 
wass probably due to Suriyawong's awareness of the importance the 
Westernn powers attributed to the notion of 'crown prince' as legiti-
matee heir-apparent. This is not as self-evident as it might appear, 
sincee 'crown prince' was not a Siamese notion yet. Ideally, the king 
selectedd his successor from a pool of suitable princes, often one of 
hiss brothers rather than one of his sons. Suriyawong, however, had 
appointedd a Bunnag (Prince Wichaichan) to the position of 'King of 
thee Front Palace' (uparat) often rendered in English as 'second 
king.'' Traditionally, the uparat (often a (half)-brother of the ruling 
king)) provided the greatest threat to and limitation of the position 
andd power of any Siamese monarch. In this case, and 'unprece-
dented'' (Wyatt 1984:191), Suriyawong made Prince Wichaichan 
alsoo 'heir-presumptive,' possibly anticipating an assumed early 
deathh of the il l king (ibid.). 

Thee young king recovered, however, to reign for forty-two 
years.. From the onset, King Chulalongkorn proved to be a man of 
hiss time. Already during the regency period he was working on a 
plann to reorganise the kingdom's administrative, financial and mili -
taryy institutions after Western colonial model. To prepare and in-
formm himself better he made - accompanied by some of his brothers 
andd half-brothers - three study tours to neighbouring colonies in 
18711 and 1872: Dutch Java and the British colonies of Singapore, 
Indiaa and Burma (Rangoon). His actual wish to visit Europe would 
onlyy come true much later, in 1897 and 1907 (Terwiel 1983:219).14 

Inn addition, King Chulalongkorn took care that his siblings and, in a 
laterr stage, his children received modern education, first by appoint-

Att the time, the king wanted to visit Europe already, but Suriyawong did not 
agreee and proposed India instead (Terwiel 1983:218). 
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ingg Western tutors in the palace and later  by sending many of his 
sonss to universities in Europe.15 

Shortlyy before the end of the regency period in 1873, King 
Chulalongkornn launched an extensive program of reforms. The 
king' ss endeavour  was motivated by modern-mindedness as well as 
aa wish to extend his power. The plan was rejected by the council of 
ministerss (senabodf) as too drastic and unrealistic (Terwiel 
1983:220).. The large concentration of power  in the hands of mem-
berss of the Bunnag family hampered the authority of the king. King 
Chulalongkornn feared the intentions of Prince Wichirayan, the 
uparat.uparat. The tensions between the two men escalated in 1874, lead-
ingg to a drastic reduction of the freedom to act for  both kings as the 
senabodisenabodi 'took over.' 

Dee facto, King Chulalongkorn had to wait almost twenty 
yearss before he could proceed with his reform plans. In the second 
halff  of the 1880s so many members of the old clique had retired or 
diedd that they posed no threat anylonger. The most powerful Bun-
nag,, ex-regent Suriyawong, died in 1883 at the age of 74. The 
uparatuparat died in 1885 (Terwiel 1983:240). In the meantime, the king 
hadd made sure that significant positions were occupied by his 
friendss and allies, among whom many of his (half)-brothers 
(ibid:251;;  Wyatt 1984: 198).16 By 1885, the balance of power  had 

155 Although King Chulalongkorn had twenty-six (half)-brothers, only Prince Sa-
watt went to Europe (London) for study (Terwiel 1983:245, note 80). Some of the 
mostt prominent brothers, like Prince Damrong and Prince Thewawong, later went 
too Europe with the explicit assignment to collect ideas on how, for instance, mod-
ernn administration or an educational system could be organised (ibid.:254). There 
were,, however, other princes who studied abroad in these early years, for instance 
Princee Prisdang Chumsai, who was a son of King Nangklao (Rama III. ) 
166 Ministerial positions held by King Chulalongkorn's (half)-brothers: Prince 
Devawongse,, Minister of Foreign Affairs (1885-1923); Prince Damrong, Minister 
off  Interior (1892-1915); Prince Narathip, Minister of Finance (1887-1893); Prince 
Naris,, Minister of Public Works (1889-1893, 1899-1905), Minister of Finance 
(1893-1894),, Minister of War (1894-1899); Prince Mahit Ratchaharithai, Minister 
off  Palace (1887-1896), Minister of Finance (1896-1906); Prince Sirithat 
Sangkhat,Sangkhat, Minister of Finance (1894-1896), Minister of the Privy Seal (1896). 
Onee brother, Prince Sommot, became the king's private secretary and was ap-
pointedd Director of the Privy Purse Department (which dealt with the finances of 
thee royal household) in 1893 (see Brown 1992). In 1892 nine of the twelve minis-
terss were King Chulalongkorn's brothers (Terwiel 1983:254). In 1906 still only 
fourr ministers out of twelve did not belong to the royal family (Brown 1992:115). 
Battye,, in this respect, speaks of the 'prince-regime' (1974:370). 
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shiftedd to the extent that the king could say: 'We ourselves have be-
comee the government.'17 During the rest of the king's lif e and reign, 
governmentall  power would remain in the hands of the royal family. 
Ass time passed by, the king's sons - returning from their studies 
abroadd - occupied more and more high government positions (see 
Battyee 1974:516-517; Brown 1992:116). The king, however, re-
mainedd the centre of power. In Terwiel's words: 'The whole cabinet 
consistedd of the "king's men", chosen because [King Chulalong-
korn]]  trusted their personal loyalty. They could be primarily seen as 
extensionss of the king' (1983:255). 

Amongg this intimate group of brothers and princes, Prince 
Damrongg Rajanubhab (1862-1943) stands out for his particular im-
portance,, for the king personally as well as for the Fifth Reign in 
general.. His influence, in the field of governance and Siamese his-
tory,, and as an author, wil l appear time and again in this study. Un-
derr the guidance of Prince Damrong as Minister of Interior (from 
18922 until 1915), the central government greatly gained in effective 
power.. As the architect of the new administrative system, the thesa-
phibanphiban system, the prince has been of special importance for the 
Chakrii  reformation. The thesaphiban system brought all levels of 
administrationn under the responsibility and control of the Ministry 
off  Interior (see Tej 1977), putting an end to the autonomy of local 
aristocracy.. The combination of these and other transformations (in 
particularr of the financial and judicial system) with the king's over-
alll  control over state affairs, finally made King Chulalongkorn the 
mostt absolute monarch Thailand ever had (cf. Chayan 1994; Engel 
1975:1;; Vella 1955). During the Fifth Reign there was no separation 
betweenn the increasing power of the state and the increasing power 
off  the king. Paradoxically, the staffing of the civil system with roy-
altyy largely nullified one essential aspect of modern governance: an 
independentt and disinterested civil service (cf. Anderson 1978:218-
219). . 

Quotedd and translated by Battye (1974:268). Quotation taken from 'The Pres-
entationn of Opinions on Governmental Reform Submitted to King Chulalongkorn 
fromm the Royal Princes and the King's Servants in 1885' (Chaonai lae 
kharatchakankharatchakan krapbangkhomthun khwamhen chat kanplianplaeng ratchakan-
phaendinRS.phaendinRS. 103, p.56 Bangkok 1967:56). 
188 King Chulalongkorn's first son to become minister was Prince Chantaburi 
(bornn in 1874), who became Minister of Finance in 1908 and would keep that 
positionn until 1923 (Brown 1992:116), 
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SafeguardingSafeguarding the absolute monarchy 

Kin gg Chulalongkorn's familiarit y with European history made him 
welll  aware of the potential threat of modern political thought to his 
throne.. He knew of the fate of the French monarchy, and the restric-
tionss the Enlightenment and liberalism imposed on the monarchies 
off  Europe. Indeed, King Chulalongkorn's position as an absolute 
monarchh was not entirely uncontested. To remedy possible dangers 
too the throne, the king relied on a Europe-inspired national ideol-
ogy,, although with a central position for  the king. Moreover, in the 
coursee of his reign, he increasingly used modern media to promote 
himselff  and his family. 

Thee king's awareness of the danger  of a revolution perhaps 
becomess most clear  from his policy never  to send any prince to 
studyy in France. Only monarchies were considered to provide a 
suitablee political environment, so the king sent the Siamese princes 
too Great Britain , Prussia and Russia. This policy, however, did not 
preventt  disagreement with princes from the king's own generation: 
severall  high-ranking princes, including some modern-minded half-
brothers,, favoured a constitutional monarchy. In 1885, the king was 
offeredd a petition which pleaded for  several reforms, including the 
establishmentt  of a constitutional monarchy and a parliament, in or-
derr  'to be accepted and respected by the Western powers as a civi-
lizedd nation. [...] No nation (chat) in Europe can believe that Siam 
maintainss justice since everything is decided by the king.'  The 
kingg rejected the suggested political reforms on practical as well as 
morall  grounds. His major  practical objection was that Siam lacked 
thee capable people a well-functioning parliament required. His 
morall  objection was based on Theravada Buddhist concepts of 
kingship,, which he contrasted with European kingship. The Siamese 
king,, according to King Chulalongkorn, has absolute power, but: 

(...)) must always practice moderation and justice. (...) Con-
trar yy to what happened in Europe, Siamese kings have led 

199 Quotation taken from Murashima's summation of the petition, as included in 
thee compilation 'The Presentation of Opinions on Governmental Reform Submit-
tedd to King Chulalongkorn from the Royal Princes and the King's Servants in 
1885'' (Chaonai lae kharatchakan krapbangkhomthun khwamhen chat kanplian-
plaengplaeng ratchakanphaendin R.S. 103, pp.21-25; Bangkok 1967:56). (Murashima 
1988:84). . 
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thee people so that both they and the country might be pros-
perouss and happy (...) [The people] have more faith in the 
kingg than in any members of parliament, because they be-
lievee that the king more than anybody else practises justice 
andd loves the people. It is enough, therefore, just to write 
intoo a constitution what already has become accepted royal 
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custom. . 

Inn this rejection of political reform, King Chulalongkorn's render-
ingg of the history of Siamese kingship reflects the idea that only a 
righteouss Buddhist king can make the kingdom and its people pros-
per.. The king silenced the liberalism within the palace by forcing 
hiss most senior opponent into exile21 and by pacifying the others 
withh ministerships and other high positions, often in the newly es-
tablishedd ministries and departments (Ten Brummelhuis 1995:71). 

Significantly,, King Chulalongkorn's ideas on kingship have 
becomee part of a national ideology constructed around the people, 
thee Buddhist religion and the monarchy (cf. Murashima 1988:85-
89).. We wil l encounter this ideology time and again as it forms the 
veryy base of the King Chulalongkorn cult itself. One of the ques-
tionss this study seeks to answer is why in the 1980s this ideology 
gainedd so much strength that a cult developed. 

CreatingCreating the royal image 

Anotherr element of the king's reign which returns in the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult is the king's extensive portraiture. As we wil l see 
laterr on, it is impossible to understand the King Chulalongkorn cult 
withoutt specifically addressing the role of portraits in the cult. The 
existingg portraits, a wide variation of paintings, photographs and 
statues,, are a direct result of the king's own interest in portraiture 
andd photography. The early portraits of King Chulalongkorn and his 

Quotationn taken from Murashima's summation of 'King Chulalongkorn's 
Speechh Explaining Governmental Reform' (Phraratchadamrat nai phrabat som-
detdet phrachulalchom klao chao yuhua son thalaeng phraboroma ratchathibai 
kaekhaikaekhai kanpokkhrong phaendin), held in 1888 (Bangkok 1927). (ibid.:85-86). 
211 One of the petitioners, the earlier mentioned Prince Prisdang Chumsai (see note 
15),, Siam's first overseas diplomat (in London), had to leave Siam in 1890/1891 
(seee Brailey 1989:15-23). 
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familyy were mainly meant to decorate his palaces. Portrait s were 
alsoo sent to European courts as gifts, a European traditio n adopted 
duringg the Fourth Reign. In the same vein, King Chulalongkorn 
fromm the onset of his reign adopted the European custom of present-
ingg a photograph (with signature) as a token of his appreciation. 

Thee various coins minted on the occasion of Bangkok's cen-
tenniall  in 1882 (at the same time the centenary of the Chakri dy-
nasty)) mark the beginning of a new policy around the king's image: 
fromm then on, coins, medals and stamps bearing the king's portrai t 
weree regularly issued.22 National events became occasions to mint 
speciall  coins with the king's portrait , stressing the unity of king and 
nation.. Probably, the increasing usage of the king's portrai t reflects 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn's increasing power. The issuing of a coin with 
thee portrai t of Prince Vajirunhi s in 1886/87, on the occasion of his 
investituree as the crown prince, supports this idea. The coin symbol-
isess a vital addition to the king's power: the official appointment of 
thee heir-apparent by the king in person. Simultaneously, the coin 
symbolisess the definitive abolition of the institution of * second 
king''  (uparat). 

Inn the last two decades of the Fifth Reign the king's image 
becamee a 'public '  image. The king's portrai t reached the general 
populacee - at least in urban and elite environments - more and more 
often,, if only on coins and stamps. Photographs of the king and his 
familyy made their  appearance on picture postcards and New-Year's 
greetingg cards, and were reproduced on a larger  scale for  distribu-
tion.. One particular  example of a 'portrait '  produced for  publicit y 
purposess is a 1905 lithograph portrayin g the five kings of the 
Chakrii  dynasty.23 The promotion of the royal image reached its ze-
nithh with the inauguration of the equestrian statue of King Chu-
lalongkornn in 1908, which was accompanied by the production of 
'equestriann statue stamps' and 'equestrian statue medallions.'24 

222 Before 1882 only two coins with an image of King Chulalongkorn were issued: 
thee first in 1871 on the occasion of King Chulalongkorn's eighteenth birthday 
(thee first Siamese coin ever carrying a monarch's image); the second in 1876, on 
thee occasion of the inauguration of Bang-Pa In Palace in Ayutthaya. The first 
stampp with an image of the king was issued in 1883. 
233 This compilation was probably inspired by a British lithograph depicting the 
Britishh queen amidst her ancestors (see 'A century of Thai Graphic Design,' 
compiledd by Anake Nawigamune, 2000:11, London: Thames and Hudson) 
244 There even was a plan to produce 'equestrian statue match boxes', but because 
off  the drawing's poor quality this part of the project was cancelled. 
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Thee development of the promotional use of royal portraits 
keepss pace with the developments in usage of royal portraiture in 
Europe,, showing that new reproduction techniques and publicity 
practicess were readily adopted in Siam. This development to a lar-
gerr extent has been the fruit of the king's own interest in portraiture 
andd his awareness of the potential of his image. The great number 
off  portraits King Chulalongkorn had made during his two European 
voyagess express this interest in particular.25 With the invitation of 
Europeann painters and sculptors to the Siamese court, King Chu-
lalongkornn not only followed his own interest, but adopted Euro-
peann royal custom as well. The same can be said of king's 
increasingg occupation with photography. Also the European monar-
chiess patronised photography. Most exemplary probably is Kaiser 
Wilhelmm (r. 1888-1918) who, employing twenty court photogra-
phers,, took great care that every moment of his life was recorded -
andd published - in accordance with his wishes (see Pohl und Wil -
derotterr 1991). 

AA royal cult 

Neitherr the king's personal interest in portraiture in a period of 
technologicall  innovations, nor his exploitation of images for politi-
call  purposes, directly explain the present proliferation of portraits in 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult. These personal and contemporary cir-
cumstancess only help to explore the mass-media based phenomenon 
thatt the King Chulalongkorn cult is. For this moment it is sufficient 
too emphasise the current omnipresence of newly produced King 
Chulalongkornn portraits, which justifies speaking, following Nithi 
(1993),, of the 'cult of King Chulalongkorn' (lakthi phithi ro ha). 
Thiss leaves us with the question about the nature of the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult. Is it a merely religious cult, in the traditional sense 
off  the word: King Chulalongkorn as a divinity, endorsing a system 
off  rites and beliefs (cf. Durkheim 1964:36)? Or are we confronted 
withh its more 'modern' and 'secular' equivalent, a 'personality 
cult?'' As this study wil l demonstrate, it is impossible to draw a line. 
Thee worshipping of King Chulalongkorn for an important part 

Seee Apinan (1992b) for a detailed account of the visits King Chulalongkorn 
paidd to European artists and the ordering of portraits and sculptures. 
16 6 



drawss upon Thai concepts of Buddhist kingship and popular  beliefs 
inn the power  of sacred images. At the same time, the cult is shaped 
andd carried by - informal , company- as well as state-controlled -
masss media, 'promoting' the image of the king. In the latter  respect, 
thee cult is as modern a phenomenon as the hype around the death of 
Princesss Diana and the enduring popularity of modern icons, such 
ass Elvis Presley ('the King') . 

Andd how to compare the King Chulalongkorn cult with, for 
instance,, the state-dominated personality cults of the (former) 
communistt  states? Some parallels are clearly in place. In the Thai 
case,, a strong state ideology dictates absolute respect for  the monar-
chy,, including kings from the past as well as members of the pre-
sentt  royal family. The legislation on lese majesty precludes even the 
mildestt  form of criticism.26 But however  relevant these circum-
stancess may be to the promotion of the image of Thailand's present 
monarch,, they do not explain the profusion of portrait s of one par-
ticularr  historical king. This largely spontaneous development indi-
catess a significant role of individual elaborations and interpretations 
off  the meaning of kingship. It also indicates that Thai notions of 
kingshipp are not fixed, but are reworked and given new meanings 
constantly. . 

Partly,, this reworking reflects the history of the monarchy's 
presencee and presentation in the course of the twentieth century. For 
severall  decades after  a militar y coup had ended the absolute monar-
chyy in 1932, kingship only remained a distant reality. Since then, 
politicall  power  was with the military , who in subsequent regimes 
soughtt  different alliances internally and abroad. Overall, Thailand 
remainedd Western-oriented with the exception of the Second World 
War,, when the government welcomed the Japanese and declared 
warr  against the United Kingdom and the United States of America. 
Thiss turn of policy was inspired by the hope to regain territor y 
cededd during the reign of King Chulalongkorn, a hope that - al-
thoughh briefly - was fulfille d indeed. This brief disloyalty to the 
Westt  was redeemed during the Cold War when the militar y sought 
too legitimate their  power  with a fervent anticommunism and al-
lowedd the United States to make Thailand their  stronghold in 

266 The law on lèse majesté was introduced in the 1890s, and has remained part of 
Thaii  legislation ever since (Sulak 1996:48-49). Thailand's most recent constitu-
tionn (1997) contains an article to protect the king from any criticism. 
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Southeastt Asia. To counterbalance the political tensions arisen, the 
royall  image of King Bhumibol Aduljadey or Rama DC (r. 1946-) 
wass promoted as a symbol of national unity. The splendour of the 
monarchyy was gradually restored, which allowed King Bhumibol to 
givee Thai kingship new import within the framework of the consti-
tution.. This study wil l address the rise of the image of King Bhumi-
boll  for its relationship with the rise of the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

AA dynamic perception of 'kingship' seems not in concor-
dancee with Thailand's image as one of the ancient kingdoms of 
(mainland)) Southeast Asia, kingship being the principal institution 
thatt ties past to the present. However, understanding the iconogra-
phyy of Buddhist kingship and the legitimating power of accompany-
ingg symbols and rituals requires attention for historical context and 
contemporaryy political processes. For Thailand, one of the Indian-
isedd states of Southeast Asia, the relation between Hinduism, Bud-
dhism,, kingship, and the political order, has been dealt with in detail 
byy Stanley Tambiah (1977; 1985).27 He analyses the transitions 
Siamesee kingship went through from the founding of the thirteenth 
centuryy kingdom of Sukhothai - when moral Buddhist concepts of 
thee king as the reincarnation of the righteous ruler or as a Bodhi-
sattvaa (Buddha-to-be) became incorporated into Hindu cosmologi-
call  concepts of the king as the centre of the universe - to the current 
situationn with the king as head of state in a constitutional monarchy. 
Tambiah'ss work makes us understand that the Thai commitment to 
Buddhismm requires charismatic monarchs (see also Aung-Thwin 
[1985]]  for a similar argument on Burmese kingship). Instead of a 
direct,, legitimating, identification of the king with the Hindu-god 
Shivaa - as was the case, for instance, in the Angkor (Khmer) god-
kingg cult (eighth-thirteenth century AD) - individuals assuming 
kingshipp have to prove their claim to power by meritorious conduct 
andd political success (Tambiah 1985:324-327). 

Iff  there were "divine kings," they were continually de-
thronedd by palace rebellions and wars of succession and se-
cession.. Divinity, or claims to universal and righteous 
kingshipp [or Buddha-hood], was based on personal charisma 

277 There is a vast amount of (historical) literature on kingship in the Indianised 
statess of Southeast Asia (Bali, Burma, Cambodia, Champa, Laos and Thailand). 
Forr a review of this literature, except for Bali, see Hagesteijn (1989). For a his-
toryy and analyses of Balinese kingship see Schulte Nordholt (1996). 
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ass much as or  even more than on institutionalised rules per-
tainingg to the tenure of office (ibid.:325). 

Inn Buddhist ideology, therefore, the king is human and is forced to 
legitimatee himself continuously, a successful dethronement being 
prooff  of the illegitimacy of the old king. Even when kings are con-
sideredd to be reincarnated Bodhisatrvas, and are attributed auspi-
ciouss power, they remain human 'for  even Buddha was a man, not 
god''  (Aung-Thwin 1985:68). This human quality of Buddhist kings 
concerns,, importantly , the living king. Dead royalty, on the other 
hand,, is believed to posses supernatural qualities. As * divine beings' 
(guardiann angels, deva, thewada) they may intervene in the world of 
man,, having become tutelary spirits of the kingdom. 

Thiss Buddhist ideology wil l prove to be still highly relevant 
forr  understanding the meaning of the monarchy and the role of the 
reigningg king - King Bhumibol Adulyadej  (Rama IX) - in the pre-
sentt  Thai constellation. For  my analysis of the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt  I wil l return to the classical notions of Buddhist kingship time 
andd again, too. However, the explanatory path of 'Buddhist king-
ship''  insufficiently accounts for  the emergence of the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult eighty years after  the king's death, nor  adequately 
fathomss its nature. The King Chulalongkorn cult, with its potential 
forr  continuous change and multipl e interpretations, its articulation 
inn the modern media, and cutting through so many layers of society, 
touchess upon more than Buddhist kingship alone. Although the 
cult' ss idiom is based on the traditional idiom around Buddhist king-
ship,, present-day issues are at stake. 

Followingg Herbert Blumer's suggestion to avoid the ten-
dencyy in social sciences to formulate abstract generalisations, I wil l 
nott  attempt to outline a precise definition or  interpretation of 'the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult'  nor  of the concept 'cult '  as such. Such 
concepts,, Blumer advocates, should be thought of as 'sensitising 
concepts''  (Blok 1975:33). Thinkin g of 'the King Chulalongkorn 
cult''  as a sensitising concept provides me with the possibility to fo-
cuss on processes instead of tryin g to delineate fixed meanings. It 
allowss me to better  describe and analyse the complex ethnographic 
realityy that makes up the King Chulalongkorn cult, a complex real-
ityy which requires a multi-focal approach. 
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ElusiveElusive religiosity 

Inn the opening article of the first issue of the Public Culture Bulle-
tin,tin, Arjun Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge argue for 'public cul-
ture'' as a field of study 'for those concerned with modernity as a 
globall  phenomenon' (1988:5). Public cultures - arenas of cultural 
debatee where 'other types, forms and domains of culture are en-
countering,, interrogating and contesting each other in new and un-
expectedd ways' (ibid.:6) - are paradoxical: they are cosmopolitan in 
formm (shaped by mass media, market and mobility), but insular and 
idiosyncraticc in content and meaning. The study of public cultures 
givess empirical substantiation to modernity as a multi-directional 
andd open-ended project, while at the same time raising the problem 
off  how to theorise modernity. Appadurai and Breckenridge suggest 
thee term 'public culture' because of its relative liberty from the old 
dichotomiess that bias the idea of 'popular culture,' such as rural 
versuss city, authentic versus industrial, folk versus mass, or subal-
ternn group versus elite culture.28 The concept of public culture pro-
videss a perspective in which the King Chulalongkorn cult can be 
studiedd as a junction of many processes, patterns and spaces where 
currentt Thai political, religious, and social issues are articulated. 
Nevertheless,, occasionally I will use 'popular,' but only to indicate 
whenn the opposition to 'official' matters. 

Thee King Chulalongkorn cult is but one among many recent 
'junctions'' that make up Thai public culture today. In Thailand, the 
emergencee of a new cult is nothing exceptional. Since the 1960s -
butt with an acceleration in the 1980s - the Thai religious realm has 
been,, and still is, flooded by a wave of cults around (historical) 
kings,, queens, monks, local heroes and heroines, gods and god-
desses.. The number of magic monks, spirit mediums, astrologers 
andd fortune-tellers is continuously on the rise, with people spending 
increasingg amounts of money for their services.29 These new cults 

Scholarss who advocate 'popular culture' acknowledge the concept's problem-
aticc connotations as well (see Fabian 1995 in particular). Clear enough, the idea 
behindd popular/public culture as a field of study is that of culture as praxis, 'a vast 
complexx of thought, representations and performances' (ibid.:3). 

InIn November 1995, the Thai Farmers Bank Research Centre estimated an am-
plee eleven million 'fortune telling related consultancies,' involving a total spend-
ingg of four billion baht (US$ 150,000,000) to be made during the year. The report 
concludedd that the 'business' is on the increase, see 
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andd the accompanying growth of the numbers of spirit mediums 
largelyy are urban phenomena (Irvine 1982, 1984; Morris 2000; 
Mulderr 1997:324-328; Tambiah [1984] 1988). A parallel develop-
mentt in the realm of religion is the emergence of well-organised, 
independentt reform movements. Also these movements draw their 
mainn support from urban Thai (Apinya 1993; Jackson 1989; Su-
wannaa 1990; Zehner 1990). 

Whatt cults and reform movements share is their existence 
outside,, and often in opposition to the kingdom's official religious 
institution:: the Buddhist sangha (the order of monks). The history 
off  the sangha partly is a history of active opposition against, what is 
called,, 'irrational' or * false' religious beliefs and practices. To fight 
thiss struggle the sangha is equipped with the juridical authority to 
intervenee whenever this is considered necessary. The Council of 
Elderss (supreme council of monks, mahatherasamakhomf0 has, for 
instance,, the authority to punish or even defrock monks who do not 
adheree to the monk's code of conduct (the vinaya). However, juridi-
call  authority in religious affairs lies not with the sangha alone. The 
sangha,sangha, in its turn, directly falls under the authority of the Depart-
mentt of Religious Affairs, a department of the Ministry of Educa-
tion.. A close connection between the two is assured by the double 
functionn of the Director General of the Department of Religious Af-
fairs,, who also is the Secretary General of the Council of Elders 
(Tambiahh 1977:253-254).31 The Department of Religious Affairs is 
authorisedd to arrest people and for that purpose has a special Reli-
giouss Police at its service. In the second half of the 1990s the de-
partmentt has used its power in particular against one of the major 
modernn reform movements, the Thammakai. The organisation's 
founderr was brought to justice, defrocked and sentenced to jail. 

Reformm movements such as the Thammakai - well-
organisedd and identifiable - are not too difficult to oppose for the 
officiall  authorities. Religious phenomena such as cults, unorganised 
andd extremely popular, however, cannot equally simply be pinned 

http://tfb.co.th./tfrc95/nov/fortune.htm. . 
300 The Council of Elders is an advisory body to the Supreme Patriarch (sang-
harat)harat) of the Sangha. The Council of Elders consists of the Patriarch, all monks 
withh the ecclesiastical title somdet and several monks with the status of ratcha 
khanakhana (Tambiah 1977:253-254). 
311 Most officials in the department are recruited among educated former monks 
(Tambiahh 1977:299, 351). 
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downn and eliminated. Such cults are characterised by a great inter-
nall  dynamism. They are in constant change, evolving from one 
formm into another, drawing upon official religious and political dis-
coursee but twisting its content at the same time. Followers may 
comee from virtually all walks of (urban) life, even including the 
highestt elite as well as the poorest of the urban poor. To differenti-
atee these various elusive expressions of religiosity from official 
Buddhismm and the more established reform movements, I wil l use 
thee generic term 'popular Thai religiosity.' In my perception, this 
**  popular Thai religiosity' can be understood as part of the domain 
off  'public' culture. 

Inn addition, the effervescence of the Thai religious realm 
shouldd be understood in the wider context of the global proliferation 
off  religious movements that characterised the final decades of the 
twentiethh century. Recent anthropological studies, addressing vari-
ouss parts of the world, refute the Weberian notion that modernity 
shouldd result in disenchantment, restraining religion from public 
articulationn (Behrend & Luig 1999; Comaroff & Comaroff 2001; 
Geschieree 1997; Meyer 1999; Meyer and Pels (forthcoming in 
2003);; Thoden van Velzen and Van Wetering 2001; Van der Veer 
andd Lehmann 1999; Weller 2001). The force of religious motivation 
ass a significant motor of human action not only manifests itself lo-
callyy and within the boundary of a people's own political and cul-
turall  particularities. Also global politics are increasingly confronted 
withh religiously motivated political actions and we see that, more 
andd more, today's major conflicts find expression in religious terms. 
Thiss is not to deny that political and economic frustrations and am-
bitionss are in the background of almost any religious upheaval or 
conflict.. Yet, understanding the tendency of local frustrations and 
ambitionss to be expressed in religious terms, requires the inclusion 
off  the study of religion in the study of society. Moreover, the obser-
vationn that the emergence of new religious movements is a world-
widee phenomenon provides an extra argument for taking 'religion' 
orr religious phenomena as a possible focus of a study on globalisa-
tion.. In this perspective I want to stress once more that this study 
doess not aim at a mere analysis of the King Chulalongkorn cult as a 
local,, religious phenomenon. Rather, I wil l seek to understand the 
cultt in the light of the current anthropological globalisation debate. 
Onee field of concern in this debate relevant for this study is our un-
derstandingg of 'post-colonial.' As wil l become apparent below, the 
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pridee never to have been colonised is an essential element of the 
Kingg Chulalongkorn cult, creating an inextricable link between Thai 
historyy and colonial history. 

Thainess:Thainess: independence and modernity 

Thee fact that Siam, as the only country in Southeast Asia, never has 
beenn colonised has fuelled an ideology in which the kingdom, its 
leaderss and its culture appear as possessing unique qualities. These 
distinctivee characteristics are captured by the expression khwam pen 
thaithai (Thai nationhood or Thainess), a concept introduced by King 
Vajiravudh,, or Rama VI (r.1910-1925), in 1911. According to King 
Vajiravudh,, the word Thai' has a double meaning, it means 'free' 
andd it refers to the martial race of the Thai,' inhabiting Siam (Barmé 
1993:27-30).. In this analysis, the king declares independence to be a 
naturall  and essential element of Thainess. King Vajiravudh's ideas 
gavee the impetus to an official Thai nationalism, 'willed merger of 
nationn and dynastic empire' (Anderson 1991:86), that was - and 
stilll  is - essentially ethnic in nature. 

Thee current veneration for King Chulalongkorn is rooted in 
thee idea that the safeguarding of Siam's independence has been the 
king'ss personal achievement. This study will show why 'independ-
ence'' is such a topical theme in Thai society these days: the effects 
off  global developments are experienced as putting pressure on Thai 
independencee and identity once more. 'Independence' in the King 
Chulalongkornn cult on the one hand reflects the worshippers' con-
cernss about the kingdom's sovereignty in terms of a shared, official, 
nationalistt ideology. On the other hand, we will see how 'independ-
ence'' offers an opportunity to articulate an individual's personal 
distresss as well. The king's words and deeds are experienced as 
relevantt for, and affecting, the worshipper's everyday life. In the 
relevancee of 'independence' for the public articulation of state au-
thorityy as well as popular, at times counter-hegemonic sentiments, 
thee cult appears as a 'politicised memory' (Werbner 1998:15) of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn. 

Inn a similar vein as the maintenance of independence, the 
factt that Siam has become a modern nation is perceived as King 
Chulalongkorn'ss personal achievement. In this perception, the king, 
byy deliberately modernising his kingdom, has made modernity an 
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essentiall  attribute of Thainess as well. Analysing the meaning of 
'modern'' as it appears in the King Chulalongkorn cult, however, is 
complicatedd by the fact that modernity and modernisation are a sub-
jectt of study on two different levels. On the one hand, the overall 
researchh concerns Thai society and culture as a 'case of modernity.' 
Onn the other hand, Thai perceptions of modernity are part of the 
empiricall  material to be analysed. 

Too current anthropological understanding, modernity is no 
longerr a singular, uniform historical stage, to be reached through 
processess of rationalisation, secularisation, and technological devel-
opment,, or, in one word, modernisation. Modernity is widely ac-
knowledgedd to be a condition, a specific mode of 'being in the 
world,'' only partly characterised by modernisation and relative to 
particularr historical and cultural circumstances. One shared aspect 
off  modernity to appear in this culturalist view, however, is the field 
off  tension between the contradictory tendencies towards organisa-
tionall  rationalisation, and individual or collective autonomy (Kahn 
2001).. In these terms, an analysis of the King Chulalongkorn cult, 
soo explicitly concerned with modernity, should shed light on the 
wayy Thai modernity deals with this field of tension in our era of 
globalisation. . 

CulturalCultural style 

Soo far, a perspective has arisen in which the cult appears as a plat-
formm where worshippers articulate and rework an idiom to reflect on 
Thailand'ss position in a globalising world. The present section wil l 
deall  more explicitly with the people involved with the cult. Gener-
allyy speaking, they belong to the sections of society most involved 
withh the 1980s' 'new economy.' As already said, the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult is a recent and largely urban phenomenon, which 
developedd during a period of extraordinary economic growth. Be-
tweenn 1985 and 1995, Thailand's economic growth was the world's 
largestt (Pasuk and Baker 1998:1). Although it is impossible to pin 
downn a precise year or period of origin of the cult, worshippers of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn did not appear at the statue in larger numbers 
beforee 1990 (cf. Nithi 1993). The years just before the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult emerged, were the years the Thai economic boom 
began.. Until 1985, the year the Thai economy had almost come to a 
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standstill,, the economy mainly relied on the export of agricultural 
products.. After 1985, manufacture and services (tourism) replaced 
agriculturee as the driving forces of the economy: in the following 
decadee Thailand's real GDP annually grew with more than ten per-
centt (Pasuk and Baker 1995:151-153). My proposition of an inter-
connectionn between the emergence of the King Chulalongkorn cult 
andd the profound changes Thai society went through after 1985, 
however,, does not imply that I see the King Chulalongkorn cult as a 
meree response to economic factors. Rather, I will approach the cult 
ass a complex of interactions between a variety of local and individ-
uall  practices and discourses, and wider political power configura-
tionss and ideologies. 

Thee inflow of foreign investments and cash earnings, spur-
ringring industries and business conglomerates, profoundly affected the 
compositionn of the urban population. In response to the industries' 
andd services' need for a workforce, millions of people - mainly mi-
grantss from the countryside, both temporary and permanent - came 
too live and work in the urban areas.32 Proportionally, the white-
collarr workforce expanded most rapidly, to over six million people 
inn 1990 (Ockey 1999:234-235).33 As a consequence, business and 
industryy increasingly competed with the government for educated 
employees. . 

Thee drastic change in size and composition of the urban 
populacee went with a rapid increase in spending power of millions 
off  people. Within three years after the boom began, the large ex-
pendituree on consumer products (houses, cars, luxuries) caused a 
secondaryy boom in the domestic economy (Pasuk and Baker 
1995:162-164).. Thai perceptions of prosperity fundamentally 
changed,, and consumerism became a central feature of the lifestyle 
off  Thai urbanity. A modern, affluent middle-class lifestyle, marked 
byy private cars, shopping malls, brand clothes, fast food, cellular 
phones,, air-conditioned houses, appeared within everybody's reach, 

Thee total increase between 1984 and 1996 in non-agricultural employment was 
eightt million, while peak season employment in agriculture shrank by two million 
inn the same period (Pasuk and Baker 2000:84). 
333 The percentage of people in this category with white-collar jobs rose from 9,85 
%% of the total workforce in 1960 to 22,2 % in 1990. Ockey reckons the following 
occupationss as belonging to this group: professional, technical and related work-
ers;; administrative, executive managerial workers and government officials; 
clericall  and related workers; sales workers and service workers (1999:234-235). 
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att least in an urban environment. The seductive power of consumer-
ismm affected lower-income fragments of the middle class and work-
ingg class as much as it did the 'new rich' (cf. Mill s 1997, 1999). 

Thee aspect of lifestyle reflects that there is no separation be-
tweenn the dynamics of economic and cultural change. Hence, mid-
dlee class should not be delineated merely in terms of occupation, 
educationn and income (Dwyer 2000; Gerke 1995; Mill s 1997,1999; 
Ockeyy 1999). Appadurai (2001) in this respect speaks of a 'politics 
off  style:' also the working class, or urban poor attempt to live the 
lifestylee of the middle class as a strategy of survival. This, what I 
wouldd like to call, 'aspiring middle class' desires participation in a 
lifestylee which it cannot afford, but from which its members culti-
vatee certain 'practices' or 'styles' in order to survive in a changing 
politicall  and economic context (Ferguson 1999:101). In order to 
conceivee cultural differences between social categories Ferguson 
introducess the concept of cultural style as a 'performative capacity' 
(ibid.:98).. Participation in a cultural style 'unites people in sending 
similarr stylistic messages, but they may at the same time have di-
versee motives, values, or views of the world' (ibid.:97). I consider 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult as such a cultivated cultural practice of 
signification,, and participation in the cult as part of a cultural style, 
or,, in Miller's terms, as the surface where 'being Thai' is located 
(cf.. 1993:310-311). 

TheThe research 

Thee urban and middle class character of the King Chulalongkorn 
cultt does not imply that no expressions of veneration for King Chu-
lalongkornn can be found in the rural areas. At village schools, in the 
officess of local officials, and sometimes in private houses 'King 
Chulalongkornn portraits' may be found. King Chulalongkorn, that 
is,, the king's image, has reached every nook and cranny of the 
kingdomm by now, for certain. The dissemination of the royal image, 
however,, through television programs, magazines and mass repro-
ductionn of portraits is an urban and middle class affair. And it is 
alsoo in town and city that, without exaggeration, his image is omni-
present.. As soon as one leaves the village for the provincial town, 
Kingg Chulalongkorn is there. King Chulalongkorn has become 
popularr in both senses of the term. This situation has led me to con-
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ductt my research along two different, but related, paths. First, re-
searchh was conducted among urban worshippers of King Chu-
lalongkorn.. Second, I included a specific focus on King 
Chulalongkornn products of * public culture.' 

Thee research has been conducted in two cities: Bangkok and 
Chiangg Mai. Chiang Mai is the main town of Northern Thailand and 
liess at a 600 kilometres north from Bangkok. From September 1996 
untill  December 1997 I lived in Chiang Mai, while occasionally 
stayingg in Bangkok. In October 1998 I returned for another two 
monthss to conduct additional fieldwork. Selecting interviewees was 
nott as matter-of-course as it might seem. In spite of its immense 
scale,, the King Chulalongkorn cult proved to be highly fragmented. 
Thiss caused the kind of practical problems probably intrinsic to ur-
bann anthropological research. There are no limitations in terms of 
locationn or the number of people who might be included in the re-
search:: since almost everybody in any city worships King Chu-
lalongkornn to some extent, the research could, in principle, have 
beenn conducted in any town among anybody. Nevertheless, to avoid 
thee danger of drowning in an excess of information, a selection had 
too be made in terms of location or degree of involvement with the 
cult. . 

Too demarcate the research in Chiang Mai, I took the follow-
ingg path: first of all, I took material objects of public culture as my 
lead.. The King Chulalongkorn cult for one part is manifested by a 
hugee output of 'King Chulalongkorn products,' such as (objects 
with)) portraits, statuettes, coins, leaflets, tapes, videos, magazines, 
advertisements,, television programs, and books. Initially, I concen-
tratedtrated on portraits in shops, assuming that this would teach me 
somethingg about the owners' motivations and preferences, and how 
portraitss generally are obtained. I chose shops because they are eas-
ilyily  accessible, while there is a reasonable chance of getting engaged 
inn a conversation with the owner or shop keeper. These initial inves-
tigationss made clear that quite a few portraits came from the same 
source:: a temple located at the outskirts of the city. This temple, 
Watt Doi Chang, turned out to be a centre of King Chulalongkorn 
worship.344 Subsequently, Wat Doi Chang - the abbot, its visitors, its 
festivalss - became a major focus of my research. I regularly at-
tendedd the daily morning and afternoon sessions, in which the abbot 

Forr reasons of privacy the name of the temple is fictitious. 
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receivedd lay people who had come to consult him. Much of my 
understandingg of the King Chulalongkorn cult I owe to my conver-
sationss with the abbot, listening to his conversations with the temple 
visitors,, and my own conversations with the visitors. Next to these 
dailyy interactions, the temple's festivals have been of great signifi-
cancee for my research, too.36 

Ass my circle of contacts expanded, I also met people who 
possessedd coins with the image of the king. As with the portraits, it 
turnedd out that there was one major source in the vicinity, in this 
casee a spirit medium. This woman, Mae Wan, lives some ten kilo-
metress outside the city. She is regularly possessed by King Chu-
lalongkorn'ss spirit, usually on Sundays. My research at the spirit 
medium'ss residence followed the same line as that at the temple. I 
regularlyy attended Mae Wan's spirit medium sessions, which were 
nott exclusively 'Sunday King Chulalongkorn sessions.' During the 
weekk other spirits possessed Mae Wan, and almost every day peo-
plee came to consult the medium. I attended these sessions to listen 
too the conversations between the possessed medium and her audi-
ence,, and also was in the position to engage in conversations with 
thee visitors myself. Some of the possessing spirits - unlike the spirit 
off  King Chulalongkorn -were hard to follow for me as they only 
spokee in Northern Thai, the local language. Many times, people in 
thee audience as well as the possessed medium herself willingl y ex-
plainedd the content of the conversation to me afterwards. 

Inn Chiang Mai, the temple and the spirit medium where the 
majorr places were I conducted my research. In addition, I engaged 
withh people not particularly involved with these 'King Chulalong-
kornn cult centres,' people I met in rather random situations, or when 
visitingg a shop or another place where images of the king were on 
display.. My focus on the public culture around King Chulalongkorn 
alsoo led me to artisans making King Chulalongkorn portraits, to au-
thorss of King Chulalongkorn books and to places were King Chu-
lalongkornn products were for sale (photo shops and artisan's 

Duringg my research, the abbot's fame rose. The number of people who came 
forr a personal consult increased rapidly, leaving the abbot hardly any time for 
himselff  during the day time. Early 1997, the abbot decided to have office hours. 
366 The portraits I found in the city had been distributed at the temple's festivals. 
377 Her name is fictitious, too. 

Often,, King Chulalongkorn coins were distributed during these Sunday ses-
sions. . 
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markets),, both in Bangkok and Chiang Mai. The interviews with 
thesee producers and sellers of King Chulalongkorn products intro-
ducedd me to the artistic and commercial dimensions of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult. 

Thee central position of the equestrian statue in the cult gave 
thee research in Bangkok a more spatial focus. Apart from the gath-
eringss around Chulalongkorn Day, people came to worship King 
Chulalongkornn at the equestrian statue on specific days of the week. 
Theree were two important evenings, with a third developing: gather-
ingss of individual worshippers on Tuesday evenings; gatherings 
dominatedd by an organisation named the 'Prayers Society*  on 
Thursdayy evenings; and gatherings on Saturday evenings, similar to 
thosee on Tuesdays, though more modest in terms of number of peo-
pie.39 9 

Thee Royal Plaza gatherings opened my eyes for dimensions 
off  the cult which were absent or remained invisible in Chiang Mai. 
Heree I only mention the predominance of the equestrian statue over 
anyy other image of King Chulalongkorn, and the significance of the 
publicc aspects of the cult. The Royal Plaza showed me a different 
facee of the cult as well. Next to the self-controlled, devotional at-
mospheree of worship, not unlike that at Wat Doi Chang or during 
thee spirit medium sessions, there was something ominous in the air. 
Amidstt the well-to-do worshippers, large numbers of rivalling ur-
bann poor - street vendors, disabled, and beggars - tried to make a 
living.. Competing street vendors regularly got engaged in minor 
disturbances.. Some evenings, the ostentatious presence of police 
andd other officials added to a tense atmosphere. In the course of my 
research,, police efforts to ban the marginal from the square in-
creased.. Another harsh reality was the traffic. In fact, the gatherings 
happenedd on an island amidst a continuous flow of cars and motor-
bikes,, passing with high speed on both sides. In the dark, crossing 
fromm the pedestrian area along the square to the safety within the 
fencedd area in the middle was dangerous, and sometimes almost 
impossible.. Late on Saturday evenings, youngsters on motorbikes 
usedd to compete around the fenced area with high speed. Some-

Thee full name of the Prayers Society is Jinapanjara Suttam Prayers Society 
(Chomrom(Chomrom Suatmon Phrakhatha Chinnapanchon/Society for Chanting the Ven-
erablee Chinnapanchon Formula). I have not chosen to use a fictitious name for 
thiss organisation because, different from the abbot and the spirit medium and 
theirr visitors, the Prayers Society explicitly seeks publicity for its activities. 
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wheree in 1997, the police put an end to this practice. When I re-
turnedd in 1998, the square was closed for traffic on Tuesday eve-
nings. . 

Differentt from the cult centres in Chiang Mai, where the 
situationn allowed the establishment of more permanent contacts 
withh regular visitors, I only had single contacts with Tuesday and 
Saturdayy worshippers. The Thursday gatherings, however, provided 
differentt contact opportunities. The Prayers Society appeared to be 
well-organised,, well-equipped and easily accessible. I therefore 
couldd establish a more lasting relationship with this organisation 
andd several of its members. I participated in its entire program of 
prayerr sessions, which apart from the Thursday sessions at the 
equestriann statue included evening praying sessions throughout the 
week,, at other royal monuments and the organisation's headquar-
ters.. My contacts with the Prayers Society contributed significantly 
too my research because they provided insight in the relationship be-
tweenn the King Chulalongkorn cult and other cults popular at the 
time.. In addition, this part of the research shed a light on the influ-
encee certain groups exert on the appearance, discourse and contents 
off  phenomena like the King Chulalongkorn cult. 

OutlineOutline of the study 

Clearlyy enough, writing an ethnography of 'the King Chulalongkorn 
cult'' is neither an unequivocal, nor indisputable exercise. As I have 
argued,, 'the King Chulalongkorn cult' as a clearly bounded entity 
doess not exist: its contours are tattered, its contents vague and ever-
changing.. This makes it difficult, if not impossible, to state 'this is 
wheree the cult ends, here we enter something entirely different.' A 
studyy of 'the King Chulalongkorn cult' without explicitly respond-
ingg to the mercurial quality of Thai popular religiosity would come 
closee to reification. I therefore have chosen to devote the first part 
off  this study to the contents and appearance of the King Chulalong-
kornn cult (Chapter I, II and III) , while the second part (Chapter IV 
andd V) places the King Chulalongkorn cult in its wider religious 
andd political context. 

Chapterr I presents the myth that underlies the present ven-
erationn for King Chulalongkorn. For, although referring to history, 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult is carried by imaginations about the 
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past.. A selection from the body of narratives constituting the myth 
iss recounted and analysed. Furthermore, the chapter  studies the 
processess that provide the narratives with an ever  increasing com-
pellingg power, as well as the role of mass media in shaping the cult. 
Chapterr  II  addresses the role of the king's image in the cult. Elabo-
ratingg on Benjamin's concept of aura, I analyse the intrinsi c connec-
tionn between visual image and myth. The chapter  explains the 
reciprocityy between the mass production of images and traditional 
Buddhistt  concepts of the power  of sacred images. Important issues 
heree are the relationship between mass products and unique prod-
uctss of art and craft, and the ways individuals relate their  personal 
experiencess to the King Chulalongkorn portrait s they own. Chapter 
II II  deals with the relation between official state ideology and ritual , 
andd the popular  interpretations of these, discussing the appropria-
tionn of the state ritual in different contexts. An analysis of this as-
pectt  of appropriation explores the tension between 'official '  and 
'popular // and provides a view on the emancipatory dimension of 
thee cult. 

Wheree Chapter  II  mainly deals with the level of individual 
worshippers,, and Chapter  II I  addresses the level of loosely organ-
isedd circles of worship (mainly those around Wat Doi Chang temple 
andd the spirit medium Mae Wan), Chapter  IV widens the scope on 
thee King Chulalongkorn cult and introduces the level of well-
definedd organisations involved with the cult. The chapter  is built 
aroundd the Prayers Society, for  two reasons. First, the society's case 
demonstratess how a relatively small organisation is able to influ -
encee the appearance and contents of a cult far  beyond its direct 
reach.. Second, with its history of over  forty years, the organisation 
offerss a rare opportunity to situate the King Chulalongkorn cult in 
thee dynamics of Thai popular  religiosity over  an extended period of 
time.. Furthermore, the Prayers Society's complex teachings enable 
mee to position the King Chulalongkorn cult amidst other  elements 
off  Thai popular  religiosity, such as millennerianism and the cults 
aroundd venerated monks. Without this whole constellation of popu-
larr  religiosity as a background, the sudden emergence of the King 
Chulalongkornn cult would remain an enigma. Finally, studying the 
rolee of an elite network in the background of the Prayers Society 
andd related organisations, the chapter  explores the interaction be-
tweenn political and religious discourse, including the influence of 
globall  politics on these discourses. This elite is the more important, 
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becausee its involvement makes participatin g in cults, including the 
Kin gg Chulalongkorn cult, viable for  a far  wider  group of modern-
mindedd middle class Thai. 

Whereass Chapter  IV places the King Chulalongkorn cult 
amidstt  other  expressions of popular  religiosity, Chapter  V places 
thee cult in the perspective of the general veneration for  the monar-
chyy and kingship. Exploring the convergence and divergence of the 
venerationn for  King Bhumibol and the King Chulalongkorn cult, the 
chapterss investigates how feelings of hope and desire as well as 
worriess and unease about present-day economic and political devel-
opmentss are articulated around the images of these two kings. Linkin g 
thee development of King Bhumibol's image to the kingdom's po-
litica ll  ups and downs during the more than fifty  years of his reign, 
thee chapter  seeks to relate the ever  increasing popularity of both 
kingss to the increasing expectations about the beneficient effects of 
Buddhistt  kingship. 
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