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Epilogue Epilogue 
TheThe Uncertainty of Modernity 

Attemptingg to understand the rapid development of the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult and its entrenchment in urban, middle-class Thai-
landd I found it helpful to focus on the cult's social imaginary and 
thee forces impinging on it. This imaginary around King Chulalong-
kornn proved to be part of a wider  imaginary around kingship, which 
II  have captioned 'modern Buddhist kingship.'  No political, eco-
nomic,, historical or  religious framework can full y account for  the 
contentt  and workings of the social imaginary, a reservoir  of cultural 
representations,, state ideology, hidden- and counter-discourses, re-
currentt  and shared speculations about the body politi c and standard-
isedd fantasies about evil forces and divine interference. But neither 
wil ll  a sensitive comprehension of the social imaginary be possible 
withoutt  taking these frameworks seriously. This study has at-
temptedd to fathom the social imaginary around Thai kingship by 
placingg its rise and vicissitudes in the context of political, economic 
andd religious developments that have significantly influenced late-
nineteenthh and twentieth century Thailand. The social imaginary 
aroundd the Thai monarchy we meet today has proven to be a mod-
ernn phenomenon that, although drawing on traditional idiom, is spe-
cificallyy related to the final ten to fifteen years of the twentieth 
century.. Thus inevitably the prism of the King Chulalongkorn cult 
providedd a highly colourful spectrum of Thai society in this specific 
period. . 

Apartt  from 'modern Buddhist kingship,'  'uncertainty' was 
anotherr  recurrent theme throughout this study. Feelings of uncer-
tainty,, experienced on a national as well as a personal level, about 
economic,, political, and religious developments, imply more than a 
merelyy fearful attitude towards change. Uncertainty is based on 
elementss of desire, expecatations which' fulfilment is unsure, as 
welll  as on feelings of anxiety. The imaginary around modern Bud-
dhistt  kingship reflects this duality: the more protection and ever-
increasingg prosperity are experienced as depending on the perform-
ancee and person of the rulin g king, the greater  the potential for  fear 
off  decline and collapse. This study might be read as an investigation 
intoo the ways the Thai social imaginary has sought to remedy the 
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increasingg societal uncertainty of the 1980s and 1990s, and to coun-
terbalancee the alienating, anonymising effects of globalising urban 
culture,, by reworking the idea of Buddhist kingship. 

Thee economic boom of the 1980s, an outcome of local as 
welll  as global processes, explains much of the uncertainty that has 
arisen,, and to which the 1997 crisis only added. The enormous eco-
nomicc growth of the 1980s led to a rapid increase of income ine-
qualitiess and tended to marginalise large sections of society. The 
gapp between the urban and the rural, the educated and the unedu-
cated,, and the well-to-do and the less-well-off, became ever wider. 
Thee increasing social differences put pressure on people at both 
endss of the line. The strong messages of success mediated by sym-
bolss of wealth (cars, sky-scrapers, luxury houses) evoked the less-
successfuls'' hope and desire, while simultaneously reminding them 
off  their failure. Those in the middle, just having escaped from their 
modestt backgrounds, had to face a possible lapse into their former 
situationn while being challenged to reach further at the same time. 
Thee 1997 economic crisis demonstrated that even the wealthy are 
vulnerable:: many became 'formerly rich' overnight. 

II  began my study with the myth of the Great Beloved King 
whichh permeates the cult. The myth appeared to be built upon the 
historicall  person of King Chulalongkorn; the history of the Fifth 
Reign,, with as its high points the Chakri Reformation and the main-
tenancee of Siam's independence in an era of colonisation; the idea 
off  the Buddhist king as upholder of the political cosmos; and a na-
tionalistt ideology constructed around kingship. In the mid-eighties 
thiss material was the seed out of which the King Chulalongkorn cult 
couldd grow. The figure of King Chulalongkorn became the object of 
aa cult when the social imaginary began to articulate prevalent feel-
ingss of uncertainty in terms of the myth, while integrating the king's 
imagee with elements derived from official Buddhism, cults around 
holyy monks, and the idea that all sacred things are potent objects. 

Thee myth of the Great Beloved King appeals to the major 
concernss that underlie the feelings of uncertainty. The king's inter-
estt in the lives of all of his subjects and their well-being, expressed 
inn particular in 'the abolition of slavery' and 'the king used to visit 
thee countryside,' addresses uncertainties and frustrations on the 
levell  of individual daily life. Concrete experiences of misfortune 
andd adversity, as well as good luck and prosperity can be phrased in 
thee idiom of the myth: 'thanks to the king I . . . got my job; survived 
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ann accident; passed my exam; have a flourishing business; am free 
too choose my profession.'  The latter  example shows how 'the aboli-
tionn of slavery' articulates the issue of individual independence, one 
off  the core elements of modernity. On the level of the nation the 
samee vital theme is addressed in 'the king saved Thailand from be-
comingg a colony.'  The general tendency is to voice uneasiness with 
thee local effects of the globalising economy by identifying those 
effectss as harmful to Thai independence. On the other  hand, the 
mythh allows for  a reconciliation of Thainess with the effects of 
globalisationn as well. The myths presents the Chakri Reformation as 
ann initiativ e of King Chulalongkorn to modernise the country selec-
tivelyy by a masterplan covering both the nation's welfare and inde-
pendencee and the maintenance of its cultural and moral singularity. 
Equatingg modernity with modernisation, the myth makes modernity 
ann essential part of Thainess. But, precisely because Thai modernity 
shouldd be selective, everything related to modernity can always be 
judgedd on its contribution to the maintenance of Thainess. 

Thee King Chulalongkorn myth allows for  contradictory in-
terpretations.. As the founder  of the modern Thai state, the Great Be-
lovedd King may be invoked to legitimise the state's authority, but 
equallyy to articulate criticism of its malfunctions. The myth may be 
usedd to legitimise the unbalanced division of wealth by declaring 
prosperityy a just reward for  moral conduct, but just as easily to con-
testt  the unbalance by referrin g to the king's wish for  welfare for  all 
hiss subjects. In this tug-of-war  about the true interpretation of King 
Chulalongkorn'ss image, the cult appears as an arena where interest 
groups,, individuals, and business and government organisations ad-
vancee their  views. This potential of harbouring contrasting interpre-
tationss is another  factor  that helps explaining the cult's vigour. 

Mythh is only one dimension for  understanding how the ven-
erationn for  King Chulalongkorn could develop into a thrivin g cult at 
greatt  pace. Since every Thai has been brought up with the image of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn, reworkings of the myth could easily spread. 
Equally,, where the worshipping of saints and the use of potent ob-
jectss were common means to invoke fortune and to ward off all 
sortss of dangers in everyday life, invoking the powers of the Great 
Belovedd King well fitted established religious practices. As it were, 
thee king was called forward from a pantheon already there once his 
specificc qualities were needed. Media attention and commercial ini-
tiativ ee further  enforced the cult's momentum, increasing its public 
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presencee and making cult objects widely available for worship and 
display.. Due to publicity and commodification, the King Chu-
lalongkornn cult has become a regular and natural part of the Thai 
publicc sphere. 

Amidstt the cult's various appearances in the public sphere, 
thee king's portraits stand out, because of their omnipresence and 
becausee of their particular role in sustaining the cult. As a cult ob-
ject,, any King Chulalongkorn portrait has the potential to establish 
ann immediate link between the beholder and the world of Thainess 
thee myth of the Great Beloved King tells of. A special quality of 
portraitss is that each reproduction equals the original in its potential 
too establish such a link. This explains the mass production of por-
traitss in a personality cult. The enormous number of King Chu-
lalongkornn portraits on display in public or semi-public places 
(shops,, offices, temples) reflect the general importance of associat-
ingg oneself with Thainess. Simultaneously, these portraits counter-
balancee the anonymity of urban space by filling  it with Thainess. 

Wee have seen that, although King Chulalongkorn's face can 
bee found virtually everywhere, the cult remains mainly a middle-
classs phenomenon, with a special role for relatively successful mid-
dle-classs women in particular. The cult offers these women oppor-
tunitiess to take a leading role in public religious affairs, a domain 
hithertoo dominated by men. The more active women in the net-
workss around King Chulalongkorn cult centres demonstrate their 
involvementt by wearing - sometimes ostentatious - King Chu-
lalongkornn medallions. The message of the King Chulalongkorn 
locket,, however, is more than that of active participation alone: its 
usee by this specific group of women makes the locket a sign of so-
cietall  success, wealth, and modernity as well. Here, participation 
clearlyy appears to have a performative dimension: the cult allows to 
manifestt and distinguish oneself. This aspect of performance also 
explainss the cult's appeal to the lower strata of urban society, for 
whomm wealth only is an enticing prospect. Participation allows any-
bodyy to present himself as being part of the world of modernity and 
success.. In this respect, I regard the King Chulalongkorn cult as part 
off  a Thai urban lifestyle, a lifestyle which overall is characterised 
byy a display of wealth and religiosity. 

Thee King Chulalongkorn cult not only offers a platform to 
stagee oneself as a part of the world of Thainess, but also to perform 
ass being a better part of this world than others. From this point of 
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view,, displaying King Chulalongkorn lockets, donating King Chu-
lalongkornn portraits, erecting King Chulalongkorn statues, and 
sponsoringg King Chulalongkorn cult events, are part of a competi-
tionn in morality. This competitive morality is one of the compelling 
forcess that keep the social imaginary on its track. 

AA solid emphasis on the performative aspects of participa-
tionn would entail the danger of overlooking the significance partici-
pationn has for the individual worshipper. For example, on the level 
off  daily life King Chulalongkorn has the role of a personal patron 
whoo is always accessible for everybody who needs him. Individual 
accountss of personal encounters with or interventions by the king, 
inn their turn, may become part of the body of stories testifying of 
Kingg Chulalongkorn's accessibility. Stories articulating personal 
experiencess in terms of the King Chulalongkorn myth cannot be but 
confirmative.. This is another mechanism that forces the social 
imaginaryy to continue a taken course. Consequently, accessibility 
tendss to become the essence of King Chulalongkorn's image, which 
makess the king ever so important in the personal lives of his wor-
shippers. . 

Accessibilityy is but one element of Buddhist kingship which 
continuouslyy gains in significance in the social imaginary. The way 
thee episode of '1976' was liften from King Bhumibol's biography 
withoutt leaving a hole in the history of the monarchy is illustrative 
off  the import of the idea that a Buddhist king is the upholder of the 
politicall  cosmos. By laying the blame of engagement with right-
wingg military and violence with the queen and crown prince the im-
agee of King Bhumibol was purified, and a flawless King Bhumibol 
couldd remain the living embodiment of modern Buddhist kingship. 

Thee intensifying imaginations around Thai kingship are 
forcedd up even further by the shadows that grow alongside with 
them.. For a part, this 'dark side' of the King Chulalongkorn cult re-
flectss the eerie side of any dealing with the supernatural, an eerie-
nesss that we have seen for instance, in the figure of the 
Intermediary,, and stories about what may happen when ritual is not 
conductedd properly. On an other level of interpretation, this dark 
sidee reflects people's concrete fears for personal disaster or falling 
back.. A different shadow that follows 'modern Buddhist kingship' 
appearedd from the hidden discourse around the fear for a possible 
failuree of kingship, by failure of the ruling king or an unfortunate 
succession.. Perhaps this is the most crucial element for understand-
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ingg the emergence of the King Chulalongkorn cult. The exalted ex-
pectationss have made modern Buddhist kingship a task which sur-
passess the capacities of any mortal king. 
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