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Andrew MacGregor Marshall: Christine Gray is a legendary figure in the world of Thai studies thanks to her 

wonderful 1986 PhD thesis Thailand: The Soteriological State in the 1970s, a brilliant and groundbreaking 

analysis of the modern Thai monarchy. My own work owes a huge debt to Christine's insights, as does Paul 

Handley's superb The King Never Smiles. Serhat Ünaldi is among the many younger scholars of Thailand 

influenced by her work. Christine prefers to keep a low profile, but she has taken the decision to stop allowing 

the lèse majesté law to silence her, and has written the following statement urging more international 

journalists and academics to stop self-censoring and start telling the truth about Thailand. Fairytales and lies 

have been allowed to persist for far too long. As Christine says: "It's time for everyone to step over the line." 

Here is her full statement: 

 



 

A New Anthem ... 

 

What bothers me about Thailand's lese majeste (insult to the Crown) laws is that they are in the dominant 

idiom of sight. People, including Western scholars, are literally forbidden to say what they observe or "see" 

(du) with their own eyes. That is true even if those sights are all over social media, like the Crown Prince, his 

Porsche, his mistress and kneeling courtiers in front of a garden supply store in Germany, or the weight of the 

Crown Princess, or the sad state of health, literally, of the royal family. 

 

The pressure and observance of these taboos has gotten so extreme we've now ventured into the realm of the 

ridiculously blind, and the ridiculously dangerous. Speaking as a parent, who would ever want to raise his or 

her child in this state of "not seeing" and therefore not knowing or trusting their own thoughts and 

observations? How can anyone run a university on these terms? 

 

The essential nature of the LM laws is signified by prostration -- the literal "not seeing" or glancing on the face 

of the monarch while the monarch sees and knows all -- and the custom of Siamese kings' archers shooting out 

the eyes of those who would dare watch the royal procession. This latter custom was discontinued by King 

Mongkut (Rama IV) in the face of Western cries of barbarism as a means of justifying treaty demands 

designed to wreck the economy and the society. The custom of prostration to royalty was supposedly 

discontinued by Rama V, Chulalongkorn, but instead was selectively managed by context. This trend -- the 

selective management of prostration to avoid Western audiences -- is no longer being observed by the younger 

(a.k.a. middle aged) generation of royals. 

 

The cultural formula over the last 150+ years has been gradually to link Thai nationalism to respect (the 

selective seeing) of the Thai Buddhist monarchy. Therefore, at some deeply held level, many Thai citizens 

associate insult to the Crown as insult to themselves or "Thai-ness" as experienced in the context of colonial 

threat and cultural insult, American troops and Western tourists using the country and its children as a happy 

global whorehouse while the U.S. State Department looks the other way (averts its own gaze). That's probably 

one reason why royals have resorting to using pet dogs as a means of insult to each other and the West. And 

why not? 

 

The other sickening aspect of these laws is U.S. complicity. The current threats against persons via violation of 

LM laws -- previously police actions against "suspected" terrorists, Communists, etc., highly profitable 

sightings in terms of U.S. defense dollars -- arose out of a legacy of colonialism and free trade, hypocritical 

cries for democracy or constitutional monarchy. These in turn were a thinly disguised if not cynical rationale 

for ripping off Thai resources or developing Thailand as our corporate export market. The cries for free trade 

of the 19th century -- the right of the British to export Indian opium to China and Siam/Thailand -- were 

followed by a World War II alliance with the OSS (Office of Strategic Services/CIA), then U.S. military 

presence during the Vietnam War. Democracy was turned upside down by us, by the British, then by Thai 

royalist politicians as a means of disguising the transfer of what is now apparent as being extreme wealth. Fast 

forward 50 or 60 years and how has that "good ole democracy" (to paraphrase Sarah Palin) worked out for 

ordinary Thai citizens?  



 

With over 100 years of Thailand's best and brightest scholars receiving degrees from Western universities, it 

becomes more unlikely than ever that leading Thai scholars, teachers and citizens are willing to "not see" the 

evidence in front of their own eyes, even if that training, as in the case of former prime minister Thaksin, led to 

the acquisition of enormous wealth. The result of Thai populism at its worst, like American Tea Party 

populism at its worst, is to play on the lowest and most violent instincts of Thai citizens in the cause of 

outdated if not twisted notions of nationalism. The worst thing about U.S. "democratic" influence in Thailand 

is that the results, at the deepest visual level, most resemble North Korea, which has never had to go through 

the charade of Western democracy in support of what were obviously dictatorships, the case in Thailand by 

way of field marshals Sarit, Thanom and Praphat. (My era, I know I'm outdated.) 

 

I probably know the Thai monarchy of the mid-20th century as well as any farang. I deeply respect and 

remember members of the Palace staff, monks at royal temples, etc. and have some degree of sympathy for 

royalty as persons, certainly in view of the ugly (U.S. and CIA-supported) dynamics of the late 1940s and 

1950s. (Believe me, as a parent and a teacher I admire deeply ingrained Asian customs of respect for teachers 

and elders.) But I, like every other U.S. scholar of Thailand, have been taught by a generation of teachers who 

carefully observed the LM rules of academic writing. I have been careful to "watch my words" and silence 

myself in the interests of promoting my work -- for almost an entire lifetime -- just as people close to the 

monarchy have waited decades if not lifetimes to make public the most obvious circumstances of their own 

lives or the lives of their ancestors. This is particularly true of women. 

 

Now we, U.S. and Western scholars and journalists, are huddled and in hiding -- self censoring -- as much as 

the Thai scholars and citizens we should be protecting, our fear being "we can never go back" and do our 

research. It's clear that our scholar and teacher friends, their idealistic students, journalists, etc. are in line to 

get detained, disappeared or killed in the awful present and possible future. Perhaps it's time for everyone to 

quit hiding.  

 

So there. I guess I can "never go back," but that's trivial in light of what's happening now in the streets and 

private homes and yes, I have to believe, in many of the Buddhist temples of Thailand. It's time for everyone to 

step over the line. It's neither honorable nor justifiable for us to remain selectively silent, leaving a few intrepid 

and terrified journalists or Thai activists to perform the task of simple observation. 

 


