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Bangkok boasts some of the most varied nightlife in Asia. Visiting ballet,
operatic, and folk dance troupes from Europe, the U.S. and various Asian coun-
tries frequently stage performances, and film festivals are held by foreign
cultural organizations like Alliance Frangaise, Goethe-Institut, and British
Council. Patrons of nightclubs and supper clubs, many of them in the city’s
leading hotels, are entertained by international as well as local performers.
Discotheques with the latest gadgetry flash and throb to the beat of music played
at top volume, while numerous clubs specialize in jazz or folk music.

Bangkok’s cosmopolitan flavour is particularly evident in the vast
variety of foods offered by its countless restaurants. Diners in the city have a

choice of French, Italian, Scandinavian,
German, Japanese, Middle Eastern, Swiss,
English, Mexican, Korean, Indian, Vietnam-
ese, and Burmese cuisine, as well as Ameri-
can-style fast-food outlets and, of course,
superb Chinese and Thai cuisine.

Although Bangkok abounds in markets,
shops and department stores selling every
possible kind of merchandise, those who
prefer to spend the day at home in the city’s
residential lanes can buy what they need from
itinerant vendors who bring necessities right
to the doorstep, selling charcoal (for cook-
ing), fruit, ice-cream, noodle dishes, grilled
chicken, handmade brooms, pots and pans,
and countless other items.

Urban Values

Buddhism is at the centre of the Thai view of life and forms the foundation
of most attitudes, in the city as well as in the village. But just as even the
toughest material will change its shape under pressure, Buddhism has undergone
certain alterations due to the stress of Bangkok’s fast-paced urban life style.

In the village, the monastery, called wat in Thai, with its temples, called
ubosot and wihan in Thai, is the centre of religious as well as social life.
Bangkok’s monasteries today inevitably play less of a social role and are nor-
mally visited only for religious observances or for one of the festivals scattered
throughout the Buddhist year. Accessibility is the main constraint. In the
village, the wat is generally just a short walk away, while in the city a visit
often entails a long, hot trip in heavy traffic. Therefore, many Bangkok homes



have a room set aside for a small altar with family Buddha images. This little
private sanctuary serves as a place for prayers and meditation in the morning
and evening — daily rituals that in a village would customarily be performed at
its wat.

Urban surroundings also rob many monasteries of the tranquil atmosphere
which characterizes their rural counterparts. Nevertheless, monks continue to
practise their meditation seemingly undisturbed by the bustling life outside,
just as they go out each morning to accept food offerings from city dwellers
who are as anxious to make merit as are villagers. Many Bangkok residents
also go to monasteries to learn and practice
meditation during their off-work time.

Formerly, everyday life was highly
structured and circumscribed by Brahmanic
ritualistic taboos, and some of these still
linger in modern society. Wednesday, for
example, was believed to be an inappropri-
ate day on which to cut hair and, accordingly,
some Bangkok barber shops still keep closed
on that day.

Astrology also retains its ancient influ-
ence. It is used by many people to determine
auspicious dates for major undertakings.
Buddhist monks, Brahmans, and professional
astrologers cast horoscopes according to
which the day and hour are determined when
to embark on a trip. The date and hour of
purchasing land, starting a new business, or
opening a shop often depend on an astrologer’s
calculations. Few couples would agree to
be married without first determining the
suitability of their union as well as the most auspicious day and minute for the
wedding ceremony.

Traditional Thai life-style, which survives virtually intact upcountry, has
undergone extensive reshaping under the pressure of urban demands. Family
ties in the city, for example, are not as pervasive as in the village, and young
married couples often set up house-keeping on their own. Unmarried youths
also have much more freedom in their daily life.

Modernization has greatly expanded the range of employment opportu-
nities open to people migrating to the city. Only a few decades ago, virtually
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Social Welfare

the only acceptable course available
to a newly-arrived girl from the coun-
tryside was to take a position as a
domestic servant. Now she may pre-
fer a job in one of the light industries
sorting transistors, assembling pocket
calculators, or working in one of
Bangkok’s huge textile plants. An
incidental effect of this development
is the introduction of an increasing
number of labour-saving electrical
appliances into middle-class and
upper-class homes. Once considered a
costly extravagance, washing machines,
vacuum cleaners, and microwave
ovens are now common household
items available in all department
stores.

Despite all the apparent changes,
traditional Thai values are still strong
beneath the surface of urban life, even
though they may be invisible to an
outsider. This is a reflection of the fact
that the overwhelming majority of
city dwellers come from village back-
grounds. It proves the strength of the
Thai cultural heritage which, over the
centuries, so often demonstrated its
ability to bend without breaking.

In Thailand, as elsewhere, social welfare evolved since long. It can be
traced back over the centuries in the form of charity or humanitarian concern,
deeply rooted in orthodox Buddhism. There is much evidence that Thai people

always help others in times of distress.

Historically, Buddhist monasteries, first and foremost, played the leading
role in the development of social welfare. This had particular relevance to edu-
cation, vocational training, health care, and medical treatment including reha-
bilitation for the needy. Also, the family ensured home-based social welfare



with regard to taking good care of infants, children and elderly people who
depend on their own family’s efforts.

The first social welfare organization, Thailand’s Red Cross Society, was
founded by royal command, in 1883, to help wounded people, especially sol-
diers at wartime. One year earlier, the first orphanage had been set up. In 1910,
one of the leading private welfare agencies, named Poh Teck Tung Founda-
tion, was established. In this vein, the Department of Public Welfare was estab-
lished in 1940. Thereafter, several private social welfare organizations were
set up, taking the form of associations, foundations, societies, or fund-raising
organizations, in response to and to cope with increasing needs. In 1942, the
National Social Security Act was promulgated, and the significance of social
welfare has been increasingly recognized. As of recent, new legislation within
the constitutional framework is an integral part of national development strat-
egies.!”

Uplifting the Quality of Life

The government adopted a policy to
eradicate poverty and promote balanced bases of
livelihood in the spirit of and within the frame-
work of the concept of the “Sufficiency Economy”,
initiated by His Majesty the King."' The govern-
ment translates this philosophy into action by
taking charge of various key projects. Target
groups are landless farmers, homeless people,
informal-sector business operators, needy school
children and students, people having fallen
victim to dishonest schemers, debt-ridden people,
and people desirous to get house-ownership.

To streamline this endeavour, the solving of
social and poverty problems is pursued in a
holistic manner. The government assigned the
district administration units in the country’s 76
provinces to serve as the main offices in charge of offering advice and
guidance so as to strengthen people’s motivation for the adoption of the
self-reliance development model. This is the way to seek social and poverty
solutions for people at the grassroots.'?

New policies are devised, strategies formulated, plans drawn up, and
programmes implemented by the government and its agencies, so as to forge

10" See also the chapters entitled “Social Development, Human Rights, and Human Secutiry”,
“Labour”, and “Health Strategy and Policy”.

" See also the chapter entitled “Modern Monarchy” .

2 See also the chapter entitled “Government and Policy”.
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ahead by performing a greater and constructive role with the aim to respond to
all the challenges which Thai society will face in the next decades.

Social Welfare Programmes

Social welfare programmes as implemented are diversified and adminis-
tered across a broad spectrum of practical effects. They fall under the jurisdiction
of government agencies, state enterprises, local-governmental foundations, and
non-governmental organizations. The main objectives of these programmes
are :

o Improving people’s quality of life in terms of physical well-being,
environmental protection, economic mainstay, social security, health and
medical care, and mental health.

e Solving urgent problems affecting people’s way of living through such
interventions as housing provision, emergency shelter, rehabilitation from drug
addiction, curbing violence against women, eliminating child abuse, reduction
of unemployment, and solutions to related problems associated with poverty.

e Upgrading people’s knowledge and skills especially in regard of
health care.

e Studying and exploring effective ways and means to improve and
provide welfare at the family and community levels, and to develop human
resources by strengthening cooperation among relevant agencies for greater
efficiency and effectiveness of welfare interventions.



Social welfare activities are developed through both
public and private care services. Many ministries are
involved in Thai social welfare programmes such as the
Ministry of Social Development and Human Security,
the Ministry of Labour, and the Ministry of Interior. They
assist the National Council of Social Welfare under the
Royal Patronage of His Majesty the King and the Na-
tional Council of Women under the Royal Patronage of
Her Majesty the Queen. Also involved are the United
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) as well as founda-
tions rendering support to children and women. These
programmes provide social services for the needy.
Specific purposes are to launch remedial, preventive, and
curative measures, as well as rehabilitation, including
developmental strategies in order to enable people to
become more productive. Citizen target groups to be
empowered through these programmes are children,
women, the elderly, the physically or mentally disad-
vantaged, the destitute, disaster victims, homeless persons, and hill tribes. The
social welfare programmes are devised to help people to stand on their own
feet."?

A Centre of ASEAN Countries
The government drew up a national agenda to develop Thailand into a

centre of ASEAN countries.'* In this regard, it is necessary for Thailand to
reposition herself for future growth and greater prosperity by taking steps to
boost Thailand’s image. Major objectives are :

Suvarnaphumi Airport to become a regional aviation hub.

Thailand to become a regional energy centre.

Incremental tourism promotion campaigns geared to become the

tourism hub of Asia.

Sustaining urban centred projects complete with reinforcing know-

ledge management bases.

Sustaining projects geared to build productive communities nation

wide.

13- See also the chapters entitled “Labour”, “Social Development, Human Rights, and Human
Secutiry”, and “Health Strategy and Policy”.
14 See also the chapter entitled “International Relations”.
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