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PARADOXOCRACY
T H E  P U R S U I T  O F  U T O P I A  I N  F L A W E D  L A N D S C A P E



The term Paradoxocracy is  f i rst  coined 
by Thai  d i rectors Pen-Ek Ratanaruang 
and Pasakorn Pramoolwong in  their 
2013 documentar y t i t le  ( in  Thai : 
Prachathipathai ) .  The f i lm explores 
the paradoxical  nature of  Thai land’s 
pol i t ical  landscape,  t racing i ts 
evolut ion from the 1932 Siamese 
Revolut ion,  which transit ioned 
the countr y  f rom an absolute to a 
const i tut ional  monarchy,  to present 
day ’s  endless cycles of  coups,  pol i t ical 
turmoi ls ,  and div is ions.  Through a 
combinat ion of  archival  footage, 
voice- over  narrat ion,  and inter v iews 
with act iv ists  and pol i t ical  leaders

	 Paradoxocracy  interrogates the 
tension in  societ y ’s  cont inuous pursuit 
of  utopia ,  where hope is  repeatedly 
p laced in  the nex t  technological 
innovat ion as a means of  l iberat ion,  of ten 
without  reckoning with the regressive 
consequences of  past  progress.  Even 
when a l l  s igns in  the present  point  to 
damange,  inequal i t y,  and regression,  the 
architecture industr y  remains deeply 
utopian and cont inues to propose for 
the ideal  future where bui ld ings are 
imagined to resolve a l l  socia l ,  pol i t ical , 
and environmental  issues.

	 With new advancements that 
seem to suggest  societ y is  progressing, 
we of ten end up navigat ing the 
unintended consequences that  p lace 
us back with the same problems we 
star ted with .  This  paradox of  progress 
was obser ved throughout the modern 
h istor y of  Thai land as new technology 
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thought  to a l lev iate qual i t y  of  l i fe  and 
resolve in just ice is  used to benef i t 
and provide comfor t  to the ru l ing 
c lass.  The establ ishment of  the nat ion 
as const i tut ional  monarchy and the 
atta inment of  democracy is  more 
per format ive and sur face- level  than 
l iberat ing.  The new ideals  that  once 
provided hope remained governed by 
those of  the past ,  result ing in  a  vers ion 
of  progress and democracy that 
s igni f icant ly  depar ts f rom def in i t ion of 
the West  –  paradoxocracy,  a  democracy 
fu l l  of  contradict ions.

	 The immersive exhibit ion 
intends to translate th is  dual  qual i t y 
with a  ser ies of  sensor y i l lus ions to 
pose the quest ion on the posit ion 
of  the  architecture industr y  and i ts 
intr insical ly  utopian nature,  and how 
i t  can cont inue to navigate the future 
wor ld fu l l  of  paradoxes.



	 With rapid encroachment of  colonia l  power in  Southeast 
Asia  in  late n ineteenth centur y,  K ing Chula longkorn ( re igned 
1868-1920)  implements major government and social reforms aimed 
at modernizing Siam and its institutions.  These include the abol i t ion 
of  s laver y,  the restructur ing of  the administrat ive system, 
the establ ishment of  a  modern bureaucracy,  and s igni f icant 
investment in  infrastructure such as ra i lways,  educat ion,  and 
healthcare.

	 In  spite of  these advancements,  K ing Chula longkorn 
has pr ior i t ized centra l iz ing power to the royal  author i t y 
and establ ished the countr y  as a  nat ion-state with absolute 
monarchy.  Cultura l  h istor ian Maur iz io Peleggi  obser ves in 
h is  book Lords of  Things:  The Fashioning of  the Siamese 
Monarchy ’s  Modern Image the transformat ion of  Bangkok 
into a  royal  p layground with  number of  construct ion projects 
executed by Chula longkorn,  major i t y  of  them are architectures 
of  Western forms,  and argues that  the c i t y  becomes a backdrop 
for  the k ing to convince not  only  the internat ional  eyes or  h is 
subjects ,  but  a lso h imself  of  being modern.

	 Siam during the reign of Chulalongkorn can be seen to grow 
into its own definition of a modernized nation still overshadowed by an 
autocratic monarch of the established hierarchical order and abiding 
traditionalism.

	 In  1932,  a  revolut ion led by the People ’s  Par t y 
over throws k ing Prajadhipok ( re igned 1925-1935)  and 
transforms Siam from an absolute into a  const i tut ional 
monarchy.  Architectures of  th is  per iod is  str ipped or 
ornate structures that  once showed class di f ference 
to pr ior i t ize the idea of  equal i t y.  However,  in  bui ld ing 
their  own legit imacy,  the people ’s  par t y  leans into 
symbols that  once gave the monarchy the author i t y. 
Architectures are adorned with the symbol of  democracy, 
paan ratthathammanun – a  golden offer ing tray t ypical ly 
used to produce to someone of  h igher  status,  holding 
concer t ina-fold manuscr ipt  that  is  the const i tut ion 
–  as the concept is  celebrated and worshipped.  The 
symbol  of  Thai  democracy is  a  paradox in  i tsel f,  for  the 
const i tut ion could not  be presented to the k ing for  h im 
to s ign,  without  the offer ing tray.  Absolute monarchy is 
abolished, but the royal now sits as the patron of democracy. 
The revolution later the revolution initiates a cycle coups and 
counter coups where military and elite forces have the chance 
to dismantle and rebuild democratic procedures in their own 
ways.

	 R is ing out  of  the ser ies of  coups and counter- coups 
is  one Fie ld Marshal  Sar i t  Thanarat  whose pr ime minister ia l 
leadership f rom 1958-1963 makes one of  the most  inf luent ia l 
in  Thai  pol i t ical  h istor y.  The “Sar i t  system” is  obser ved to be 
a c lose remodel  of  the paternal ist ic  phokhun k ingship f i rst 
promulgated by k ings of  the ear ly  Sukhothai  per iod (1237-
1317) ,  where the re lat ionship bet ween the ru ler  and their 
subjects emulates that  of  father  and chi ldren.  Natural  to the 
or ig inal  concept is  the father ly  benevolence,  but  the intr insic 
despot ism in  Sar i t ’s  modern execut ion is  an anomaly pol i t ical 
scient ist  Thak Chaloemtiarana cal ls  to attent ion.

	 Sar i t ’s  phokhun model  is  pr incipal ly  governed by h is 
determinat ion to forge an order ly  societ y.   Atop the dual ist ic 
ro le he wields,  Sar i t  inv i tes the monarchy from i ts  p lace of 
desolat ion post  the abdicat ion of  Prajadhipok to par t ic ipate in 
the pol i t ical  arena in  a  coetaneous “t wo spheres of  leadership” .  
As pecul iar  as th is  “dual ism bet ween the author i t y  of  the k ing 
and his  chief  minister”  is ,  Chaloemtiarana wr i tes that  Sar i t 
has proven successful  in  secur ing h is  government stabi l i t y. 
A product evolved past his death, however, is the independent power 
of the monarchy, entrenched mutualistic relationship between the 
monarchy and military and defined boundaries between the socio-
political hierarchy of state, bureaucracy, and people that becomes the 
basis to modern Thai politics.
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C H A K R I  R E F O R M A T I O N ;  Paradox in  Modernizat ion
Late 19th centur y- ear ly  20th centur y

S I A M E S E  R E V O L U T I O N ;  Paradox in  Democracy
1932

D E S P O T I C  P A T E R N A L I S M ;  Paradox in  Rul ing Powers
1958-1963



	 Professor  of  Indian ar t  Vidya Dehej ia 
analy zes in  her  book Discourse in  Ear ly  Buddhist 
Ar t  the var iat ions of  Buddhist  representat ion 
modes employed at  major  Indian s i tes.  She 
points to the synergy bet ween i ts  “d iscourse” 
and “stor y ”  to create a  par t icular  affect  and 
del iver  the intended message to i ts  audience. 
As the main theme of  her  book ,  Dehej ia  def ines 
“discourse”  as the form of  expression –  the 
techniques used by the ar t ist  to communicate 
the stor y.  The latter  term refers to the subject 
matter  selected to be communicated,  which 
inevitably  br ings to discussion the s igni f icant 
ro les donors and patrons play in  enabl ing, 
before a l l  e lse,  the ver y construct ion of 
Buddhist  monaster ies and product ion of  i ts 
v isual  narrat ives.  The four th component is  not 
identif ied along the others as the book’s focus but 
is  without  quest ion imperat ive in  th is  exchange: 
the v iewers.  Dehej ia  demonstrates through 
each of  the v isual  narrat ive she presents that  a 
v iewer ’s  recept ion and emotional  response is  an 
exclusive product  of  each specif ic  “d iscourse” 
and “stor y ”  they are exposed to,  in  conjunct ion 
with the indiv idual ’s  own background and 
socia l  strat i f icat ion.  Provided that ,  as complex 
Buddhist  murals  are in  their  mult i- d imensional 
narrat ives and modes of  representat ion,  as 
restr ict ive they become in  communicat ion,  i t 

	 Murals  in  the ubosot ordinat ion hal l  of  Wat Barom 
Niwat  and Wat Bovorn Niwet  in  Bangkok stand out 
f rom t ypical  Thai  Buddhist  murals  in  their  st y l ist ic  and 
thematic depar ture from depict ions of  ta les of  the 
Buddha or  jātakas of  h is  previous l ives;  rather,  the dusky 
paint ings of  ra i l roads,  ships,  and European bui ld ings are 
snapshots of  l ives in  societ y and ideals  envisaged at 
the t ime i t  was painted around 1840.  The ar t ist  of  these 
panels ,  a  Thai  monk named Khrua In  Khong,  is  known for 
h is  innovativeness in breaking away from traditional Buddhist 
representations,  whether  in  the i l lustrat ing techniques or 
the subject  matter  represented.

	 Rel ig ious h istor ian Paul  McBain argues that  Khrua In 
Khong’s murals  are not  s imply imitat ions of  modern West 
but  are arguments to asser t  the place of  Buddhism in  the 
new Western- dominated wor ld and assure to i ts  fo l lowers 
that  Buddhist  ideas remains prominent  at  the center 
a lbeit  the changing forms and landscape.  As McBain 
unvei ls  h is  argument ,  i t  becomes obvious the role the 
murals ’  patron Vaj i rayan,  the abbot who would later  re ign 
as k ing Mongkut ,  p lays in  inf luencing the contents of  the 
murals .  Coated in  e laborate Western features,  the murals 
of  Khrua In  Khong do not  exer t  themselves attempting to 
convince common devotees of  i ts  contents but  appeal to 
the nobles with promises of the new world and, more so likely, to 
Vajirayan himself of his rightful place in new Siam.
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is  counterproduct ive to assume universal i t y  in 
Buddhist  v isual  narrat ives;  instead,  each mural 
should be approached with careful  recognit ion 
that  they are intent ional ly  created to appeal 
to d iverse groups of  audience,  upon whose 
recept ions wi l l  r ise even more diverse sets of 
understandings and responses.

	 Dehejia carefully demonstrates that Buddhist 
visual narratives contain multilayered narratives 
not uniformly communicative to Buddhism’s 
diverse groups of worshippers. Perhaps some 
are intended to be sole ly  exper ienced by the 
monast ic  communit y  than the general  publ ic 
whi le  others are wel l  establ ished upon the 
patrons’  and donors’  inf luences such that  the 
contents are pr iv y to their  personal  preferences 
and circumstances.  Even so,  as “competent 
‘ readers ’ ”  engage with narrat ives in  the manner 
they are made and intended to be,  the publ ic 
is  never  inhibi ted from gather ing their  own 
undirected exper iences and comprehension. 
An audience can conceive these murals  sole ly 
in  their  cosmetic funct ion to sacral ize the 
inter ior  space of  the v ihara they are displayed 
as much as i t  is  possible that ,  to another  v iewer, 
“ ident i f y ing the stor y and gather ing i ts  general 
sense was a l l  that  interested [ them]”   and not 
the ent i re  narrat ive progression.  Guiding monks 
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and painted inscr ipt ions ser ve as 
ident i f icat ion a ids for  cer ta in  audience 
who is  wi l l ing or  able to delve into 
the stor y.  Regardless of  pr iv i leges or 
devot ion,  a  v iewer is  subjected to face 
mult ip le  opt ions to contemplate and 
fol low the narrat ive course.  As Dehejia 
puts it, “the viewer becomes a participant 
in the narrative” to which their personal 
background and volition inform their 
exposure to the story and the particular 
experience they receive. 
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James Turrell perceptual  ar t
and l ight  movements

Paul Pfeiffer Dutch Inter ior

Marcel Duchamp Étant  donnés
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	 The proposed reinvented future c i t y  of  Bangkok ,  Mahannopnakhon,  t ranslated to the c i t y 
of  great  waters af ter  urban f lood ra ises to take Bangkok –  a  p lay on the current  name Krungthep 
Mahanakhon of  Bangkok Metropol is ,  is  an exemplar y utopian v is ion of  a  future c i t y :  a  sel f-
sustain ing megastructure,  enabled by the cutt ing - edge construct ion technologies with modular 
f rameworks to ensure porosit y  and connect iv i t y.  A smar t  ver t ical  c i t y  of  2082,  Mahannopnakhon is 
grounded in the hope that technology and democracy will ultimately redeem its citizens.

	 Hope is  p laced in  technology of  the future.  3D pr int ing,  prefabr icat ion,  and ar t i f ic ia l 
inte l l igence are seen to lead societ y to h ighest  level  of  happiness,  leading to consistent  monitor ing 
of  societ y ’s  health through happiness indexes.  Those who fa l l  shor t  –  in  happiness or  conformit y 
–  wi l l  immediately  be inter vened.

In  Kenzo Tange’s 1960 Tokyo 
Bay Plan, urban forms revolve 
around the introduct ion of 
automobi les.  The innovat ion 
gave r ise to concepts l ike 
mobi l i t y,  a l though the plan ends 
up proposing for  an oppressive 
megacit y  of  control  and top -
down approach meant for 
automobi les and not  humans.

In  1940,  af ter  the People ’s  Par t y 
revolut ion,  Field Marshal Plaek 
Phibunsongkhram aims to develop 
Lopburi with new urban plans 
with new infrastructures and 
“modern”  roundabouts.  The plan 
instead transforms Lopbur i  into a 
mi l i tar y- or iented ci t y.
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