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Abstract 
 

Modernist Thai short stories 

present human condition in the 

aftermath of modernization which 

gained full recognition nearly a 

decade after the inauguration of 

the National Socio-Economic 

Development Plan in 1961. Since 

then, economic and social change 

had a great deal of impact upon 

Thai people. As a result, modern 

spatial change seen as villain was 

presented for the first time in the 

stories created roughly between 

1967-1973. An overt attack to the 

development discourse advertised 

by the autocratic government, the 

Modernist Thai short stories 

present the images of cities as 

surrounded, crowded, and 

confusing space. The characters 

desperately squeeze themselves in 

buses and trains, find themselves 
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shut in small renting rooms or the 

tiny space of offices. Interestingly, 

these short stories show the 

recognition of the crowd’s 

movements in space. This spatial 

demarcation inevitably affects self-

representation. The characters are 

portrayed as distorted, lost, and 

alienated entities as the result of 

the repulsive and offensive 

environment. By representing the 

modern urban jungle against the 

images of the pleasant and carefree 

rural areas, these short stories can 

be read as an anti-modernization 

discourse. 

 

Introduction 

 

A number of Thai short stories 

created roughly between 1967-

1973 presented the negative 

attitudes toward the change of the 

cities due to the development 

policy of the time. The consecutive 

autocratic governments under the 

rule of the Sarit Thanarat and the 

Thanom Kittikhachon regime 

between 1958-1973 embraced the 

modern change implanted mainly 

by the United States. The 

implementation of infrastructure, 

new economic systems and 

institutions, foreign investment, 

market economy, industrialization, 

etc., was officially projected 

through the inauguration of the 

National Socio-Economic 

Development Plan in1961.  

 

Damages to the way of life and 

culture of Thai people were caused 



by this acceleration of 

modernization and capitalist 

economic system. As the 

development was concentrated on 

materialism, the rural was left behind; 

the migration of farmers from the 

rural to the urban areas grew 

incessantly.  

 

In Thai literature, a certain amount 

of short stories clearly show the 

disapproval of these changes. 

These short stories written by 

discontented students were printed 

in little magazines and distributed 

limitedly among students. The 

stories selected in this study are 

distinguishably experimental in 

terms of styles. One can find for 

the first time that the subject of the 

crowd plays a significant part, so as 

that of space. These short stories 

show not only the recognition of 

the crowd’s movements in space, 

but also the image of the city as 

confinement. This article tries to 

show that the realization of space 

in these short stories is an anti-

modernization discourse.    

 

From the Peaceful Rural to the 

Confusing Urban 

 
The change of the urban areas 

realized in these short stories must 

be studied in terms of spatiality-

historicality-sociality, that is, a 

change of space must be studied by 

taking history and social aspects of 

the time into account. The outcome 

of the implementation of 

modernization in the 1960s in 

Thailand was clearly visible a 

decade later and was criticized in 

many short stories. Later in 1970, 

Suchart Sawadsi writes A Walk to 

the Field, showing the change of 

life in the suburb of Bangkok. The 

development of land changed 

paddy fields into housing estates: 

 

If the rice field I was looking 

at had once been a virgin, 

now she lost her virginity to 

modernization. The road 

from the market was cut 

through row houses to the 

rice field which was being 

developed into a housing 

estate. […] Electricity poles 

were everywhere; the power 

lines were connected and 

ended near a hut in the field. 

Row houses and a school 

were being built. At the other 

end an advertisement of land 

sale by installments popped 

up together with signs selling 

rice threshing machines and 

motorcycles from Japan. 

Television antennae rose 

haphazardly above the 

rooftops of houses along the 

canal.
3
 (Suchart Sawadsi, 

1972: 126). 

 

The narrator of A Walk to the Field, 

in mentioning the change, 

compares the natural beauty of the 

rice field as a virgin being 

destroyed by a villain, 
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modernization. Electricity poles, 

power lines, row houses and 

schools, advertisement signs, and 

television antennae are described as 

alien intruders contaminating 

“virtue.”  

 

Korn Krailard’s Not Yet the Final 

Breath (1971) narrates the destiny 

of a man who rents a piece of land 

in a small town to grow vegetables. 

Years go by and the neighborhood 

becomes a lively community. Then 

he hears a bad news; the city 

expands to the neighborhood and 

the owner of the land wants to 

increase its value by developing the 

land into a modern entertainment 

center:  

 

The owner gave him a notice 

to relocate. Modernization 

was moving toward the town 

and he should make more 

profit from the land. A big 

company would develop the 

land into a new modern town 

with high-rise buildings 

comprising movies theatres, 

bars, nightclubs, massage 

parlors, bowling alley, etc. 

All of which would make this 

town comparable to Bangkok.  

He stressed that this change 

was unavoidable; 

modernization was 

approaching. (Korn Krailard, 

1972: 55) 

 

The rapid changes of Bangkok and 

vicinity are also shown in Rong 

Wongsawan’s Climbing Up the 

Canal Banks (1972). In this work, 

the simple and self-sustainable 

lives of the villagers in a suburb of 

Bangkok change because of the 

expansion of the city. Real estate 

agents flow into the village and 

allure the villagers with modern 

goods; they gradually sell their 

land and enjoy spending money on 

luxurious products. Finally they go 

bankrupt. The only way to survive 

is to migrate to the city and become 

laborers.  

 

These works show how the suburb 

is forced to change. The spatial 

changes recounted in these stories 

are the effects of modernization. 

The way of life of Thai people 

changes completely since then.    

 

The Relocation of Farmers 
 

Surachai Chantimatorn shows the 

sad state of the rural people’s 

migration in Train (1969) which 

exposes a bizarre situation where a 

packed coach stands still at a 

station waiting for a coming train 

to connect. Hours pass by and more 

people try hopelessly to get into the 

coach. The narrator stands on the 

steps outside the coach for it is 

impossible to get in. The tiring wait 

ends when the train finally comes 

after hours of waiting: 

 

The journey of human and 

steel began. I thought of the 

15-hour torment waiting 

ahead. All passengers should 

be like machines; so they 



could be unscrewed into 

parts: legs, heads, and arms, 

and placed separately and 

orderly. So I would not feel 

like these arms and legs of 

mine were unwanted parts. 

Or better yet, the train should 

release poisonous gas 

destroying human brains; it 

should be better to be 

unconscious in such torturing 

states. (Surachai 

Chantimatorn, 1997: 133)   

 

Being jam packed in the steel 

container, the narrator feels so 

desperate with his condition that he 

wishes to turn into a machine so 

that his body parts can be separated 

and organized. 

 

In yet another story by the same 

author, On the Third Class Coach 

(1970) is the narration of the 

crowded coach where tiring faces 

can be seen everywhere: 

 

People stood patiently. They 

were standing since the 

beginning of the journey and 

more than a hundred 

kilometers passed. Some 

elders were sleeping in their 

seats. One in particular was 

having a sound sleep, his 

mouth opening, which was an 

unpleasant scene. [...] A 

wooden seat was occupied by 

one family:  parents and 

children; they had to take 

turn standing, which was a 

good solution in such a 

circumstance. (Surachai 

Chantimatorn, 1996: 30)   

 

People in the train come from 

various places but they have 

the same expectation; they 

need jobs in Bangkok and 

hope that their lives will be 

better than starving at home. 

 

Both stories attack overtly on 

the autocratic government’s 

failure to solve the nation’s 

problems through the 

characters’ conversation and 

thoughts.  

 

Body Parts 

 

The change from the rural to the 

urban is clearly seen in the 

narrative of the short story 

Complexity and Confusion (1970) 

by Korn Krailad. It shows the 

chaos of the city by the use of 

collage. A boy running up and 

down the street tries to sell 

newspapers and nearly gets hit by 

a car; a crippled beggar and a dirty 

street dog sit side by side; the 

passersby are moving fast and feel 

indifferent to the surrounding; the 

street is rumbled with traffic; 

people are crowded at a bus stop. 

All confusing scenes are presented 

as an old woman walks through the 

street. The following is the 

description of a bus; people are 

hanging at the door steps:  

 

[…] The passengers plunged 

from a bus like they were 



kicked out of it. Then more 

people got into the bus 

successfully; it seemed like 

they were pushed by invisible 

giant hands. The bus hurled 

forward carelessly. Suddenly 

a boy hanging at the steps fell 

and his body was crushed by 

a back wheel of the bus; 

blood was everywhere like 

red paint” (Korn Krailad, 

1976: 44). 

 

 

The bus scenes are also portrayed 

in another two stories: The 

Unwritten Sign and Out of the 

Darkness. 

 

The Unwritten Sign (1970) by 

Kanchai Boonpan is about an old 

man who is a sign painter for hire. 

He takes a bus to work. At the bus 

stop he thinks: “The bus was 

coming in and jam packed; arms 

and elbows were rested 

haphazardly on the windows like 

scattered body parts.” He cannot 

get in the bus so he stands on the 

steps. When the bus abruptly 

stops, he falls and his body is 

crushed under the bus. The story 

ends with a sign showing the 

number of accidents occurred in 

the area; the sign that the old man 

may have written.  

 

Out of the Darkness (1972) by 

Suchart Swadsi also focuses on 

poor transportation in Bangkok. 

The narrator is on a crowded bus 

standing still in a traffic jam. He 

describes the passengers on the bus 

as goods packed in a big box: 

 

We hardly move, for a 

woman’s boobs are sticking 

on my back. You may not be 

able to move your legs. I look 

at a row of arms hanging 

from the rails; some are 

straight, some bent at the 

elbow. They look like pieces 

of meat hanging from hooks 

at the market stalls. (Suchart 

Sawadsi, 1972: 202). 

 

Being in the still standing bus, the 

narrator manages to survive the 

boredom by daydreaming. At first 

he dreams of robbing a bank, and 

later randomly shooting at 

expensive cars from a high 

building. This way he can get even 

with those rich people who drive 

expensive cars.  

  

It should be clear by now that the 

representation of the hardship in 

Bangkok is projected through poor 

transportation. Trains and buses 

are actually the metaphor of life in 

the big city. It is quite a 

coincidence that many writers offer 

surrealistic images of scattered 

human body parts when narrating 

the state of the crowded 

transportation to emphasize the 

dehumanized condition of the city. 

It can be assumed that they try to 

give the idea that one cannot be a 

“whole” living in the city. So these 

stories are actually the criticism of 

life in the urban area where 



modernization reorganized the 

environments, including our 

bodies.   

 

The Confined Self 
The unbearable state of life in the 

city is not only shown through 

transportation, but also through the 

laborious work in offices. The 

narrator of Out of the Darkness, 

while trying to take his mind out of 

the crowded bus, thinks of his 

office. We can see that once he 

reaches the office, he will again be 

trapped in it. He compares the 

tolerance one must have working 

in the city with sardine in a tin can: 

“You could not expect much from 

the city life. You should be satisfied 

with what you accomplished each 

day: to be just in time to work. And 

be patient like fish in a tin can” 

(Suchart Sawadsi, 1972: 197). So 

the destiny of an employee in the 

city is to put up with crowded and 

surrounded areas.  

 

The same situation occurs to the 

narrator in One Day (1971). This 

short story by Wiraprawat 

Wongpaupan is the best example 

of life in the city and an exposé of 

the machinations of modern 

capitalism. It tells about a regular 

day of a young man working in a 

downtown office. The beginning of 

the story concentrates on the 

movement on the street: 

 

I accelerated my pace 

aimlessly along the sidewalk; 

the road was jam packed with 

all kind of vehicles and 

people walked past me with 

sullen looks and machine-like 

disposition. […] I stopped at 

a corner of the street feeling 

lonely and scared. Buildings 

penetrate into the sky. Signs 

were everywhere. People and 

cars were bustling; the sound 

of the engines howled and 

honks shrieked. Which way 

am I going? I asked myself.  

(A Collection of Short 

Stories, 1971:  213).  

 

He is mesmerized by the scene and 

suddenly feels lost. When he gets 

to the office all employees are 

already at their posts. He looks at 

the paper work on his desk and 

thinks: “Why do I have to do this 

crazy job. Don’t I have other 

choices to live my life? Why do I 

have to struggle for the same 

things everybody wants? Why do I 

have to be their (the owners of the 

company) slave?”   (A Collection 

of Short Stories, 1971: 215). And 

when he looks through a window 

he sees skyscrapers as frames that 

confine him inside.  

    

The story is also an attack on the 

modern office drudgery. The 

narrator feels that the office 

environment is lifeless and he feels 

alienated from the way people in 

the office act and react to each 

other as follows: 

 

An outflow of people 

came off the eighth floor 



office and walked along the 

narrow white-walled path. I 

followed the flow like a twig 

in a stream. I didn’t know 

these people, though I had 

seen some of them around. 

We worked in the same 

building, on the same floor, 

and yet one was so busy with 

each one’s life that it was a 

luxury getting to know one 

another (A Collection of Short 

Story, 1971: 222). 

 

At lunch he waits for an elevator 

with a big crowd. Bored of the wait 

he goes to the restroom and looks 

at himself in the mirror. No one is 

there; he cannot see himself in the 

mirror: “I felt sad about my destiny. 

Soon I would not recognize my face 

and the memory of myself would 

fade away. Nothing was left for 

me.” (A Collection of Short Stories, 

1971: 225). At the end of the story 

he decides to go awayfrom the city 

and gets into the elevator alone.  

 

The reflection in a mirror as an 

alienated self is used in another 

story called Passed by 

Confusedly by Tak Wongrut. 

The protagonist is in a doctor’s 

clinic because he has 

contracted sexual disease. He 

is bored with his low-paid job 

and, unfortunately, life 

punishes him again and again 

with this disease. He sees 

himself in the mirror and 

cannot recognize himself: …I 

saw my face in the mirror in 

that narrow room. I felt 

alienated seeing the thick 

moustache and black beard on 

that face. […] I looked at those 

eyes for a short while and then 

turn away (A Collection of 

Short Stories, 1971: 101). 

 

At the very beginning of Surachai 

Chantimatorn’s A Gloomy and 

Depressed Evening (1972), the 

narrator is also bored with his 

work: 

 

 I just wanted to go out from 

this decrepit office where I 

had been working for two 

years with no chance of 

promotion. Work. Work. It 

was so boring. I told you I 

just wanted to go out. 

Anywhere: the sea, fields, 

mountains. No, I didn’t think 

I have that luxury; I just 

wanted to get out of here. I 

was tired, exhausted, bored, 

cranky, and sick (Surachai 

Chantimatorn, 1997: 153).  

 

The hard work in the office is so 

much like that in One Day and it 

makes the protagonist ponders 

about the future of his life: work, 

marriage, children. He would not 

want to call it a life for he wants to 

get away and be free. Later he 

rushes out to drink alone. He thinks 

that when he returns to the office 

he will throw things, sets them on 

fire, and curses the owner of the 

office. When cooling down at the 

end of the story, he promises 



himself to get to work on time and 

works harder. The narrator is 

eventually defeated. Working in 

the small office with low salary 

made him temporally lost his mind. 

However he cannot do anything but 

accepts the circumstances.    

 

It is clearly seen that the lives, 

especially office lives, of the 

protagonists in these stories are 

portrayed as confinement. They all 

think that they have no life, no 

freedom. They ask themselves why 

they have to put up with this state. 

The same feeling can be found in 

the two stories written by 

Wittayakorn Chiangkul’s famous 

works: I Only Want to Go Out and 

The Story of a University Student.    

 

Unlike other writers, Wittayakorn 

Chiangkul concentrates on 

educational institution as 

confinement. He attacks strongly 

on Thai educational system. When 

the protagonist in A Story of a 

University Student (1968) is in a 

lecture room, he feels that he is 

captured in a cell. He criticizes the 

way an instructor lectures lessons 

copied from the western. He also 

hates university environments and 

conduct. We Only Want to Go Out 

(1969), written in the form of a 

drama script, tells about four 

prisoners who are not content with 

their lives and want to escape from 

the place. But from the 

conversation the reader knows that 

the prison is the metaphor of 

educational institutions. 

 

The themes of alienation and 

loneliness are commonly found in 

the works of Surachai 

Chantimatorn. The protagonists in 

the two stories, The Cat and the 

Recluse and Let’s Play Games, 

seclude themselves from others. 

The Cat and the Recluse (1969) is 

about a young man who lives alone 

in a rented room. The only 

company that he has is a thin cat. 

Since he has no food to feed it he 

starts to kill lizards in his room 

with a slingshot and lets the cat eat 

it. Soon, there are no lizards left. 

One day he takes the cat to a food 

stall and lets the cat scavenge the 

food. The cat is chased away by a 

cook and gets hit by a car. While 

the people at the food stall are 

satisfied with the death of the cat, 

the young man standing at the 

corner of the stall bursts into tears. 

For the recluse, the outside world is 

cruel and unkind.  

 

In Let’s Play Games (1971), 

another story by Surachai 

Chantimatorn, the protagonist sits 

idly in a room alone when a little 

bird accidentally flies into the 

room. He gets up to shut all 

windows to make sure that there is 

no way out. He shoots rubber 

bands at the poor bird repeatedly. 

When it is exhausted and flies low, 

he throws a wet towel at it: “The 

final chapter finally came to the 

little bird. Tired, it squeezed itself 

at the corner of the room. The note 

of alarm of the bird could be 



clearly seen. He sympathized it and 

swore that he would be kind to it. 

‘A brutal games,’ he said to 

himself. ‘I have to catch you first, 

and then let you go” (Surachai 

Chantimatorn, 1997: 132). In the 

end he sets it free, but the poor bird 

is so tired that it falls into the river. 

We might as well interpret that the 

bird is the metaphor of a human 

being who is trapped in the narrow 

space of the city. The more one 

struggles the more one loses 

oneself.  

 

In A Cruel Night, An Empty Day 

(1973) by Visa Kantap, a young 

man locks himself in his room 

because he has nowhere else to go. 

He feels tired after having had to 

work the whole week, and the next 

day is Monday again: “Tomorrow 

is the confused Monday, the first 

day of the week, next is the tired 

Tuesday, the cranky Wednesday, 

the boring Thursday, the failed 

Friday, the carefree Saturday, and 

finally, the empty Sunday again” 

(Suchart Sawadsi, 1975: 260).   

With nothing else to do, he smokes 

marijuana and gets high. Later, he 

lights a candle and finds three dolls 

in the room. He drops the melting 

wax from the candle onto the dolls. 

He drops wax in the eyes of the 

first doll because its eyes challenge 

him and in the mouth of the second 

because it is deceitful. He then 

burns them all. Seeing the dolls 

writhing in agony, he is helplessly 

watching them walking toward 

him. 

 

The Urine-Colored Room by 

Tanon Pisan (1973) is also about a 

protagonist who is by himself in a 

room. He does nothing but thinks 

about the past. Since the story is 

written in the stream of 

consciousness techniques, he is not 

only trapped physically but also 

psychologically.  

 

Frederick Karl in Modern and 

Modernism: The Sovereignty of the 

Artists 1885-1925   suggests that 

‘enclosure’ is one of the key 

concepts of modernist literature: 

“The essential characteristic of 

enclosure, as image or situation, is 

its ability to remove itself from the 

routine world, not only 

geographically, of course, but 

psychologically or spiritually” 

(241). The spatial metaphors of 

confinement in these stories 

portray the retreat or withdrawal of 

the modern man from the 

degenerated world.  

 

Lost in Space   

 

As loners in the city, these 

characters are either trapped in a 

crowded space like buses or trains 

with strangers for hours each day 

or reject to socialize with other 

people and shut themselves in 

small rooms. Some find comfort 

only in dreams, some use drugs as 

a way to get away from reality, 

which lead to illusion and delusion. 

In the modernist works, the 

distortion of reality occurs when 



one’s subjectivity is threatened by 

the overwhelming and machine-

like activities of city life; thus one 

cannot maintain oneself under this 

impact. All characters feel that they 

are not only alienated to the people 

around him, but also to themselves, 

as Georg Lukac puts it: [Modern] 

man is constitutionally unable to 

establish relationships with things 

or persons outside himself, but also 

that it is impossible to determine 

theoretically the origin and goal of 

human existence (Lodge, 1972: 

477). Living in the city makes them 

lost and they have to ask 

themselves the meaning of their 

lives. Some are trapped and finally 

die, others run away from the city 

to survive. These characters would 

like to go back to the rural areas 

where life is simpler and more 

peaceful. 

 

The pleasant and carefree rural 

areas are thus frequently presented 

in nostalgic feeling in the 1967-

1973 stories. The images of the 

rural areas are presented as purity, 

untainted by materialism promoted 

by modernization while the city 

image are the opposite: the traffic, 

the crime, the filthiness, the 

indifferent passersby, etc. Modern 

spatial change is presented 

negatively; the city is thus a villain.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The criticism on the spatial change 

in the Modernist Thai short stories 

is clearly seen for the first time as 

follows: 

 

1. The stories emphasize on 

the movement of people in 

the city. 

2. Life in the city is portrayed 

as living in a small and 

crowded space: buses, 

trains, offices; human 

bodies are reorganized to 

suit the space. Human 

beings are compared to 

mechanical parts; hence the 

Modernist concept of 

dehumanization. 

3. The characters are often 

portrayed as loners; they 

hide in small rooms away 

from the outside world. 

They are confined within 

themselves, obsessed with 

their thoughts.  

4. As the results, the 

characters feel alienated, 

depressed, dispirited.   

 

One might interpret the negative 

representation of the city in these 

stories as an anti-modernization 

discourse, a challenge to the 

development discourse promoted 

by the autocratic government. 
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