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The Concept of ‘Beauty”, Public Space and the Politic of the ‘Royal Park’

Yupaporn Tarungsri 2

Abstract

‘Sanam Luang’ or ‘Royal Park’, one of the most significant public spaces
in Bangkok, had previously been used in various activities. In the year
2010,however, the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration closed down and
renovated the park in order to make it ‘orderly’ and ‘beautiful’. After its reopening,
Sanam Luang has been restricted its uses mainly for royal and the state’s
ceremonies. This transformation of the park’s landscape has constrained ways
of using it, which excludes those people who had been previously be able to use
the park in many ways. In this sense, Sanam Luang, as a public space, has been
questioned it its changing roles and functions.

Generally speaking, development of public space would unavoidably
affect possible forms of the space’s usage as well as determining particular kinds
of people allowed to use such space. And ‘beauty’ is often used by the state as
one major justification of its development programs. In case of Sanam Luang,
What is at stake here is that this kind of a state-led definition of ‘beauty’ would,
in practice, exclude what are considered not aesthetically congruent or ‘unqualified’
out of the use of public space, most of whom/which are those marginal people
and politically related activities.

This article examines the importance of public space in Thailand through
the case of Sanam Luang. In so doing, it focuses on the history of the use of
Sanam Luang as well as exploring how the Thai state employed the notion of

‘beauty’ as its justification in depriving the rights of particular groups of people

® Lecturer in Political Science, Faculty of Liberal Arts and Science, Kasetsart
University (Kamphaeng Saen Campus), Nakhon Pathom, Thailand. Email address:
yupaporn.ta@ku.ac.th This article was rewritten and developed from a part of the master’s

dissertation. See also Tarungsri (2012).
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from using it. | argue that ‘aesthetics’ has been used as the state’s major
justification for its exclusionary management of public use in the Thai society.
The notion of beauty, underlying the state’s laws and regulations related to the
use of public space, functions as an exclusionary logic that renders Thailand’s
public space, Sanam Luang, in this case loose, its ‘publicness’. Consequently,
Sanam Luang has been no longer open for ordinary people, but reserved for

particular groups of people and particular kinds of activities.

Keywords: 1. Public Space management. 2. The notion of ‘beauty’. 3. Royal Park.

4. The politic of space and ownership.
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