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The Myth of Vote-Buying Scheme in Rural Areasin Thailand

people's power, and invent an ideal organization that is
so 'pure’ or politics free. Furthermore, in 2002,
Frederic C. Schaffer [5] introduced that the fanaticism
of reinventing a clean, political society was not simply
shared within the society. It, in contrast, has been
introduced and acted upon by only the high society or
elites. Unfortunately, this has caused a disharmony in
a divided society even more. Hence, violent response
towards elections — resulting from the clash between
moral codes — is to be expected and unable to control.

The next point worth considering is whether or not
vote buying is a real problem in itself, and if so, to
what extent? According to Katherine A. Bowie [6],
vote buying is only an innovation within certain time
or context in the history. It is rather something
irrelevant to rural election. Thus, there will normally
be complex dynamics at the level of village going on
and on. Any explanation without taking history into
account will inevitably reduce the significance of
various types of vote-buying schemes and will not be
able to bring about a long-term solution towards the
real problem.

A stigma of poor or rural people buying and selling
votes have been embedded within the Thai society due
to the separation between rural and urban areas —
putting these two groups of people on the opposite
sides of the Thai political and social spectrums,
framed by the Thai civil society and patron-client
systems. A vital book by Dr. AnekLaothamatas (1995)
A Tale of Two Democracies: Conflicting
Perceptions of Elections and Democracy in Thailand
[7] - asserts that the fundamental problem of Thai
democracy is, in fact, derived from the differences of
financial and social needs between the two masses
(rural and urban). Subsequently, it is inevitable for
some political observers to separate these two groups
of people based on their financial status, and most of
the time the poor are highly likely to be put in a lower
position. However, it is rather ironic because the
number of seats in the parliament won by rural
candidates are, in turn, significantly higher than those
of urban counterparts. This has caused the middle
class observers to develop a stereotype against the
low-income, and target them as the centrality of
Thailand's democratic problem. This stereotype was
clearly expressed in the years of 2013 to 2014 when
there was a strike to overrule the general election.

Furthermore, the truth about vote buying studied in
this research could possibly help us stray away from
the aforementioned myth. Thus, this study used some
information from the field work in an anthropology
realm. The study did survey the political perspectives
of the villagers towards local elections in Somboon
community [8] ,Nonthaburi province, in the year of
2012. During the last election, inside Somboon
community, there was no evidence of a direct
vote-buying in the way in which money was given to
trade with votes.

Some information was collected through interviews,
'There are no more these days, flat out. But before
hand, there used to be some people giving out 200
Baht per head.’, villager number one said.

'In my entire life, I saw such vote-buying scheme only
twice.', villager number two mentioned.

Then, villager number three discussed, 'In the past,
there would even be someone asking of how many
people in each household and then just give out the
money. However, for the past ten years, there has been
none.’

'Since I got here, I have never come across anything
like that. Or perhaps they do give out money, but it has
never reached us. I do not know.', villager number four
stated. Lastly, villager number five asserted that, 'Do
they have it? I have never received it. I do not know
about others.’ [9] Even though most of the rural people
are low-income and living in an agriculturally-based
community, they still earn some amount of money
when they are connected to the outside world.
However, they still need more, and had they been
offered a vote-buying money during an electoral
campaign, they would receive only certain amount of
money and only once. This sum of money would not
be sufficing to elevate these villagers' standard of
living on one go. As a result, the rural people need to
seek for other windows of opportunity to gain more
benefits. Hence, it can be clearly concluded that
buying these villagers' votes is not likely to be a
rational choice for election candidates aiming at
winning an election, especially when it is not effective
and also an illegal activity. Although direct vote
buying has disappeared, canvassing with money
during election campaign still stands (in a different
form of action). Now, it has come in a form of
'dividend’; The money will be given to canvassers
according to Noi’s interview. Noi [10] said that, "There
have been canvassers. That canvasser receives some
money from the Mayor. Normally, they will not call it
a direct bribery (“Pan-Hun”) because the money is
used to help those in need in forms of donation, buying
food, arranging small civil societies, buying stuff, and
etc. Actually, I am not a canvasser myself. Mayor used
to ask me to become one and offered me two-thousand
Baht so I could send my men into different streets and
ask people to join some activities. Anyhow, I did not
like the idea. Hence, I rejected the offer knowing in my
heart that if Mayor won the election, I would be fine.
However, in contrast, if he did not win, I would
definitely be in trouble. What would happen if I
received his money but he lost an election? Besides, if
I did something bad, I would be hated for it.' An
interviewer asked Noi more that, 'Is it well aware that
there are a number of canvassers in this whole panel of
committees, but they refused to disclose their
identity?" 'Do not mention about them. Yes, they are
committees, but they will not bother us. If we can help
them with something, we are okay. However, if they
force us to vote for particular candidates, we will not
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do 1t. And they would not force us to do 1t anyway
because if they pushed too much, the people would
condemn them. What could be gains are now losses for
them.' [11] 'They have been rumors that most of the
upper canvassers are corrupting politicians' money.
That is why there have not been enough financial
supports to help build a greater good for the
community, arrange parties, or to raily for voting
turnouts. Is this true?', the interviewer inquired.
"Those canvassers corrupt. Once they have received
the money, they would share it within their own
body.',Noi responded. [12]

Whilst the money used for the 'dividend' scheme has
no direct effect towards rural people's vote sion,
very few of some election candidates (originally with
good and grounded support) pay attention to this
method. On the contrary, when it comes to the
newbies, these new politicians need to build up their
identity in a short period of time.

One of the community’s committees asserted that,
"These new politicians or candidates spend a lot of
money. If you really want to get rich, it is best to help
the opposite side — not the new faces. It would take a
lot for the newbies to break into this business even
though they have already had the guts. They are
always in hurry. However, since we are quite obvious
about where we stand, we shall not switch sides. The
villagers will bawl at us. It is not worth it. But for those
who choose to do otherwise, we should not talk about
it.' [13]

Another villager who gained benefits from this story
said that, "When it comes to an election, the new faces
will provide a lot of incentives and caress me.
Unfortunately, I have already chosen my side.' [14].
Two of the most important qualifications of
canvassers is to be widely known by the community
and to be able to plan things accurately. 'These people
know exactly what to do. They do not treat every
household the same way. Some households get so
upset and drive those canvassers off. Anyhow, helping
the villagers out is like an image building. The
canvassers must know how to do it properly.
Otherwise, people will reject them, and that is
bad.',Noi replied. [15]

The competency of the community's committees is of
importance, and the help given to the villagers need to
come in a form of service e.g. sending maintenance
guy to check electric appliances at every household,
sending gardeners to help cutting down trees or
maintaining the gardens, and sending presents or gifts
to greet the elderly because it is part of the Thai
culture. All of the above incentives are not supposed to
be done in a blatant way. Doing anything like this must
not be obvious, but it needs to be consistent and long.
The key of a being a successful canvasser is to keep
the merriment going,
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“This process needs to be consistent in a long term — at
least twice a year. The villagers must be able to see the
process of helping and embrace it. This is not an
on-and-off thing to do but rather sincere and
promising.’, a villager replied. [16]

It can be interpreted that canvassers in a rich
community have no higher position or privilege over
other villagers. They are not able to manipulate the
villagers’ decision, even with money giving. This
showcases that fact that such canvassing system works
only because the villagers want to exercise their
power, not to serve politicians’ desires.

According to the case study, it is found that using
money to campaign o1 vass in rural or local areas
are still of importance and ongoing because the bribe
paid to the rural electors by vote-buying politicians is a
symbol reflecting the villagers' political existence and
importance, which is linked to the community's needs
in a complex way. [17] To better understand this,
YuktiMukdawijitra [18] outlined in 2012 that the
meaning of money in the eyes of rural mass is far
different from the vote-buying discourse since the
money acts only as a token of appreciation, not as a
normal legal tender or paper or coin currency to
purchase products. As a consequence, rural politics is
still involved with money but in a different manner.
Last but not least, at the same time, such money does
not guarantee the winning of elections.

CONCLUSION

The myth of rural vote-buying has affected a number
of people's understandings, which have normally been
intertwined with an idea of fleeing from the
democratic path. However, the true story about the
rural vote-buying in Thai, local politics has shed some
new lights on the duality of Thai politics and the
superficial discourse aiming at condemning poor, rural
electors as they have been seen to be more concerned
about their personal interests rather national or public.
Most of the times, these people are naturally convicted
as supporting the Thai patron-client system through a
vote-buying scheme; In other words, they are being
politically and economically dependent on powerful
politicians. Anyhow, in sum, there are the two findings
from this study: (a) vote-buying is not an ultimatum of
election results because the political consciousness of
the villagers or rural electors are not necessarily based
on individual figure within the patron-client system.
This means that these rural electors are not literally
forced by any politicians to vote for them. On the
contrary, the villagers are wise enough to simply
exploit the situation and reap as many benefits as
possible from any opened windows from each
election.[19] Another way to explain this is that when
cultural meanings of money and future help for the
electors are analyzed, it is learnt that the rural voters
do not only or mainly consider what have been offered
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by their election canvassers, but they are far more
interested in exercising their vote power and being
recognized and respected by their election candidates.
To this effect, it can be concluded that election
canvassers are only there to provide reciprocal
benefits between the villagers and the candidates; and
(b) there is no correlation between a direct,
money-based vote-buying and low-income areas.
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