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From G. William Skinner, Chinese Soc£ety Ln 

Thailand, page 96:-

................. In the early 19th century, the basic division 

in Thai society was that between the elite and the masses. 

The king and the royal aristocracy together with the 

bureaucratic nobility wielded full economic and political 

power. Beneath these strata were the masses, the great 

majority of whom were either freemen or slaves. Within 

this hierachic system, each individual had a fixed (though 

not unchangeable) status with clear-cut responsibilities 

and rights toward individuals above and below him. 

Every freeman was in theory the client or retainer of a 

person in the upper strata, while every slave was the 

property of an elite individual or family. The great 

majority of the freemen were agriculturalists, but not serfs: 

they were attached not to the land but to the patron 

and in certain circumstances could transfer patrons. The 

client-patron relationship was paternalistic and interde­

pendent; the freeman got security and care in return for 

his customary services. Freeman, however, as well as 

slaves, were not permitted to flee or leave the purview 

of their patrons and owners. In addition, all male free­

man within certain age limits and many classes of slaves 

were liable to public service in the king's name for four 

months of each year - this obligation being the basis 

of the corve' e system. Public works of all kinds-temples, 

canals, fortifications - were built by corve' e labor, while 



the army was manned by conscripts and slaves. Patrons 

were responsible, when requested. for supplying a certain 

number of their clients in a cor vee capacity to specified 

government departments 

Skinner f);L11tJ social structure "uEl{ja~fll.l1'V1tJ1~ 

.... the institutionalized status of the Thai masses pre­

cluded the personal freedom and geographical mobility 

necessary for competition in new economic ventures. 

Moreover, the system discouraged even the further de­

velopment of Thai craftsmanship and special skills. 

"Talent was rewarded by forced service in the patron's 

household, under disadvantageous economic and social 

conditions." (Thomson, V., Thailand, the New Siam. 

New York. Macmillan. 1941, p. 600) Agriculturalists had 

fewer obligations and a less coerced life than artisans. 

who when especially skilled could be, forced into royal 

service for life. Under these circumstances, Thai initiative 

and creativity were stiffed. 
C1, ":'1v, vC1, qol • ~ c!j 
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