THAI POLITICS AND THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE: RED SIGNS IN ENGLISH
Umbrella Project: Thai Politics and the English Language
· English as a signifier
· English as an alternative political space
· The politics of translation
· Political transfers between English and Thai
· Coded language
· Political signs in English
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TITLE
Thai politics and the English Language: Redshirt Signs in English
ABSTRACT
Thailand’s political history has been marked by an elite position which has maintained that the masses are too uneducated and ill-informed to have any legitimate role in politics. This has been a feature of the discourse around the redshirt movement over the past few years and it is used to attack the authenticity of their language use, in particular their use of English.  In one example of this discourse, prominent public intellectual S.P. Somtow has characterized the redshirt English language propaganda as something which neither the mass of redshirts nor the Western media understand with any accuracy. He maintains that it has been scripted by a manipulative leadership in order to convey a false yet seductively simple story to Western journalists of oppressed masses struggling to liberate themselves from a brutal dictatorship. In this paper, I test and refute these claims by examining the motivations and methods behind redshirt propaganda through an analysis of photographs of placards and banners that I took at several redshirt demonstrations. 
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Section 1: “Uneducate People”
Thai political discourses has historically marked the masses as
1. politically ignorant, uneducated, indifferent and passive  and not ready for democracy 
2. but in times of crisis as destructive and anarchic (Sumet Jumsai 1975)
These characterisations have marked the rise of the redshirts. They have been described as: 
1. uneducated, uninformed, open to bribes, and morally deficient (Michael Nelson”
2. dogs and buffaloes
3. “rural hordes in a rage” (Bangkok Post headline)
4. always puppets, never agents
This is in a Thai context where education is seen as equivalent to morality and righteousness. 
Section 2: Worldly English
1. English is a marker of educational and social status
2. Consequently, its use by the uneducated masses is seen as questionable and  inauthentic.
Section 3: English for Buffaloes
S. P.  Somtow – well-known novelist and musician. “Somtow’s World” Blog. Picked up and plagiarized for editorial content by The Nation. Relevant articles: "An Open Letter to the Redshirts." (21 May 2010), "And Jupiter aligns with Mars." (26 April 2010),  "Don't Blame Dan Rivers." (18 May 2010). 
Main points
1. Blame for the deaths and destruction of April-May 2011 lies overwhelmingly with the protestors
2. Redshirts duped by cynical leaders: Puppets not agents
3. Western journalists duped by English language propaganda and signs designed to appeal to a Western sense of history as a “series of liberations”.
4. The signs work as a “Script” that is followed passively by both the redshirt masses and by Western journalists.
“When you watch a red shirt rally, notice how many English signs and placards there are, and note that they are designed to show that these are events conforming to the archetype. The placards say "Democracy", "No Violence," "Stop killing innocent women and children" and so on.  Speakers are passionately orating, crowds are moved.  But there are no subtitles.  What does it look like?


The answer is obvious.  It looks like oppressed masses demanding freedom from an evil dictator.”

Section 4: The signs
A close examination of the Redshirt signs reveals other possible meanings and motivations.
1. To outline specific grievances i.e. the coup, the perceived illegitimacy of the Abhisit government, “double standards”, the judicial banning of TRT and PPP
2. To address the international community
3. To appeal to an increasingly polyglot community
4. To dispel the idea that the redshirts are simply an uneducated mass
5. To exercise skill, knowledge art and play
6. To sell products
And later to highlight the deaths that occurred in April and May 2011 and to demand accountability for them.
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