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COMMENTARY

Kong
Rithdee

A
Fear of social
change is a
step back

hose who live permanently in

the past can’t see the inevitabil-

ity of the present. Those who

worship the stegosaurus would

do something so comical, so
anachronistic as banning a computer
game that most people have never heard
of, prompting nearly everyone to hear
about it and wanting to play it — just for
kicks, just for a slap to the face, just to
prove that techno-terrorism will leave the
dinosaurs behind. In the world of band-
width, in a time when information always
slips through the iron fist like water or
like pus, in short, in the downloadable,
Wiki-leakable 21st century — banning
data is the practice of ants trapped in
prehistoric amber.

The future is vulnerable and the past
is perfect, that’s our motto of the year —
the motto of insects struggling against
the lava of time. The Office of Cultural
Promotion’s decision to ban Tropico
5, a city-building simulation game that
involves empires, coups and dictato-
rial exercise, is the funniest nonsense in
recent memory; it cracked people up,
because it shows how out of touch our
cultural watch-puppy is. As soon as the
laughable decision was announced, the
pirates sailed into the bay and download
links were distributed like supermar-

ket coupons. Information, for better or
worse, wants to be free. It's scary, but in
many ways, information has been freed.
Censorship is primitive and impossible
(at least mentally), and those who fail to
realise that are living in the unreal past
populated only by ghosts, mammoths
and extinct amphibians.

Naturally as the world hurtles for-
ward, the reaction from the past-perfect
specimen is intense. That's their only
way to fight the vertigo brought by social
changes, technology and individualism:
they fight back with more bans, more
surveillance, more moral paranoia, more
national security alarm, more very old
National Legislative Assembly members
(1 feel sorry for some of them), more self-
righteousness, more 1970s-style audio-
visual propaganda, and more conviction
that the way to the future is to blast us
back into the past — the political, as well
as cultural and psychological past.

The banning of Tropico 5 isn’t an
isolated incident; it should be viewed
as a sign of the times. Most reports by
foreign news agencies invariably cite
that the censors “operate on behalf of
the country’s military leaders”; to be
fair, the Cultural Promotion Office had
axed content long before the latest coup
(remember the Shakespeare Must Die and
Syndromes and a Century fiasco?) but
their mandate and justification was obvi-
ously bolstered by the official practice
of controlling words and thoughts. And
the signs are everywhere: on television,
which has become more banal than ever,
streaks of radical intelligence are being
checked and even publicly punished.

The National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission
(NBTC) yesterday held a seminar on the
“appropriate content” of TV soaps — is
the frequency regulator entertaining the
idea of vigilantism? Last week, rumour
spread that the NBTC was looking into
the case of the TV series about sexually
enthusiastic teenagers, Hormones (the
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commission said it was an unfounded
rumour). Also last week, the NBTC, citing
aregulation on national security, slapped
Thai PBS with a fine for airing a talk show
programme Tob jote last year that dis-
cussed the sensitive subject of monarchy.
In other words, it slits a chicken'’s throat
in the town square as a warning.

In the early 20th century, the most
powerful censorship agency in the US
was the post office. To prevent inde-
cency, foreign spies and anarchists, the
post office was empowered to control
letters and magazine circulation, and the
climate of suppression was dramatically
justified by the threat of the First World
War. In its mind, the US is still at war 100
years later, and its method of control
has evolved to include the sophisticated
tentacles of digital surveillance — think
Edward Snowden and his “traitor”
label — though it at least maintains a
semblance of openness by not banning
computer games or TV shows.

Here, who are we at war with? Are we
facing a threat of pornographers, foreign
spies and anarchists? In the post-modern
century, our censors still operate in the
pre-modern mindset, and my worst fear
is that such mindset would soon be con-
stitutionalised (a constitution that can’t
be amended) by the national assembly of
old generals. The only war they’re fighting
isn’t against Tropico 5, or Hormones, or a
sensitive talk show; what they're fighting
against is youth, technology, and a con-
cept of the future — an elusive future, but
a future towards which the whole world is
moving. The past isn’t perfect, and it’s sad
that there are still a lot of (good) people
who don't realise that the world only
moves in one direction: Forward.

Kong Rithdee is deputy Life editor, Bangkok
Post.
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Junta panel to finalise value of digital TV vouchers

USANEE MONGKOLPORN
THE NATION

A COMMITTEE set up by the junta to scrutinise state
budgets is expected to finalise the value of free vouch-
ers for digital TV receivers on August 20, along with
related details, said Takorn Tantasith, secretary-gen-
eral of the National Broadcasting and
Telecommunications Commission.

The committee met with the NBTC yesterday to
hear its position on the voucher giveaway.

This follows complaints by broadcasting profes-
sional groups that the proposed value of the coupons,
at Bt690 each, is too low, and the limitations on what
they can be used for too restrictive. They want the
value raised to Bt1,000.

Takorn said the NBTC intended to start giving away

News ID: C-140809003021 (9 Aug 14/07:36)

the vouchers next month. He said it had proposed to
the committee that the Bt690 vouchers be given for
four months in four provinces on a trial basis. If it is
shown that people cannot watch the digital TV chan-
nels because of a lack of network coverage in some
areas, the NBTC might consider allowing people to use
the vouchers to buy satellite-TV or cable-TV set-top
boxes to give them access to the digital channels.

As for the final value of the vouchers, he said that
would be up to the junta’s committee. Satellite and
cable TV subscribers currently can view digital TV pro-
grammes on their existing platforms.

Samart Corp president Watchai Vilailuck said yes-
terday that his company, a major producer of digital
set-top boxes, had targeted sales of 1.5 million units
thisdyear after the NBTC gets the vouchers distrib-
uted.
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