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Thai politics

Go beset a watchman

TIME is currently of the essence in
Thailand. In December a photo of

Prawit Wongsuwan, the deputy prime
minister, wearing a luxury watch caught
the attention ofactivists. The timepiece
appeared to be worth more than
$100,000. How could the general afford
such an item on his modest military
salary and why had he not mentioned it
in the declaration ofassets he made on
taking office? Since then social-media
vigilantes have uncovered pictures of
him wearing 25 different watches worth
around $1.2m, including11Rolexes. A bad
situation was made worse when Mr
Prawit lamely explained that he had
borrowed them all from friends. 

The prime minister, Prayuth Chan-
ocha, defended his brother-in-arms last
month, saying public and private matters
should not be confused. He also said it
was up to the National Anti-Corruption
Commission to investigate. But the com-
mission has not yet thought it necessary
to open a full probe into the affair. Its boss
instead helpfully pointed out that, if the
watches were the property ofothers, Mr
Prawit, who claimed assets of just over
$2.6m on his form, would not have need-
ed to declare them. (That view suggests
that bribing an official is legal, as long as
the bribe is a loan.)

Despite such bluster on the general’s
behalf, the fuss will not go away. This
weekthe director of the polling arm of
the National Institute ofDevelopment
Administration, a government university
in Bangkok, announced his resignation.
Arnond Sakworawich said he was quit-
ting for “academic freedom” after coming
under pressure from administrators not
to publish the results ofa survey on
“Borrowed Pricey Wristwatches”.

The fiasco is untimely. It comes just as
Mr Prayuth has begun hinting that he
plans to remain in politics after elections
that are supposed to return Thailand to

democracy. Even though existing parties
are not allowed to do any campaigning
or organising, several new, pro-junta
parties are being allowed to form. The
junta, which has been in power for four
years, also recently delayed the promised
election for the fourth time. It had been
scheduled for November, but is now
postponed until an undetermined point
next year.

A poll actually permitted to enter the
public domain, conducted by Suan Dusit
Rajabhat University between January
24th and 27th, found that almost halfof
respondents opposed such a delay be-
cause of fears that it will harm both the
economy and Thailand’s image abroad.
The otherwise beleaguered opposition
seems keen to press its momentary ad-
vantage. Politicians are queuing up to
demand Mr Prawit’s resignation. But if he
does step down, the generals must worry,
it may embolden critics to call time on
the entire junta. 

Scandal swirls around the ruling junta’s numbertwo at an awkward moment

Tell me when they’ve stopped watching

voters. Already several high-profile dang-
dut singers have been lined up to play at
campaign rallies ahead of the regional
elections in June. 

But unlike much that comes out of
Nashville, there is a strain of dangdut that
often surprises foreigners. Much of it is un-
ashamedly erotic, despite various at-
tempts by hardline Muslim groups to cen-
sor it. Its enduring popularity hints at the
diversity and tolerance of the world’s most
populous Muslim-majority country.

Although dangdut has been around

since the 1930s, it really started to take offin
the 1970s as more Indonesians began to
watch television, according to Andrew
Weintraub of the University of Pittsburgh,
who has written a book on it. Originally it
was heavily influenced by Indian music,
since Sukarno, the first president of Indo-
nesia, banned the distribution of Western
music and films. But as Indonesia went
through various political transforma-
tions—falling under the dictatorship of the
unashamedly pro-American Suharto, then
becoming a democracy—the genre took on

different styles and influences. Through-
out, it has remained enormously popular.
According to one poll, fully 58% of Indone-
sians say it is their favourite kind of music,
ahead of the mere 31% who like pop.

Much of dangdut’s appeal, however,
lies not in its infectious beat but in the al-
lure of the performers who sing it, particu-
larly if they are female. Although it has
roots in Indonesian folk music, for the past
two decades dangdut has become ever
more raunchy. Women wear tight-fitting or
skimpy clothes at outdoor music festivals
and in clubs. In many performances, men
in the audience jiggle their hips too, but
also hand out cash to the women as if to a
stripper. Many venues sell alcohol, ciga-
rettes and, in some cases, sex. 

Mostly, though, performances are sim-
ply suggestive. Inul Daratista, a dangdut
artist who was particularly popular in the
early 2000s, rose to prominence thanks to
a signature move known as “drilling”, in
which she frantically gyrates on stage. One
video, which has been viewed 3.9m times
on YouTube, shows Ms Inul wiggling her
hips suggestivelywith herbackto the audi-
ence, who eagerly lookon. Until a dangdut
singer died of a snake bite in 2016, many
used cobras as props too.

These uninhibited performances have
not gone unchallenged. In 2003, after Ms
Inul performed her drilling movement on
television, a coalition of Islamic groups
spoke out against her. She was also de-
nounced by Rhoma Irama, an Islamic
preacher and singer known as the “King of
Dangdut”, who is planning to run for presi-
dent next year. She is said to have been one
of the inspirations for the anti-pornogra-
phy law of 2008, which bars the distribu-
tion of images ofanyone “dancing or mov-
ing in an erotic fashion”. 

In the end, however, it seems to be capi-
talism, not fundamentalism, that is toning
dangdut down. Indosiar’s Mr Yudhistira
describeshow, when he and his colleagues
decided to create a dangdut competition in
2014, they wanted to make it more appeal-
ing to middle-class families. They gave
singers more demure outfits, put them on
sparkly stages and changed the content of
their songs to make them more “poetic”.
He even found a clean-cut way to include
Ms Inul, whose career was not unduly
damaged by the drilling episode: he made
her a judge on one ofhis shows. 

Yet away from the television screens,
much of the original, rebellious and lasciv-
ious spirit of dangdut can still be found
across Indonesia, in bars, seedierclubs and
at spontaneous outdoor concerts set up by
youngsterswanting to have a good time. At
the Asmoro bar, the woman on the door
claims that at least one girl who has sung
there has gone on to have a successful ca-
reer as a more mainstream singer. “Dang-
dut will never die,” insists Ms Inul. “Dang-
dut is Indonesia’s music.” 7
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