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Power negotiation and the changing meaning of Pad-thai:

From nationalist menu to popular Thai national dish
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Abstract

Food consumption for humans is not only a biological need, but always related to
cultural meanings. For instance, culture determines what can be eaten and who can eat, how
food is consumed and when. Therefore, food consumption is consumption with cultural
significance. It is also a process of reproducing meaning, and sometimes it creates a new
meaning as well. The relationship between food and culture can be seen as a power
relationship which is always in a process of meaning negotiation. In this synthesis paper, |
explore the state’s power during the rule of Prime Minister Field Marshal Piboonsongkram
in creating a new kind of food and its meaning, namely Pad-thai, and how it was used to
control and organize Thai culture into a new norm of Thainess. Nowadays, the form of Pad-
thai has been changed; Pad-thai has various forms and a variety of ingredients. It is
different from how it was originally which was dominated and fixed by the state. During
the period of globalization, Pad-thai has also been represented as a Thai national food that
foreigners can easily find and enjoy. Thus, Pad-thai has become a social space in which

meanings are negotiated and state power challenged.

Keywords:  Pad-thai, Thainess, Field Marshal Piboonsongkram
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