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The Production of Differences: The Construction of the Legitimacy of
Thai Massage at the Traditional Medical Hospital, Chiang Mai

B B E F
IIDA Junko

Influenced by both the World Health Organization, which promotes the utilization of tradi-
tional medicine for primary health care, and by a traditional medicine revivalist move-
ment, led by medical professionals, the Thai government has recently been promoting “Thai
massage” [kaannuat thai] as an important therapy within its modernized form of “Thai
traditional medicine” [kaanphaet phaen thai]. Medical sociologists and anthropologists
have pointed out that concepts such as “traditional medicine” or “popular medicine” are
produced in order to designate any therapy or technique of health maintenance that does
not fall within the category “modern medicine.” This paper demonstrates that the construc-
tion of the legitimacy of Thai massage, which functions ambiguously as a medical service
and a commercial service providing “relaxation,” produces differences not only between
Thai massage and modern medicine but also between Thai massage and several other do-
mains, as “legitimacy” is problematized in various ways.

After outlining the historical and institutional background of Thai traditional medicine
and Thai massage at the national level, this paper focuses on the case of a Traditional
Medicine Hospital in Chiang Mai. On the one hand, the hospital engages in activities that
are associated with modern medicine, a national tradition of medical practice, local folk
medicine and the tourist industry; on the other hand, the hospital stresses the difference be-
tween its own activities and the activities that typically correspond to these domains. This
combination of mixed practices and conceptually distinct categories satisfies the tastes of
urban middle class and foreign tourists, who are aware of the limitations of modern medi-
cine yet reject certain aspects of the local, rural massage tradition and who demand mas-
sages as a form of relaxation. This is the set of interactions within which Thai massage is
reproduced.
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