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It is one of the greatest honours which I have received in my life to be asked to give a speech on the anniversary of Pridi Banomyong’s birthday.

I have been asked to talk about the recent economic crisis and what to be done about it in terms of ways out. I would like to make the topic broader by focusing my talk on a way ahead of the development path of the last few years, of which the present crash is one result. The others include the neglect of agriculture, the widening gap between the rich and the poor, the deterioration of our natural and cultural resources and the increase in the number of destitutes. Alternative development path is the solution to our economic problems. But more important than that is the question of how to keep the momentum of the struggle for the alternative path going, amidst the trend of globalisation and the cultural domination which the globalisation trend entails.

I will divide my talk into four main sections. First I shall briefly touch on the explosion of debates which are going on right now about the solutions to the crisis. Secondly, I shall discuss the major divides which have been occurring in our society: the division between the rich and the poor and the ideological split, in terms of the class division, which may give rise to a violent state reaction. Third I would like to look at the experiences of the Latin American countries which have undergone similar crisis and debates before us, bearing in mind that Thailand and Latin American countries have very different historical and cultural background. Nevertheless some useful lessons can still be learned. Fourth I shall conclude with “what should we fight for” and how could we keep ourselves level headed and united in our struggle to make Thailand a better society.

Debates about solutions to the crisis
In Thailand the debates about solutions to the recent economic crisis falls into two major camps: the globalisers and the localists.

During the boom many saw globalisation as an escalator which would give Thailand a rapid ascent towards growth and modernisation. Imported capital and technology would bring prosperity. Old fashioned social and political structures would be by-passed as the globe shrink to a village.

Some still hold to this vision-but with added caution. They argued that Thailand stumbled because it was simply going too fast. It began opening up to the world, but found that globalisation was not a simple escalator. The weak financial sector could not stand up to the forces of globalisation. Updating the financial sector, social structures, political institutions, administrative practices and modifying business habits was far from automatic. The failure to bring these up to world standard caused Thailand to fall off the escalator.

For the globalist therefore the solution is Thailand must adapt to the world. If foreigners say Thailand is backward/corrupt/lax in the way it runs its economy and government then the solution must be to reform. Very quick . This programme goes under the heading “good governance”. For the globalisers there is no turning back, no alternative. Look at Burma and Cambodia.

For the localists, by contrast, globalisation is the problem. When the economy grew fast, many things went wrong, The environment deteriorated. The gap between the rich and the poor widened. Politics were overwhelmed by money and greed. Industries are promoted beyond its real significance. Agriculture was badly neglected. The bureaucratic frame crumpled. The educational system could not keep up. The social fabric frayed.

Only a minority benefited from growth. Many more made a small economic gain but lost the benefits of better environment and a more secure and settled society. This result did not happen because of bad policies or carelessness. Rather it is endemic to a late comer country trying to grow through export industries and relying on from foreign investment from multinational companies.

The Asian crisis the localists argue is not new or different. Latin America yesterday, Eastern Europe tomorrow. Thailand can make the reforms the foreigners want now, but it will always be-coming-from behind and will always be vulnerable to another round of crisis some time, as long as it stays on this externally oriented path.

The localists thus see the bust as proof of the dangers of globalisation, and as an opportunity to change course. They emphasise that much that Thailand inherited from the past – a sturdy agricultural sector, social values which promote harmony, a special culture-is of great value not only to Thais but also the world.

Some of the localists draw on the Buddhist theme of self-examination and self-reliance. Phra Payutto said: ”When we studied how we got into this mess, maybe we conclude that we have relied too much on the outside world. We have not tried to rely on ourselves.”

In his birthday address last December, the King endorsed this approach: “It is not important to be an economic tiger. What matters is that we have enough to eat and to live. A self-sufficient economy will provide us with that. It helps us to stand on our own.”

The theme of self-reliance covers a wide range. At one extreme, some want to close the country, and urge farmers to concentrate more on subsistence than market production. Some have advocated for some form of economic nationalism. Thais should prevent foreigners from buying up Thai companies. They are encouraged to help recapitalise some of the state enterprises which could not survive without recapitalisation from foreign sources. At other extreme, some see self-reliance simply as a call for Thailand to turn inwards and concentrate on solving the big social problems that have arisen.

For localist intellectuals like Sulak Sivaraksa, Saneh Chamarik and Prawase Wasi, the bust is a result of developing wealth rather than developing society. The crucial focus of reform is not the banks and stock market or the financial sector as a whole, but the school, the wat, the family and the local community.

For localist theoretician like Chatthip Nartsupha the on-going debates confirm his belief in fostering Thai village community culture as an ideology to guide the alternative development path of Thailand, based on small-scale, community production and social networking among these communities, independent of the state and globalised institutions. 

Chai-Anan Samudavanija has joined in the debate on Thai culturalism. He argued that Thailand’s strength lies in its culture and not technology. He points out that in time of crisis industrial and financial capital cannot help rescue Thai economy. Thailand has to fall back on its agriculture and its cultural heritage as means to withstand the crisis. He calls for increased attention and investment in Thai cultural heritage in order to strengthen the Thai society to cope with globalisation.

For those outside Thailand the globalist solution dominates the debate. The leading advocates include the IMF, the World Bank, the US , leading business magazine such as the Economists, Time, Newsweek and many outspoken neo-liberal economists. For them liberalisation and free markets are the solution because liberalisation will open the way for superior, individualism-based western capitalism. The debate also tinges with feeling of wishing to play down the rise of the Asian capitalist countries. Many want to show that western capitalism is superior to the Asian version. 

Recently some hard-core neo-classical economists who have been strong supporters of free market and free trade have expressed doubts about the benefits of free capital movement, which is the basis of the liberalsation argument. They argue that while markets for goods and services usually operate reasonably predictably financial markets do not. One of these economists made a study of about 100 countries between 1975 and 1989. He shows that free capital mobility, all things considered has no significant impact on countries ‘economic fortune. This debate may open ways for some economists to advocate for more control on international capital movement. The reaction of those supporting free capital mobility has been to question the quality of the evidence against the argument. We can expect the debate to continue with the liberalisation and free market advocacy being in the lead for sometime to come.

[Jagdish Bhagwati, “The Capital Myth” in Foreign Affairs, May-June, 1998; Dani Rodrik, “Who Need Capital-Account Convertibility”, in “ Should the IMF Pursue Capital-Account Convertibility”. Essay in International Finance No. 207, Princeton University, quoted in “Capital Controvery” Is the Case For Free Financial Flows as Strong as that for Free Trade?”, The Economist, May 23 1998. P.112]

 In sum in Thailand the recent economic crisis has certainly led to an explosion of debates between the globalist and the localist. While the globalist advocate for greater liberalisation and free market strategy along the line suggested by the IMF, the localists in various degree talk about alternative paths for Thailand’s development. There are variants of cultural underpinning, with some emphasing patriotism. While others stress Buddhist values and others still local community culture. The crisis has given voice to those who have for a long time advocated for locally based development strategy. The crisis has given rise to various forms of Thai culturalism.

The possible rise of a violent state.
Amidst the on-going debates described above and the rallying of the two camps, there has arisen another phenomena. These are the increasing divide between the rich and the poor and the ideological split along class line with regard to the reform strategies.

Thai governments have taken up the globalist strategy suggested by the IMF. This course of action is painful for local financiers and industrialists. Many are reluctant to take the bitter pills, but in the end many have to rationalise and are prepared to rally behind the government. They also believe of course that they can in the process pressure the government to bargain with the IMF to lessen their plight as the curing course proceeds. And indeed governments have given many concessions to the rich and powerful, by helping bailing a lot of them out of troubles even before the real crisis set in. 

Meanwhile we also see the rallying of the poor behond those advocating for the alternative development path and culturalism, as exemplified by the assembly of the poor. However the government’s reaction to the request of the assembly of the poor has tended to be one based on whether their claim has a legal base. The negation of the poor’s request is thus often the government response that their request lack a legal claim. This type of policy response exasperates those on the side of the poor, or the localists.

In recent weeks we The aftermath of the crisis we thus see a shift towards class-based rift. Many have expressed a concern that the government is too much on one side in helping the rich at the expense of the poor. The reaction from the rich and powerful has been as strong. In their view the reform movement will fail if it leads to a situation where the poor can punish the rich.

Behind this rift is a deeper fear that the Thai state will react in the way of the past, that is, at the sign of the assertiveness of the poor, which is no different from the assertiveness of the rich in their lobby, the government will react in a repressive way, which means a resort to violent clamp down of the poor.

Lessons from Latin America
Although Latin American countries have very different historical and cultural experiences from us, they represent the extreme case which Thailand could develop into if we are not careful about protecting our heritage of small peasant farming and drawing a boundary for the multinationals.

Latin American countries went through the same sort of experiences Thailand is now going thorough, namely export-oriented industrialisation, globalisation, privatisation and liberalisation. They went through all these before us, that was in the 1980s, or about two decades ago. Then liberal economists promised economic growth based on neo-liberalism. The process coincided with the overthrowing of generals, and brining in democracy. There was much enthusiasm that democracy will bring better things. As a result a lot of the left went along with the project, hoping to achieve more equality and participation and other gains from democracy. Two decades have passed. What they now conclude are several disappointing performances in all aspects. 

First, growth has been much slower than promised. 

Second, gain from growth has been concentrated in the hands of a very few, and particularly among the multinationals, leading to the widening of the economic and social gap between rich and poor. 

Third, largely because local business crumble in the face of external competition and because employment grew slowly due to the high technological component of growth led by the MNCs, underemployment and unemployment or poverty is still the name of the game. 

Fourth, because the MNCs effectively demanded dismantling of social protection where they exist especially in countries where labour protection used to be strong, globalisation has come with the shrinking of the welfare state. The MNC s in alliance with local capital has also demanded lesser role of the state in education and training for skills. Thus many Latin American countries are left with a shrinking and weakening state. This shrinking of the state is also linked to the ability of the MNCs themselves managing to evade and avoid paying taxation by various means.

Fifth, on the democracy side the conclusion is that formal democracy or parliamentary democracy is not effective as long as a hegemonic culture is still in place, that is the hierarchical society which has manage to persuade the people to accommodate various forms of domination in the name of growth and democracy. A consequence of this has be that poverty has become or seen as a political disqualifier. If one is poor one is not qualified to be represented.

The shrinking of the state means that the MNCs and the ideology of neo-liberalism reign supreme as hegemonic ideology.

The end results are that the provision of education, social safety nets for the poor and the disadvantaged as well as government programmes to correct social inequality suffer.

What is to be done? show to fight against this domination of neo-liberalism and MNCs?

The progressives in Latin America have come to the conclusion that the radical elements in society must adopt the strategy of liberal social movement and cultural politics. This means supporting social movements which unsettle dominant cultural meanings. It could be a women’s movement, indigenously based movement such as environmental, ethnic minority and community based movements.

What is the relevance of all this for Thailand?
Luckily we do not need to wait for 15-20 years as in the case of Latin American countries to come to the above conclusions. In fact even without any reference to the Latin American experience there already exists in Thailand for some time the cultural movements along the line advocated by the progressives in Latin America today. Our thinkers have been moving in the right direction for sometime. They were overshadowed by the globalists during the boom of the 1990s. Now their voices are being listened to again. These are the voices of people like Prawase Wasi, Saneh Chamarik, Sulak Sivaraksa, Chatthip Nartsupha and many NGOs.

What then should we fight for and what should we try to avoid?

It has to be admitted that in this globalised age we are operating within the context of hegemonic structure dominated by very powerful MNCs and neo-liberal creed. Any thought that this hegemonic structure can be easily overthrown or even threatened as in the case of the fight against the cold war has to be forgotten for the time being. The enemy is too powerful. It controls not only the capital, but also the technology and especially the information technology and the organisation of the mass media on a world scale. Global capitalism is very powerful and is very difficult to overthrow.

So what should be the strategy?
The strategy is firstly to fight a war of position. This means not to fight the total war immediately, but to win a bit here and there. The strategy is to make alliances and coalition, where some common grounds can be found so as to corner the enemy before slaying it finally. 

We cannot hope to expect the state to be the protector of the poor and the weak because the state has been co-opted. Neither can we expect to capture the state as the bitter experiences during the cold war has taught some of us.

We have to make war of positions, we must create a wide networks, spanning across communities, countries. It has to be an international movement.

In Thailand we must hold on to the long-term goal of fighting for the poor. But in the short-term, there can be many different types of mini strategy. Where opportunities are open for reform even though it benefits the rich, but if it benefits the poor and reduce their immediate burden, we must seize

Thus if the movement for reduction of police corruption, any success for bureaucratic reforms is underway and even if they are initiated by the middle class and the upper class and will benefit them first and foremost, we should also support . Why? The reason is that such reforms will also benefit the poor and reduce their immediate burden.

More important than that is the fact that we need to make alliances and coalition in order to create strength to fight the mighty MNCs and neo-liberalism. This strategy is at the moment most important. It may be more important than the concern about the exact correct strategy. It is important to strengthen the social movement based on grass root participation and local cultural heritage rather than weakening it by fighting among ourselves.

I believe this is also the spirit and the greatness of Pridi Banomyong, who to me is the fighter against the hegemony of the rich and the powerful.

