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Perhaps the most remarkable thing about the Thai election of 6 January has been the attitude of the foreign media and financial commentators. Before the election they were sceptical about the victor, Thaksin Shinawatra. Since it they have been scathing. They offer two forecasts of the future. Either his goofy populist policies will drive Thailand into a fiscal crisis, or he will be convicted for corruption, triggering total political chaos.

For a start it is remarkable that any notice is being taken at all. At previous Thai elections, the sleepy dog in the editorial office blinked one eye open, but that was all. What a difference a good crisis makes!

The local media and financial world has reacted quite differently. The press has conceded respect for Thaksin’s unprecedented electoral majority, and offered a cautious welcome. The stock exchange has had its best little bubble in over three years. One financial executive enthused last week: ‘Suddenly it’s fun again’.

Why this contrast? Perhaps the outsiders are looking at what Thaksin says, while the insiders are looking at who he is. Campaign promises are something of a novelty in Thailand. Indeed they are one of the innovations which Thaksin has introduced. But the insiders know such promises will be battered by the bureaucracy and diluted by the public debt.

The insiders see Thaksin as the most successful Thai businessmen of the past fifteen years. He has been endorsed by the biggest bank (Bangkok) and the biggest Thai conglomerate (CP). His Thai Rak Thai party is studded with other big business families which survived the crisis (or even profited from it). At core, this is the party of big business. That more than anything else will dictate how it governs.

If there is any group which is likely to get the Thai economy moving, this is it. After all, they will benefit the most. They are the last people who will risk provoking a fiscal crisis because they will be the worst hurt.

The big business factor also explains Thaksin’s attention to social policy and rural uplift. Thailand is still a country where 10 percent of people are in the modern economy, 50 percent are right out of it, and the rest float in-between. The foreign investors and commentators are interested in only the small modern bit. But to succeed with his pro-business policies, Thaksin knows he has to keep the countryside happy. Some people have portrayed his policies of debt relief, village funds and cheap health care as ‘socialism’. Nothing could be further from the truth. This is old-fashioned paternalism. Earlier business-orientated Thai governments did exactly the same. The modern version of ‘bread and circuses’ is an agrarian debt moratorium and Internet in every village.

Maybe the outsiders see Thaksin and his business allies as competition. After all, the previous Democrat Party regime was so accommodating that its demise is understandably mourned. But look carefully at the businesses which the TRT gang represents. They are mostly in the service sector—telecoms, media, finance, hotels, property, construction, infrastructure. If the past is any guide, they will use government power to protect these areas, but also to engineer favourable joint ventures with foreign providers of technology and expertise. They will also need the export economy to underpin growth, so they will work with the multinationals which dominate this area. 

Thaksin may talk like a populist in an agrarian country, but he will govern like a capitalist in a globalised economy.

Thaksin’s political rise is a gift of the Asian financial crisis. Three years ago he was ambitious but unloved. But the clumsy arrogance of the IMF, the sharp-toothed opportunism of financial bottom-fishers, and the critical tone of the foreign media has stirred up nationalism in a country with virtually no nationalist tradition. Surprisingly the political reaction has been focused into an overwhelming electoral victory, rather than something messier. Now even small kids vote Thaksin as their most admired politician, when in truth he has almost no track-record. The barrage of recent criticism has added to his stature, on grounds that if the farang dislike him so much, he must be doing something right.

Perhaps the outsiders are concentrating too much on Thaksin and missing other signals in the election result. The complexion of parliament has totally changed. This won’t be fully clear until the polls are complete. But many of the big provincial barons have been swept into the electoral dustbin. Around half of the constituency MPs are new, with most aged between 26 and 45. Thaksin has ridden to power on a mixture of business nationalism, and a broader demand for change. 

This is his real dilemma. Can he make his friends rich while still keeping everyone else reasonably happy?
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