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In this paper I want to suggest that Thailand’s democracy has changed very significantly over the last few years, and raise some questions about the implications of these changes for people’s rights and social justice.

The changes I refer to are more than just “Thaksin”, though of course he and his government are a major part. But the changes are more than that. They include the 1997 constitution, and the impact of the crisis, but also stretch further back to a major change in the power of business, and a major realignment between bureaucracy, people and parliament.

On the implications for people’s rights, social justice, I don’t have any easy answers. What I will try to do is to clarify the questions.

In retrospect, I think we have been going through a long transition since around the time of the Chatichai government, 15 years ago. That government challenged the old centralised bureaucratic state in many ways which I do not need to detail. As a result the old centralised bureaucratic state was weakened and became more susceptible to pressure and bargaining. Various different movements seeking rights and justice eventually understood this new situation and worked out ways to exploit it. This has shaped the people’s politics of the last decade or more. There were two main forms of popular politics.

First, there were movements to bargain directly with the executive and bureaucracy to demand changes in policy-making and to demand more participation. Several socially conscious officials, ex-officials, and other senior figures played a big role in acting as intermediaries between popular movements on the one hand, and the executive and senior bureaucracy on the other. The prime example was Dr Prawase Wasi. This strategy resulted in the constitutional reform process, health reforms, education reforms, TAO decentralization, and the attempt to shift development strategy in the Eighth and Ninth Plans.

The second strategy of popular politics in this era was the politics of the street, exemplified by the Assembly of the Poor. By blocking highways, besieging Government House, and gaining space in the media (local and international), these organizations forced the executive and senior officials to sit down at the negotiating table. The bureaucracy fought a very strong rearguard action to block many of the gains won by negotiation, yet still there were some successes.

My point is that these two strategies were moulded by the special conditions of the era. These were two ways to pressure the old centralised state which was temporarily weakened and a little confused. But that era has now passed.

What has brought this era to an end are three things which are closely interrelated.

First, domestic capital has decisively asserted its influence through the parliamentary system. This has been coming for a long time, but the threats posed by the 1997 crisis have resulted in a historic change. 

Second, the 1997 constitution has strengthened the executive, and gerrymandered the parliament in favour of the centre against the provinces. In addition, the constitution’s attempts to balance these effects through better monitoring by independent bodies and popular participation have been much less successful. 

Third, domestic capital has organized itself to take advantage of this new situation through the TRT party, and through an ambitious program of change.

These changes are no less than a revision of economic policy, and a rearrangement of political forces. This is not business-as-usual at all. I would like to summarise what I see as the strategy of TRT under six main headings.

1. A shift towards the “development state” model in which government is much more openly supportive of business, especially big business. In the past, Thai governments were reluctant to undertake many of the measures found in East Asian economies. Much of the real business of economic policy-making was left to the commercial banks. Their role is now being deliberately and drastically downgraded. Various state financial institutions now have programmes of directed credit. Government is about to launch the Vayuphak Fund modelled on examples found in Singapore and other East Asian economies. It has a project to identify priority sectors and increase their competitiveness. It also has a less public programme to promote the companies which are closely associated with TRT in various ways – including legal and regulatory changes, access to credit, etc etc.

2. A project to deepen Thailand’s capitalism by incorporating the peasant economy and the black economy more firmly into the mainstream economy. As Thaksin explained, the various village funds and new sources of small credit are designed to turn peasants into entrepreneurs. Thaksin said recently, “Capitalism needs capital, without which there is no capitalism. We need to push capital into the rural areas.” Similarly, the projects to legalise various kinds of gambling, maybe the sex trade, and maybe other things, are designed to increase tax revenues, and boost the figures of economic growth, but most importantly to broaden the scope of legitimate capitalism. These two projects also have political benefits. The extension of rural capitalism is supposed to create a “cushion” against rural protest. The incorporation of the black economy should reduce the “black” funding of politics. More on these two factors below.

3. A final move beyond the “bureaucratic polity” by subjecting the senior bureaucracy much more decisively to the executive. The Chatichai government started this, but after the bureaucracy fought back, Chuan’s Democrats surrendered. The TRT government started out in the same way as Chatichai by manipulating appointments, but has gone much further. More and more appointments now depend on political alignment. The “CEO ideology” challenges the old bureaucratic sense of superiority, and positions officials as the servants of business, rather than their overseers.

4. A change in the structural basis of parliamentary power, away from the “influence” of provincial bosses, to the organised resources of big political parties supported by big money. On one side, the extreme intimidation of the drug campaign killings, the explicit targeting of “influences”, the attempted control on guns, and the policies towards the illegal economy, are designed to undercut and suppress the old bosses who dominated the electoral landscape over the last twenty years. On the other side, the government’s populist policies are designed to replace the local boss as the main source of local patronage for all kinds of benefits. Finally, central funding, national coordination, and superior techniques have become more important factors in electoral success. In the old system, parties were just loose coalitions of local bosses. TRT is a new model, funded by national-level big money, with much greater capacity to discipline and dictate to its members. This development is still at an early stage, but the direction is clear, and will probably become clearer after the next election.

5. Suppression of dissent and protest to create “quiet politics (kan muang ning). Over the last two years, it has become increasingly obvious that the big business politics of the TRT is a reaction not only to the external threats represented by the 1997 crisis, but also to the internal threats represented by the rising trend of protest, popular assertion, media freedom, public debate, and grassroots political organization over the past 10-15 years. The government’s ability to close down this political space has been quite stunning. Essentially it has claimed that only those selected through the official parliamentary system have the right to participate in political debate and decision-making. They claim to be “the nation” in political terms.

6. A selective revival of the old conservative traditions of the Thai state. This takes several forms. First, Thaksin has begun to revive the political role of the military since its eclipse in 1992. He has built a powerful network through his kin, family and friendship ties within the military and police. He has recruited General Chavalit as his right-hand man. He has given the military a renewed profile in the border, drug and anti-terrorism campaigns. The military promotion list has recovered its status as a major political event. Second, he has revived the state’s role in imposing culture and social order on the citizens. Third, he has revived the idea and some of the symbols of nationalism, especially use of the flag. In all these ways, he is reviving a tradition which stretches back through Sarit, Phibun and beyond – an idea of the state controlling, regimenting, and moulding its citizens.

In sum, this is a new configuration of Thai democracy, whose main features are: the political dominance of domestic capital; the key roles of the executive and the large political party; and the use of the “embedded conservatism” or conservative traditions of the Thai state to close down other forms of political space. The old 1990 politics of participatory policy-making and protest-plus-negotiation are no longer of any use at all.

There are many good aspects to this change. This truly is a triumph for the principle of electoral democracy. I’m sure this government is sincere in its anti-poverty policy, and may be quite successful if the economic growth trend holds. The extensions of the social provisions are valuable. The land reform may turn out well.

But I think any other advances in people’s rights and social justice are very difficult. Big business has little interest in people’s rights and social justice. The old conservative mentality of the Thai state considered them totally unimportant. Now these two forces are joined, we cannot honestly expect much. 

So what to do? I’m starting from my earlier assumption that the old political strategies of the 1990s have lost their force in the new circumstances. Let me run through some options.

1. Wait and see. This is the strategy of the Democrat Party. It is based on the observation that Thai politics can move very fast; people get bored easily; accidents happen. Just wait for the ruling party to trip over its own feet. But if you accept my above analysis that we are going through a major shift in Thai democracy with strong forces behind it, then this is not a serious option. For the Democrats, it seems to be a non-violent way of committing suicide.

2. Reform the constitution. There is no doubt that the 1997 constitution’s provisions are a major factor in the new situation. But they are not the only factor, so changes need not be so effective. Besides, many fear that opening up the possibility of constitutional change, given the current power relations, could only result in something worse. In addition, we should probably have lost some of our faith in the ability to engineer change through writing constitutions.

3. National lobbying. We have moved in part towards something which looks like an American style political system. Certainly, pressure now has to be put on the executive, not the bureaucracy. Perhaps the need now is for lobby groups which can influence the executive because of their ability to affect election results. This is not short-term. It’s not easy and it can be expensive. But perhaps organizational efforts have to be changed in this direction.

4. Independent media. This is a critical area. The media are now totally compromised. The last independent group seems on the point of being bought up by the TRT barons. The decline in the quality of the media over the past two years has been stunning. Alternative forms are desperately needed. Perhaps Internet and the example of Malaysia Kini need to be looked at.

5. Party politics. Perhaps ultimately we have to accept that we are now truly into the era of parliamentary dominance. The only game is parliamentary politics. Moreover, we seem to be moving towards a one-party system (effectively) unless something surprising happens. The Democrats at present don’t present a convincing alternative. After labouring over a new policy platform, they offered a set of measures which seemed no different from TRT and tried to persuade us that they were actually different because the Democrats’ version was “not populist”. Moreover, the recent past record of the Democrats should not lead us to expect anything much different from TRT. In fact, the suicide of the Democrats should be seen as an opportunity, creating space for something different and new. Of course, again, this is not short-term, not easy, not cheap. But perhaps it needs to be discussed more seriously than in the past. In other countries which have faced a similar rise of business politics, alternatives have been founded on social movements based on alliances of farmers, workers, and women. In Thailand at present each of  these different groups has its own separate  movement. They have not consolidated their collective efforts. Pooling forces would be a good idea, but it raises a key issue: what would be their common ground, the idea that binds them together?

In summary, the Thai Rak Thai Party has completely changed Thai politics. The civil society and people’s movement can no longer rely on the same old strategies of protest and negotiation. There is a need for innovative strategies and ideas. The alternatives which I have outlined above do not mean there has to be a single choice. There may have to be a combination. And in the end when different movements come to have a common ideological stand which can bind all together, we may see Thai politics moving up another notch, towards a situation where people can protect their rights and create real social justice in a sustainable way.  Thank you.
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