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RESPONSES TO FEATURE
Thai NGOs in Civil Society Movements at the
Turn of  the Century: A Comment

by Kevin Hewison, Southeast Asia Research
Centre, City University, Hong Kong
I tend to think of Thailand’s NGOs and social movements as
strong and vibrant organisations. Yet, as Khun Srisuwan

reminds us, they remain the
subject of debate, and continue
to be criticised by the powers
that be. And yet great advances
have been made. It is easy to
forget how far NGOs have
developed in Thailand. Not all
that long ago the development
activities and political and social
activism we associate with
NGOs would have been identi-
fied as dangerously subversive.
Likewise, the expansion of ‘civil
society’ has been far more rapid
than many might have hoped
for twenty years ago.

The development of NGOs and the expansion of civil society
are, of course, closely related. The decline of authoritarianism
and the consequent expansion of political space, representation,
opposition, debate and criticism would have been far slower
without NGO involvement. In development, the methods of
NGOs have been humane and innovative. Sometimes it appears
that government learns from this, but when it doesn’t, and
messes things up, NGOs can often make a difference, both in
terms of development, and through political activism.

As Khun Srisuwan points out, it was in the environmental sector
that the contemporary relationship between NGOs and social
movements (and public intellectuals) was forged. This relation-
ship is now seen in a number of sectors. Perhaps this is why
government feels threatened by the alliance. Everywhere there is
protest, there seems to be NGOs involved. No longer can
government expect compliance on controversial issues; indeed,
they can expect ‘trouble’ in the form of protests, complaints,
petitions, media exposés and the like. In other words, govern-
ment and, increasingly, the private sector, is monitored and
challenged.

But as we enter the new century, there is another characteristic
of NGOs and social movements we might consider. This is the
tendency for these groups to become more diverse as they
expand in size and numbers. There are a lot of NGOs, but one
gets the impression from Khun Srisuwan that they speak with
one voice. But this is not the case. For example on the IMF
programme, not all NGOs were as adamantly opposed as Khun
Srisuwan suggests. Indeed, some went to work for the liberalis-
ers and globalisers. And, one would hope that not all NGOs
blindly follow the current fad for ‘nationalist’ ideologies. Some
of these have a distinct whiff of Right extremism. Hopefully there
is enough ‘Left’ left in some NGOs to realise that ‘anti-
globalisation’ does not require banal jingoism.

The expansion of civil society is celebrated for the diversity it
encourages. We can expect that a vibrant civil society will

encompass groups that reflect the full range of opinions and
interests in society. This means that there will be groups – they
may include NGOs – which will work to entrench elitist and even
neo-liberal ideas. It becomes important to identify more clearly
who and whose interests NGOs and social movements support.
Questions of legitimacy and representativeness thus become
more significant, but are still too little debated.

It is also necessary to examine the nature of the relationship
between NGOs and social movements. It may be more problem-
atic than implied by Khun Srisuwan. Let me generalise in an
example. It seems that many Thai NGOs are keen to support the
movements of the poor and marginalised in rural areas. But few
give attention to the support of social movements of working
people. Is this a matter of ideology? Is there a bias against
workers? Is it that the ‘market situation’ of NGOs demands
attention to the rural poor? Are worker’s struggles not signifi-
cant? Is it that workers are not seen to be as exploited as farmers
are? Or is it that workers are not identified as a part of a solution
to Thailand’s problems because that will be found in the village
or what Khun Srisuwan calls ‘traditional community-oriented
livelihood’?

Of course, I’m exaggerating. There are NGOs supporting labour.
But, questions about NGOs and about their relationship with
social movements shouldn’t be forgotten as the future of NGOs
is considered. As civil society expands, and NGOs and social
movements diversify, such scrutiny becomes more important.
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The Increasing role of NGOs in
Cambodia
by Mak Sithirith, NGO Forum on Cambodia
Mr. Srisuwan Kuankachorn from Thai NGO, Project for Ecological
Recovery, has written an interesting article on the role of Thai
NGOs in the civil society movement. This article reviews NGO
involvement in contributing to social change, including the
ousting of politicians and top-ranking health officials due to a
major corruption scandal; the role of NGOs in opposing the Thai
government’s decision to agree to the IMF economic rescue
package; lobbying for a new constitutions in 1997; and cam-
paigning against the ADB. The author also indicates the different
opinions of members of the public on NGOs and especially
politicians and other government officials viewed NGOs as a
third party behind many political confrontation scenes.

I believe that NGOs have been going through a long process,
consuming time, effort and energy, facing many problems and
coming across many obstacles. It is really hard for Thai NGOs to
convince the majority of people at different layers of the Thai
society to reach consensus with communities that have been
affected by the large-scale infrastructure projects. However, it is
acknowledged that Thai NGOs have been very active and have
done a good job for Thai society and for the poor communities.
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