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Industry Prior to Industrialisation: 
Thailand 
Kevin Hewison* 

It is now reasonably well accepted that the early development of business and indus- 
try in Thailand was built on co-operation between Thai aristocrats, Chinese business 
people and Western merchants. This view is not challenged in this paper, for the basic 
position is correct. What is important, however, is the manner in which this position 
has been incorporated within dependency and other semi-Marxist positions. It will be 
argued that these perspectives have led to shallow historical and sociological analysis, 
with an apparent neglect of a great deal of data concerning the development of early 
capitalist enterprise in Thailand. 

This paper is in three parts:, first, a discussion of the characterisation of business 
development in Thailand and its theoretical underpinnings; second, an outline of the 
development of capitalist enterprise in the period from about 1850 to 1942 will be 
presented; and third, some comments will be made concerning the nature of early 
industrialisation. ~ 

a. The Characterisation o f  Early Thai Business 

In examining conceptions of the structure of business in the pre-1942 period, the 
positions to be examined are those presented by Suthy (1980; 1983; 1985), Sirilak 
(1980), Sungsidh (1980), and Akira (1985). Theoretically, the works of Suthy, Sirilak 
and S ungsidh are very close, and may be identified as being within a broad dependency 
perspective. Akira's position is more complex, but he maintains many of the assump- 
tions of dependency theory. All are concerned with the question of why it is that a strong 
national bourgeoisie did not emerge to create a capitalist Thailand. 

Prior to examining their L~psitions, it should be noted that all have made significant 
contributions to the study olJ~Thai history, and that many of their observations are 
undoubtedly correct, and will be utilised here. The rejection of their theoretical 
positions, outlined in the works examined, does not imply a rejection of their insights 
and contributions. Rather, I wish to suggest that their theoretical perspective has meant 
that they have ignored certain, important aspects of industrialisation, elements which 
are given due emphasis in, for example, a more class-based perspective. 
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The dependency view begins with the observation that prior to the signing of the 
Bowring Treaty in 1855, Thailand's economy was largely self sufficient, and charac- 
terized by subsistence production (Suthy, 1980: 7; Sirilak 1980: 77; Akira 1985: 2.1). 
Sungsidh (1980: 17-19), referring to pre-1855 Thailand as"feudalistic," suggests that 
the "barriers" to the development of capitalism were a highly centralised bureaucracy 
and a cohesive village society, meaning that merchants could not develop an independ- 
ent existence. It is only the intrusion of Western influence which breaks this down, with 
Suthy (1985: 65) stating that"a static, precapitalist social formation...[came] under the 
powerful forces of the budding transnationalisation process...led by the big monopolies 
from the Center." It is from this point, these writers argue, that a capitalist mode of 
production emerges. However, the capitalism which emerges is not"perfect" (Sungsidh, 
1980: 17), but distorted and dependent (Suthy, 1980: I I). 

These three authors agree that there were two basic reasons for the emergence of 
dependent capitalism. First, concentrating on merchant capitalists, Suthy (1980:11) 
argues that as Western capitalists dominated, 

,..local capitalists could not become independent in their activities, so that the majority of them 
became only compradores.... Being compradore capitalists, they could not become the leading class 
which would have brought about fundamental changes in the Thai society. 

Second, compradors also indicated a dependence on the local ruling elite. As most 
were Chinese, they were prevented from securing their own political base, and so to 
protect their economic interests, they needed to share their wealth with the ruling elite 
to gain protection and privileges (Suthy, 1980: 12). Sungsidh (1980: 76-77) explains 
that: 

Most Thai capitalists were overseas Chinese. These Chinese capitalist[s] lacked nationalist charac- 
teristics, They had never realized the danger of Western imperialism which was going to control the 
Thai [e]conomy. This class had never realized the danger of Western imperialism which siphoned off 
both raw materials and surplus labour.... As a matter of fact, the Chinese capitalist also delivered 
profits back to...China. They not only depended on Western capitalists...but also...high ranking 
aristocrats in the bureaucratic system. 

The ruling elite, for its part, realised the benefits of such a relationship, and as well 
as controlling land, found outlets for their accumulated wealth, by funding Chinese 
capitalists. In addition, the elite, through such co-operation, were able to maintain 
Chinese loyalty (Suthy, 1980: 12). Sirilak (1980) outlines the versions of this co- 
operation, referring to the "primitive accumulation" of capitalists in government 
service, tax farming and provincial administration. Sungsidh (1980: 63, 66) argues that 
such co-operation was merely a part of a patronage system of "bureaucratic capital- 
ism," which while emerging in the Sukhothai period [sic.], was transformed from a 
cultural and political relation to one based on economic interests. The result was that 
the "bureaucratic capitalist was devoid of the will to change the relation[s] of 
production...." Suthy (1980: 13) agrees, noting that such a capitalist class limited its 
investments to the "sphere of trade and speculation, [and] hence the development of 
industrial capital was bound to be precluded." lEmphasis added.] 
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While Akira (1985: 2.2) follows the dependency position quite closely, and agrees 
that much local industry [handicrafts?] was destroyed by the influx of Westema 
merchants, he does provide some analysis of the development of business in the pre- 
1932 period. For example, for the 1865-1934 period, Akira (1985: 2.8) lists 17 "major 
privately-owned manufacturing firms," three being deC'reed as '~l'hai," six as "Chi~ 
nese," and the remainder foreign. In analysing this kind of data Akira (1985: 2.9-2.13) 
suggests three circles of people who were the major suppliers of capital: (i) European 
trading houses; (ii) Chinese merchants--"Deapite the challenge of European capital, 
Chinese merchants still partially, had a strong stake in the Thai economy"; and (iii) 
royals, aristocrats and high bureaucrats. These circles overlapped, with the king and the 
Privy Purse being the pivot of the system, but it was the foreigners who are dominant. 

The dependency position should be rejected on theoretical grounds, but as I have 
discussed these elsewhere, (Hewison, 1984) only a brief comment on the impact of 
dependency perspectives on historical and sociological studies of Thai capitalism is 
required here. In the first place, the search for a "pure" capitalism is inappropriate. For 
example, Sungsidh (1980: 17-18) looks for "perfect capitalism," while Suthy (1980: 
11) sees only "distorted" capitalism. Sirilak (1980:79-81) and Akira (1985: Ch. 7) are 
more attuned to the need for theoretically-informed discussions of historical develop- 
ment, but both tend to treat Western Europe and Japan as ideal-types, and measure the 
Thai experience against them. While comparative analysis is useful and necessary, 
their simplistic method is inappropriate, for an ideal-typ~ is a hypothetical construct 
based not on universal principles, but on the "historical understanding of the typical 
complexes of values that motivate actors in different societies at different times .... 
[S]uch ideal-types depend...on detailed and extensive comparative and historical 
investigation..." (Clarke 1982: 201). What is required, then, is a thorough historical 
analysis of each case, in its own terms, and this assumes that no capitalism can be seen 
as being theoretically superior to any other, nor is there a single path to capitalist 
dominance, and the form of capitalism necessarily changes in different social forma- 
tions. It is thus necessary to undertake a thorough analysis of the historical, social, 
economic and political context of the development of Thai capitalism. 

Dependency analysts find this a difficult task for their emphasis is generally on 
imperialism, not domestic ¢~asses or class struggle. They tend to identify the domestic 
capitalist class as being no more than a comprador class, with little political power. 
While external determinations are important, they should not be permitted to override 
an examination of locally-based classes and political relations. The centre of attention 
should be the historical development of Thai capitalism, within the world economy. 

The result of the dependency perspective is that no adequate historical account of 
the early development of industry in Thailand has yet been completed. In the following 
section of this paper I will outline some of the information which has been neglected, 
and which might be a useful starting point for a more satisfactory historical analysis. 2 
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b. The Development of Industrial Enterprise, 1850-1945 

It is not proposed to examine the development of business enterprise in great detail. 
Rather, an outline will be provided, concentrating on industrial development, and 
examining two periods: first, the background to capitalist development in the late 
sakd/na period; and second, expansion under the constitutional regime, from 1932 to 
1945. 

The Late sakdina Period 

Towards Industrial Development 

The signing of the Bowring Treaty is generally regarded as the beginning of a period 
of great economic change (Vella, 1955; Chatthip and Suthy, 1976). While the pro- 
visions of the Treaty were important, their impact was shaped by forces stirring within 
sakd/na society. Important changes in labour practices and commerce were already 
underway when Bowring arrived, with the corvee breaking down, Chinese labour 
being imported, and the whole taxation base undergoing change. (Cushman, 1981; 
Hewison, 1983: 84-90; Hong, 1984). Although an interest in industrial activities was 
evident during the reign of Rama III, (Anon., 1985a: 69-72) it is true that prior to 1850, 
apart from some mining, sugar, and rice milling, industrial activities (as opposed to 
handicrafts) were virtually non-existent. 

The expansion of trade which followed the Treaty, saw major developments in 
commerce and agriculture, rather than industry. Yet the expansion of these sectors did 
have some impact on the development of complementary induslries. For example, with 
the growth office exports, milling became an important area of investment, especially 
for Chinese merchants and tax-farmers (Sirilak, 1980). Indeed, local millers soon took 
control of this imporlant industry. 

The fh'st steam rice mill was introduced in 1858, and by 1879 there were ten steam 
mills operating in Bangkok, with Europeans controlling five. By 1894, Europeans still 
reportedly controlled five, while Thais and Chinese owned 24 mills (Leckie, 1976: 92- 
93). But, the European's days were numbered, for not only had the Chinese developed 
a technique for producing white rice, but they had, in 1909, begun direct trading with 
Europe. This constituted a major departure, altering the conditions of the trade, where 
Western merchants had previously controlled exports (Bangkok Times Weekly Mail 
[hereafter, BTWM], 14 October 1929). Indeed, it meant the even_real elimination of the 
remaining European millers (Skinner, 1957: 103-105). From Iris time, competition 
was mainly carded out amongst local millers such as Khoon Seng fLee Teck Aw) who, 
in 1920, owned or rented 14 rice mills and employed thousands of labourers, and Hang 
Nguan Huat Seng, with four mills, Khana Lim Heng Chart (Loh Tech Chuen), also with 
four mills, and Khana Wang Lee Clan Lip Bnei) with three mills (BTWM, 14 August 
1922; 30 April 1928). Milling was not necessarily a small-scale operation. For 
example, Matkwald's mill, the biggest and best equipped in Bangkok (and Chinese- 
owned after 1917), was valued at 790,000 baht and was a two storey construction, over 



twonty metres to theeaves, with machinery above that level (BTWM, 23 June 1924; 14 
October 1929). Rice milling undexwent another mmsfcmnation in the late 1910s, with 
the introduetion of petrol mot~s. This led to a ~ t r a l i s a t i o n  of rice miUing, andby 
1928 an estimated 300 mills operated in the provinces ("Amicus," 1928: 98). 

Other areas of significant expansion included sugar (until the late 1860s), ice 
manufacture and lxivate electricity generation. 

The sugar induslry was a large employer of labour, and Bowring considered that 
it had a bright future (Bowring, 1977: 203-204). Exports peaked at 203 ,596 p/cu/s (1 
picul = 60 kg.) in 1859, but thereafter declined. The methods used were described as 
"primitive," but the lXospect of export earnings encouraged some inveslment in 
modern plant and methods with at least two big mills being established in Nakon Chaisi 
in 1862 and 1870 (Bangkok Times [hereafter, BT], 20 July 1935). Both eventually 
failed, with the machinery from one being removed to be used in a rice mill in Bangkok 
(BT, 4 February 1924; BTWM, 21 June 1933; 20 July 1.935). 

The sugar industry declined rapidly from the 1860s, due to a combination of 
factors. First, as exports declined, taxation became a burden. Second, there was some 
deterioration of land due to influxes of salt water. Third, mill owners tended to control 
production and prices, setting their own terms, so that when prices fell a number of 
plantations shifted away from sugar. Fourth, the mill owners had previously been able 
to employ labour cheaply, but as other employment opportunities became available, 
labour moved out of the sugar mills. A fifth and related factor was the extension of rice 
cropping, at the expense of sugar cane. Chinese labour was said to have flocked to rice 
mills, where the conditions of labour were better than in the sugar mills and cane fields. 
Finally, the competition from higher quality Javanese sugar could not be withstood 
(BT, 20 July 1935). 

Ice manufacture developed rapidly after the 1870s. The European firms, Mark- 
wald and Co. and Edward Knox, were the pioneers, manufacturing in Bangkok to 
replace imports of bagged and boxed ice from Singapore (BTWM, 6 October 1924). 
Both plants were eventually acquired by local interests, but it was only after 1887 that 
major changes took place, when Chalerm Phinit Chakapan established a factory, using 
French machinery, producing 1,600 pounds a day, and meeting almost all of Bangkok's 
requirements. In spite of this, further expansion took place, meaning lower prices, thus 
expanded the market, and Iransforming ice into a commodity which was not just for the 
wealthy (BTWM, 6 October 1924). Later, in 1899, the Bangkok Manufacturing 
Company (BMC) was established by a group of Thai aristocrats and Europeans, with 
a capital of 80,000 baht, to make ice and provide cold storage (BTWM, 12 January 
1920). Expansion continued, and local operations such as Nai Lert [Setthabut] and 
BMC, owned by Hoon Kim Huat [Hoontrakun], established and expanded their 
factories 3 (BTWM, 29 August 1932). BMC's new premises were of three stories, and 
covered approximately 5,000 square feet. The new plant produced 40 tons of ice a day 
and stored a further 100, With cold storage facilities also being available (BTWM, 24 
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April 1922). By the 1920s the ice business had fallen almost completely into local 
hands. 

An offshoot fix)m ice manufactureand cold storage was the development of a local 
aerated waters industry, with Anderson and Co. opening the Orienlnl Soda Water 
Manufacttwing Company in 1887, using water fix)m Hong Kong and the then most up- 
to-date machinery. (BTWM, 15 October 1923). This company's plant did not last long 
due to the local drinker's preference for waters imported from Singapore. Neverthe- 
less, there were other attempts to develop the industry (BT, 10 October 1925), despite 
consumer opposition tothe local product, and it was only when the British legation 
began using local waters, manufactured by the BMC, that this attitude changed. Then, 
Fraser and Neave, operating from Singapore, and previously enjoying something of a 
monopoly in Bangkok, decided they wdttld have to establish a plant in Bangkok if they 
were to retain their position in the local market (BT, 1 May 1926). By 1925 both Fraser 
and Neave and BMC were making and bottling aerated waters in Bangkok, using local 
waters (BT, 21 May 1925). 

Much of the business development which took place in Bangkok, and later, in the 
provinces, depended on adequate supplies of water and power. The former remained 
a problem until 1914, when the Bangkok Waterworks was opened (BT, 28 February 
1925). The first major innovation in power for industry came in the form of steam 
engines, noted above. A second innovation was the introduction of electricity, 
produced as a commodity by private enteq~rise. Originally introduced to light the 
Grand Palace in 1884, by the late 1880s electricity was being used in rice mills, 
primarily for lighting, so that a night shift could be introduced (BT, 17 October 1925; 
BTWM, 13 October 1924). In 1889 the Bangkok Eleclric Light Company was 
established, with a capital of 45,000 pounds, half of which was supplied by the King. 
Prince Sanprasert was president of the company which also included a number of 
European investors and directors (Tan&up, 1980:149;BT,4 July 1925). The Company 
experienced serious fmancial difficulties in 1891, and was only saved by the King 
buying almost all of a new share issue (8TWM, 17 October 1927). In 1898 the 
concession for supplying electricity passed to the European-controlled Siam Electric 
Company (SEC), which had electrified their tramlines and supplied electricity com- 
mercially (Tan&up, 1980: 149). The Company was very successful with, for example, 
a profit of 2.08 million baht in 1919/20 (BTWM, 12 July 1920). 

Some of the expansion of domestic capital was a result of co-operation between 
Chinese merchants and the aristocrats of the absolute monarchy. Even so, indusui~ 
investments remained relatively unattractive as the domestic market was limited, and 
competition from imports was fierce, especially as the sakd/na state was unable, under 
the provisions of the Bowring Treaty, to impose meaningful tariff protection. Here, the 
dependency perspective seems most powerful, but it must be acknowledged that some 
developments were taking place, and a number were imlxrtant, most notably, the Siam 
Cement Company. 

Established in June 1913, Siam Cement began its operations in May 1915, and 
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was, from the beginning, a success, recording a profit of 775,344 ham in 1921 (The 
Straits Times, 23 June 1923; BTWM, 18 June 1923). Its capitalisation was raised to 
three million baht so that productive capacity could be expanded in 1921, and to 10 
million babt in 1923 (BTWM, 14 March 1921; 23 May 1921; 4 July 1921; 18 June 
1923). The Company was employing 150 Siamese, including some women, and 95 
Chinese (BTWM, 18 June 1923). By 1925 Siam Cement was tapping into the export 
market, shipping to Singapore. (BT, 3 July 1925; 3 December 1925). Profitability 
remained high, so that even during the depression, the company was able to further 
expand its capacity, without calling on shareholder's funds, and still declare a profit in 
excess of 500,000 baht (BTWM, 6 April 1931). 

The success of Siam Cement was due not only to the combination of European and 
royal investment, but also to the fact that there was a tremendous boom in construction. 
For example, the Rama VI railway bridge was constructed in 1924, using 1,000 
concrete bricks daily, all made on-site from locally produced cement (BTWM, 6 
October 1924). In addition, a number of small, local brick and tile manufacturing 
operations were established, using locally-produced cement (BTWM, 13 March 1921; 
30 October 1922). Similar kinds of operations were begun in other areas such as soap 
production (BTWM, 14 November 1921; 14 July 1930). 

Less successful though were those industries which aimed principally at the export 
market. In addition to sugar, fruit canning developed to utilise local resources for 
export, but failed. In the 1910s the possibilities for a canning industry attracted 
considerable attention, and pineapple canneries were established at Pelriu, Bangkok 
and Thonburi. The Siam Pineapple Factory, owned by Luang Chitr Chamnong, was 
said to be most up-to-date, with modern machinery, and sent several shipments of 
canned pineapples to Europe. All work was carried out at the factory, making and 
stamping the cans, canning the pineapples, and packing. With a capacity of 30,000 cans 
aday (BTWM, 8 March 1913; 1 August 1932; 29 August 1932). Within afew seasons, 
however, the industry had collapsed due to the uncertainty of European markets and 
stiff competition. 

In addition to these significant developments, two tramways companies were 
operating in Bangkok (BTWM, 12 January 1920; BT, 11 April 1925); a shipyard was 
building small steamers (BT, 20 June 1925); and an iron works was operating (BT, 6 
February 1926); Phraya ]bhaskarawongse had established a cigarette factory which 
employed 150 young women, working 30 machines and making 3,000 cigarettes a day 
(BTWM, 22 August 1927); and it was reported that some attempts had been made to re- 
establish fruit canneries (BTWM, 28 November 1927). 

Despite many failures, the movement into production continued, and in 1919 the 
British consul could report industries operating in timber and rice milling, mining, 
cement, ice, aerated waters, soap, cigarettes, and tanning. As "native" industries it lists: 
wooden boat-building (in Chinese hands), furniture making (Chinese), carriages 
(Chinese), silk, weaving, dyeing, tobacco, biscuits (Chinese), and gem polishing 
(Crosby, 1920: 18-20). This was certainly not a complete compilation, for just a few 
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years later, when a new sanitation schedule was introduced in Bangkok, a number of 
factories had to be removed. These included fish sauce manufactories, soap factories, 
tanneries, dyeing factories, and places where khanom chin was made (BTWM, 14 
January 1924). In addition, there were a number of bean and coconut oil fnctories 
(Anon., 1985a: 74). An area which also developed rapidly in the early twenties was 
weaving. Some attempts were made to establish modem factories, but these were not 
successful. Rather, it was out-work and small-scale Chinese hand-loom operators 
which expanded (BTWM, 14 November 1921; 13 March 1922; 27 March 1922;BT, 18 
March 1925). 

Business development were not confined to Bangkok, and by the mid- 1920s, rapid 
change was reported in rural centres. Almost all of the larger towns such as Ayudhya, 
Lampang, Phetburi, Chiangmai, Songkhla, and Nakon Sawan, were supplied with 
electricity by private companies, while tanneries, ice, and aerated waters factories were 
increasingly common (e.g. BT, 1 September 1926; 22 November 1926; BTWM, 10 
October 1927; Coultas, 1929: 37). This was supplemented by continuing village 
production of woven silk, lacquerware, and cotton piecegoods production (Johns, 
1931: 27). As an example, in 1927, Nakon Srithammarat was said to be modernising 
rapidly: 

[W]e am awakened in the morning by the rice mill whistle and our coolies eagerly await its blowing 
at noon.... Our electric light plant (very efficient) has been running tot  abeut five years. A new ice 
plant is the latest...[but] the factory at Tung S~ag still finds Nakou a good customer. (BTWM, 19 
September 1927) 

In addition, as noted above, the use of petrol motors greatly expanded rural-based rice 
mills. 

The State and Business Development 

At this time, there was pressure for the state to become involved in business. The 
Government had, of course, long been involved in business through investments by 
kings, aristocrats, the Treasury, and Privy Purse. For example, investments in railways, 
while in part based on strategic considerations, were also, initially, an investment for 
the king and private interests. For example, investments by the Privy Purse in theMek- 
long and Paknam railways, were said to be on behalf of"Queens and Princesses" from 
their"accumulated savings and interest..." (BTWM, 12 March 1928). In 1889, when it 
was decided that railways were to be promoted, King Chulalongkorn is reported to have 
been the prime mover, and was to be the"principal stockholder in the Company." (BT, 
21 November 1925). However, it was not until the 1920s that the state began to become 
involved in what can Iruly be referred to as state enterprises. In 1921, the Army 
imported experimental paper making equipment (BTWM, 24 October 1921). By 1924 
the paper factory was in operation, employing 54 workers (BTWM, 10 March 1924;BT, 
20 March 1926). The Government also ran the Bangkok waterworks, the Samsen 
power station, and the state railways, which made large profits (BTWM, 15 December 
1924). 
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These moves were not a part of any determined move by the state into business, 
but there were, at this time, many calls for the Government to become involved in 
industrial activities. Some felt that the Government should be able to take the initial 
losses in the interests of creating an industrial base and demonstrating the benefits of 
commerce and industry (BT, 17 September 1926; 3 May 1927). The state also took 
steps to regulate business activity, having promulgated, in 1890, a companies act, based 
on the Indian Code (BT, 20 November 1926; 12 February 1927). This was upgraded 
by the Law of Partnerships and Companies (1911) which came into force in 1912 
(BTWM, 7 October 1918). At this point, both foreign and domestic companies were 
looking for a regularisation of business and state activities, indicating that the moves 
to capitalist enterprise and organisation were becoming significant to the state. 

Intensification 
In the late 1920s and early 1930s the movement of capital into production intensified. 
This was due to four factors. First, treaty revisions, which came into effect in 1927, 
allowed some tariff levels to be raised (BT, 26 March 1927; Pairote, 1976: 503). 
Second, the depression years saw a significant downturn in the activities of foreign 
investors and a dramatic decrease in imports (Anon., 1934). Third, the depression 
convinced a number of Thai policy makers and industrialists that economic develop- 
ment based on the monocultural production of rice was problematic (Hewison, 1983: 
Ch. 4). Fourth, the new Civil and Commercial Code vaas promulgated, section by 
section, beginning in 1925 (Thompson, 1941: 53). This new code gave business 
enterprises a legal status they had not previously enjoyed, greatly boosted business 
confidence, and was followed by a flurry of business registrations. For example, the 
Siam Electricity Corporation Ltd. was formed through the amalgamation of the Siam 
Electricity Company (capital - 700,000 pounds) and Siamese Tramways Co. Ltd. 
(capital - 625,000 bah0. The new Corporation had a registered capital of 22,563~00 
baht, 25 percent held by Siamese, and 60 percent by Belgians. The directors were in 
Bangkok, Copenhagen and Brussels, with the head office in Bangkok. The amalgama- 
tion was said to be only possible by the promulgation of the Code (BT, 25 March 1927). 
Following the formation of the expanded Corporation, profitability was high, with 
gross profits for 1927/8 being 3.42 million baht (BTWM, 12 March 1928). 

A plethora of electricity generating companies were formed, some noted above, 
but also including the Central Electric Co. Ltd. formed, with a capital of 200,000 baht, 
by "prominent officials of the Government now on pension...," including Chaophraya 
Dharmasakti Montri, Phraya Devahastin, and Phraya Boriboon Kosakorn, to produce 
electricity in provincial centres (BT, 31 January 1927; BTWM, 10 October 1927). By 
1929 some ten provincial electricity companies had been registered (BTWM, 4 
November 1929). In addition the late twenties and early thirties saw further moves into 
import replacing activities in a wide" range of commodities including cinema fdms, 
tobacco, automobile and truck body-building, textiles, fertilizer, soap products, and 
animal feeds (Coultas, 1929: 36; BT, 31 January 1927; 14 June 1927; BTWM, 1 August 
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1927; 29 February 1932). Beer and matches provide useful examples. 
In 1931, Phraya Bhirombakdi established a company to brew beer in Bangkok. 

Initially, the company had a registered capital of 500,000 baht, 75 percent allocated to 
Siamese shareholders, and the remainder to Germans. The latter were to run the 
technical side, and Bhirombakdi the business side (BTWM, 23 March 1931; 15 June 
1931. Significantly, the Government raised the duty on i m ~  beer from 12 percent 
ad valorem to 30 percent or 15 satang per litre, whichever was greater (BTWM, 9 
November 1931). 

In match production, considerable expansion took place. In 1923 it had been 
reported that the demand for imported matches had int.a'eased dramatically. Part of the 
reason for this was that a considerable quantity of matches were being smuggled to 
Burma, evading British Burma's import duties (byle, 1924: 21). There had been asmall 
local industry for a number of years, but after treaty revisions and the implementation 
of new tariff levels, large-scale enterprises were established. In 1928 the Min Sae Co. 
Ltd. was registered by a group of Chinese, with a capital of 200,000 haht, to ereot a 
match factory (BTWM, 7 May 1928). Even before the Company's factory had come 
into production, a Swedish company attempted to buy it out. The Swedes failed, but 
fearing that the European-controlled 85 percent of the local market was flueatened by 
domestic production, engaged in a vicious price-cutting war, and began planning their 
own factory in Bangkok (BTWM, 4 November 1929). 

The Min Sac factory opened on a 20 rai site on Rama IV road, employing some 
700 workers, 600 of whom were day-labourers, most being Chinese women and 
children, with Siamese being employed as outworkers, making boxes at home. A 
reporter described the processing as being done by "complicated automatic machinery, 
partly driven by electric motor and partly by hand." The company hoped to capture 20 
percent of the local market (BTWM, 25 November 1929). Its competitor, the Siam 
Match Factory was opened in 1931 by the Swedish Match Co., with the Borneo 
Company as managing agent. Operating a modern steel and cement factory, work 
continued for 24 hours a day, in two shifts, with 325 labourers on the day shift and 225 
at night. Most of the work was automated, with the Chinese and Siamese workers being 
employed on a piecework basis (BTWM, 2 March 1931). 

The 1920s also saw some significant developments in local business promotion. 
While shares had been traded in Bangkok for a number of years, it had been done on 
a relatively informal basis, but in 1922 a local firm began to quote share prices (BTWM, 
20 March 1922), and in 1927 nine local fro'as were being quoted daily in local 
newspapers, all except one being in baht prices (BT, 22 January 1927). In addition, a 
Siamese Chamber of Commerce was registered, a move welcomed by King Pra- 
jadhipok (BT, 1 March 1926; BTWM, 15 September 1930). While the results of this 
increased investment were not spectacular, local managers and entrepreneurs gained 
valuable experience. 

By 1932 Thailand's socio-economic structure could hardly be de,~nlaed as capi- 
talist, but the capitalist mode of production was on the rise, growing in the womb of 
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sakd/na society. While the classes of capital and wage-labour remained small, both 
were developing a consciousness of themselves as classes, and were poised for further 
expansion? The overthrow of the absolute monarchy in 1932 heralded the beginning 
of a significant period in the development of Thai capitalism. 

(ii) Industry and the Constitutional Regime, 1932-1942 

In seizing state power, the People's Party (khana ratsadon) indicated its opposition to 
what some saw as an outmoded economic system dominated by the sakd/na class and 
Western and Chinese merchants (Vimille, 1973: 198-200). While the members of the 
People's Party did not possess a common economic base, and could not reach 
agreement on fundamental economic tasks, their nationalism was an expression of a 
desire for economic advancement (Chatthip, 1979). From the day it came to power, 
elements within the Party were demanding economic progress, and there was much 
pressure for the state to intervene to promote this. For e ~ p l e ,  Mangkorn Samsen, a 
member of the National Assembly, suggested that Siam needed sugar mills, cotton 
weaving gtmnybag factories, and a national bank in order to promote the national 
economy (8TWM, 25 July 1932). 

The most radical economic proposal to emerge at this time was Pridi Phano- 
myong's plan, which suggested, amongst other things, a system of state ownership of 
land and manufacturing (Landon: 1968, 284-285). Pridi's propo~l~ were rejected, but 
there remained agreement that the state should intervene in the economy in order to 
promote economic development. With memories of the depression clear, with Europe 
moving towards war, and with the rise of fascism in Europe and Japan, ideas of national 
self-sufficiency became paramount in state policy, and industrial development was to 
play a crucial role in this. 

Especially after Plaek Phibunsongkhram (Phibun) became premier and Pridi the 
minister for finance in late 1938, an aggressively nationalist economic line was 
pursued, with the avowed aim of taking the economy out of the hands of aliens 
(Mitchell, 1941: 383-384). The government sought to move the small industrial sector 
and the service sector to Thai and Sino-Thai hands, in order to build a base for national 
industrialisation. Such development was also an important ideological element in the 
nation-building programmes fostered by Luang Vichit Vadakan (Anon., 1985b: 81- 
83). However desirable such programmes, induslrialisation required large investments 
which were not forthcoming from local investors (Coultas, 1939: 21). Thus, the state 
determined to take a leading role in the development of industry, announcing: 

any industry, which the Government desires to create but which is too big an undertaking for private 
persons, shall be started by the Govermnent in the form of a private corporation, having private 
individuals as share-holders a~nd conducted semi-officially. (Anon., 1934: n.p.) 

The state's investments and involvement in business development were signifi- 
cant. In 1934 the Ministry of Defence established a mechanised textile factory, and 
another in 1941. The Ministry of Economic Affairs established a silk factory in Nakon 
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Ratchasima in 1936, and two sugar mills in 1937 and 1941, having earlier taken a25 
percent in the Siamese Sugar Co. established in Cholburi in 1935 (Great Britain, 1935: 
41). In 1937 the Government budgeted for the establishment of a pharmaceuticals 
research laboratory, and a distillery was opened by the Ministry of Finance in 1941. 
These investments were additional to state involvement in aircraft manufacture and 
assembly, paper mills, rice and timber mills, trading companies, banks, infrastructural 
projects and a slaughterhouse (Anon., 1985a: 76; Bailey, 1937: 3; Great Britain, 1938a: 
22). 

The state also made a number of attempts to promote business. For example, it 
raised a number of internal loans for industrial development, and established the Thai 
National Banking Bureau in 1939, which became the Bank of Thailand in 1942. In 
April 1942 the Thai Industrial Promotion Company (Borisat songsoem utsahakam thai 
chamkat) was formed, with capital of 120,000,000 baht. The largest shareholders were 
the Finance and Industry ministries, and the latter had control of the company. It had 
two sugar mills, a glass factory, a farm implements factory, a hat manufacturer and a 
coconut oil plant under its wing. (Anon., 1985a: 77-8). In addition, in 1942, the 
Ministry of Industry was upgraded to a full ministry, (Bank of Thailand, 1961: 397- 
403) and for the t'wst time since the presentation of Pridi's ill-fated plan, the then 
Department of Industry produced aplan for industrial development in November 1 94 1. 
However, its implementation was forestalled by the outbreak of the Pacific War 
(Anon., 1985a: 77; Great Britain, 1939). 

These moves were not an attempt by the state to establish a robust state sector in 
competition with the private sector. Rather, it was an attempt to provide for economic 
development and a measure of industrial self-sufficiency at a time when there was little 
investible capital available within the country, s and when foreign capital was not 
forthcoming and, indeed, was not being actively sought. An excellent example of how 
the state was prepared to aid domestic private investors, Thai and Chinese, can be seen 
in the case of the Siam Paper Company. 

Siam Paper was registered in 1932, with a capital of one million bahL The 
promoters of the Company included Teck Komes, Vorakich Banharn, Dongdi Isarakul, 
C. Kim I-Iah, Kim Seng Kim Suvarna, Phra Bibidh Basdukarn and Thien Sieng 
Karn'asuta (BTWM, 21 November 1932). By 1935 the Company had imported German 
machinery valued at 1.5 million babt, considerably more than its registered capital, and 
its bankers would not advance beyond what was in the company' s accounts. Nor would 
the Government guarantee any advances, but it was willing to takeover the company 
until the production stage was reached, when it would be refloated, with the original 
shareholders having preference in the allotment of shares. Production was expected to 
begin in 1937 (Great Britain, 1935: 40). A number of military men and politicians were 
appointed as advisers, and the Government attempted to entice others to put up some 
of the capital. Amongst the new shareholders were the Government (7,382 shares), and 
the royal family and Privy Purse (600 shares). In all there were 662 shareholders, 401 
holding just one share each and 92 with just two shares each (BTWM, 12 October 1934). 
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Private businesses also expanded in the industrial sector in the post 1932 period. 
Cigarette manufacturing expanded, especially after duties were increased in 1932 
(BTWM, 1 August 1932). The Lamsam family and a group of Tbais took over the 
Burapha cigarette factory, and registered it with a capital of 400,000 baht (BTWM, 3 
October 1932). To meet domestic competition, the British-American Tobacco Co. 
established a plant to produce cigarettes for the local market (BTWM, 2 January 1933). 
Locally manufactured Virginia-type cigarettes provided tough competition for the 
imported varieties, due mainly to increased import duties, and local manufacturing 
capacity, including European finns, expanded to 120 million cigarettes a month 
(Bailey, 1937: 13). 

Matches continued to he a lucrative product and sold well throughout the country 
and in the Shan states, prompting a number of new ventures and the development of 
a thriving cottage industry in the early thirties (Bailey and Bird, 1933: 32; BTWM, 6 
February 1933; 16 August 1933). However, the industrydepended very much on state 
tariff policies, and its fortunes fluctuated with the rise and fall of tariffs. For example, 
the Min Sae Co. closed temporarily anumber of times for this reason (BTWM, 23 March 
1933; 15 May 1933; 31 July 1933; 4 September 1933). 

Other developments included the production of mosquito coils, shoes, sacks, rope, 
glass, dry cell batteries, rubber products, toys, neon lighting, and weaving machinery 
(BTWM, 5 September 1932; BTWM, 10 October 1932; 30January 1933; Bailey, 1937: 
18, 26). In addition, Phraya Bhirombakdi, having installed his 400,000 baht brewing 
plant, began production in 1934 (BTWM, 7 November 1932; 7 July 1934). Local beer 
production was seen as a serious threat to the future of European imports, which were 
predicted to almost cease as local beer established itself on the market (Bailey and 
Whittington, 1935: 18, 28). 

While data on industrial development is not copious for the pre-World War II 
period, a survey conducted by the Ministry of Commerce in late 1939 indicated con- 
siderable industrial capacity in the Bangkok-Thonburi area (see Table 1). While most 
of these plants were very small, there can be no doubt that industrial production was 
emerging as an important area of investment for domestic capitalists. Certainly, an 
industrial base was being established and consolidated, and production expanding. 
Domestic capital had become quite vigorous under the combined impact of state 
investment and the conlraction of imperialist investment during the Depression 
(Chatthip, 1979: 12-13). 

c. The Nature of Early Industrialisation 

What is indicaled, all too briefly, in this study is not a rampant capitalist revolution, 
cutting through the forces and relations of production of a pre-industrialised society, 
creating an industrialised Thailand. The process is far more incremental in nature. But 
nor are we faced with a picture of a stagnant, dependent, comprador-based society 
which "developed" only under the impact of external forces. The process of industrial 
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Table 1. Industrial enterprises in Bangkek-Thonburi, 1939 

Enterprise Number 

Tanneries 32 

Power Rice and Timber Mills 27 

Textile Factories 26 

Food Canning and Bottling 21 

Machinery Shops 20 

Ice Factories 12 

Coconut Oil Plants 5 

Match Factories 4 

Toothpaste and Toothbrush Factories 4 

Soap Factories 3 

Cigarette and Tobacco Factories 2 

Brewery 1 

Glazing Works 1 

Paper Mill 1 

Cement Plant 1 

Metal Shops 285 

Sonree: Anon. (1985a: 77). 

development outlined above was an essentially continuous process, albeit made up of 
a series of virtually singular attempts to develop in various sectors. Even so, it is 
necessary to delineate two not entirely separate periods, determined not so much by 
changes in production or accumulation patterns, but by the impact of the role of the 
state--the period of the absolute monarchy, up to June 1932, and the constitutional 
regime after 1932. In broad terms, the pre- 1932 period was one where the state took a 
largely laissez-faire position towards business and industrial development, whereas 
the succeeding regimes were far more involved in economic policy making and 
production. 

Prior to 1932 the division between state and society was, at the level of the ruling 
sakdina class, indistinct. While there were moves made to separate some state revenues 
from individual wealth (especially the monarch's), under the sakdina system, such a 
separation was formal rather than real. For example, while King Vajiravudh made the 
Privy Purse Department subject to taxation, he tended to treat state revenues as his own 
(Vella, 1978: 60). When he died, the Government had to cover a number of his personal 
debts as if they were a state responsibility. Treasury reserves were depleted and 
Vajiravudh's estate faced claims of 3.65 million baht. In addition, 4.6 million was owed 
to the Treasury for advances made to the deceased king. The state (not the new 
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monarch) assumed the debt, initially allocating three million baht in the 1926/7 budget 
to cover the ~ebt (BT, 5 April 1926; 28 July 1926). ~ 

In business, investments by the monarchy and Privy Purse were substantial, 
involving almost all big enterprises developed until 1932. The Privy Purse, fox ex- 
ample, acted as an investment broker for many royals, and monarchs had been keen to 
promote business (e.g. BT, 26 November 1925). But, their involvement complicated 
modem business organisation and development, especially in a situation where 
political power resided with an absolute regime. There are many examples of this, 
some, like the near collapse of the Siam Commercial Bank in 1913, being well known. 
At the level of the firm, there was also confusion, as indicated by the case of the Siam 
Coal Company, which was fifty percent controlled by the Privy Purse and Government. 
The Company was failing and a major restructuring was proposed, which the Privy 
Purse opposed. In desperation, the European manager of the Company (and a major 
shareholder) asserted that "it would seem that we are not a free Company but a 
Government Company." The Privy Purse representative, in denying this, argued that 
he had trust in the Government, implying that it had the ability to make the right 
decisions (BT, 7 June 1926). Obviously the distinctions between the private and public 
were blurred, and the monarchy and Government usually held sway in such disputes, 
for they had the position of both powerful investor and monopolist in the political 
structure. 

After 1932 this position changed markedly. The state, now more readily identi- 
l-table, embarked on a serious, if unplanned, policy of state-led industrial development. 
Certainly, state investment in business was far more visible than it had been previously, 
and concentrated in productive areas such as sugar refineries, and textiles. In part, the 
state was able to embark on its nationalist development policies because the influence 
of the West upon its autonomy were largely removed due to the effects of the depression 
and the run-up to war in Europe and the Pacific. Another important reason for this 
change was that the new regimes defined nation-building in terms of self-sufficiency, 
industrialisation and economic progress, whereas the previous regime was more 
interested in securing a nation-state through defence and improved communications. 

1932 then marks an important event, what might be seen as the formal recognition 
of a new logic operating in Thai society. Things had been changing, but the 1932 
"revolution" (combined with the defeat of the Boworadej Rebellion in 1933) indicated 
the triumph of the new way of organising state and society, even though the actual 
organisation still had to undergo much greater change. The position of the state had 
altered markedly, and so had business and industry, and it is worthwhile reviewing the 
path of industrialisation in the period under discussion. 

Industrialisation begins when the merchant moves into productive investments, 
through the ownership of capital, in assets or by acting as an employer and producer 
(Kemp, 1983: 3). But, thepattern of this shift varies from one society to another. In the 
Thai case the shift begins in the processing of agricultural produce, in sugar and rice 
milling. Especially in rice milling, there was rapid expansion in the 1860-90 period, as 
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aristocrat-merchants and Chinese merchants built and bought mills, eventually taking 
control of the trade, eliminating the Europeans. Profits were high, while the risks were 
not, initially, great. Some of these profits were invested in other areas which met 
immediate local consumption needs, such as electricity, aerated waters and ice, while 
servicing, in areas such as machine shops and engineering works, also developed. 

From the 1890s, while milling remained important, aristocrats, merchants and 
budding capitalists began to move their money into local consumption areas and import 
replacement sectors. Important industries to develop were ice and cold storage, 
tanneries, soap, cooking oils, local foods (such as biscuits and fish sauce) and cement. 
In the 1910-32 period there was an intensification of import competing industries 
(matches, cigarettes, batteries, paper, soap products, textiles, tiles), and the nascent 
promotion of the export of manufactures, with cement being the most successful, while 
canned fruit coUapsed. Itwas also in this period that industrial decentralisation began, 
with electricity generation, ice factories, timber mills, rice mills and cottage industries 
developing in the provinces. 

After 1932 this pattern continues with, for example, the establishment of in- 
dustries producing beer, neon lights and rubber products. But, from 1934 this changes, 
with the Government becoming more involved in industry, in a variety of sectors 
including, sugar milling, paper, textiles, and pharmaceuticals. While there appears to 
be little pattern to these state investments, all were import competing. More important, 
though, was the state's determination to support industrial projects even when private 
capital, local and foreign was scarce. This is not to imply that state investment swamped 
the private sector, for as was indicated in Table 1, there were many private industrial 
train s operating. 

The role of foreign capital is, of course, important in this context. Writers in- 
fluenced by dependency theory have made much of the impact of foreign capital in the 
creation of a dependent Thai capitalism. There is no doubt that foreign capital has been 
of crucial importance in the expansion of commerce and industry, but these writers 
seldom attempt to assess the scale of foreign investment. 

There are very few figures available on foreign investment prior to the late 1940s, 
apart from a few scattered estimates--for instance, Australian investment in tin mining 
was estimated at about two million pounds in 1927 (BT, 24 October 1927); in 1932 total 
British investment, including loans, was estimated at 20 million pounds (BTWM, 1 
August 1932); shortly after, however, the British financial magazine, The Statist (15 
April 1933), claimed that no accurate assessment was possible as most British capital 
was in trade and banking, and was therefore "fluctuating capital," although loans were 
reported to total 5.15 million pounds. None of this seems substantial. Callis (1942: 70), 
who presents "a rough estimate," confirms this (see Table 2). 7 

It would seem that even though foreign investment was small, while rentier 
investments (and especially loans) were declining, more direct investment was taking 
place. Even so, the figure for 1938 is at least matched by that for "the Chinese," whom 
Callis (1942: 69) regarded as "foreign," but excluded from his table. Here, the 
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Table 2. Foreign Investment in Thailand, 1914-38 

in millions of US dollars (a) 

Rentier (b) Entrepreneur (c) Total 

1914 40 25 65 

1930 57 75 132 

1938 34 90 124 

Notes: 

(a) One baht = 45 US cents. 

Co) Defined as potafolio investments. 

(c) Defined as direct investment, but including family, 
incorporated and unincorporated enterprises. 

Source: Callis (1942: 70). 

definition of what can be regarded as "foreign" investment must be questioned. While 
at this time there was considerable concern over the remittance of capital by Chinese 
to their homeland, most contemporary estimates were inflated. Reasonably reliable 
estimates suggest that less than an average of 20 million baht a year was being remitted 
in the 1927/8-1937/8 period (Skinner, 1957: 225-226; W. Doll's estimates in Great 
Britain, 1938b). Certainly, the bulk of the great wealth generated by the Chinese 
community was remaining in Thailand and being invested and reinvested. Even in the 
case of Western investment, the simple label "foreign" can mask essentially domestic 
enterprise. For example, many of the early investments by Westerners such as 
tramways, engineering works, hotels and some manufacturing, represented invest- 
ments by Westerners who had essentially made Thailand their base, and were 
maintaining their processof accumulation within Thailand. Their"foreign-ness" must 
be questioned, for what is important for an adequate analysis is not so much the 
nationality of capitalists, but the location of the process of accumulation. 

Other writers have emphasised the dominance of foreigners in trade. After 1855 
foreign, mainly Western, shipping dominated tables of tonnages in and out of the port 
of Bangkok. However, these figures can be misleading, foras Skinner (1957: 102-103) 
notes, over 60 percent of Bangkok's trade in the 1890s, while shipped in Western 
vessels, was for Chinese accounts. In addition, foreign firms were almost entirely 
excluded from any significant role in retailing and internal trade. Skinner (1957: 109) 
correctly concludes that "...in general Chinese entrepreneurs outdid Westerners..." in 
exploiting the opportunities which came from greatly expanded trade. 

This is not to deny that there was an anti-Chinese, "nationalist" element who 
portrayed the Chinese as "foreign." Even so, it is important to recognise that in the 
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1850-1942 period Chinese investment was, by and large, welcomed. Until the reign of 
Vajiravudh (1910-1925) there seems to be no argument with this, and it is Vajiravudh 
who is identified with the rise of nationalism and anti-Sinicism (for example, Skinner, 
1957: 155; Vella, 1978). However, if Vajiravudh's writings are carefully examined, it 
becomes clear that his "anti-Sinicism" is an attack on lower class Chinese, and not the 
Chinese he and others of his class considered to be civilised and gentlemanly 
(Vajiravudh, 1985). 

Thai anti-Sinicism, as Skinner (1957: 159-162) notes, in a point which has not 
been taken up since, derives from Western writings and attitudes, and especially from 
influential Westerners in Thailand. s In their anti-Chinese attitudes Westerners, espe- 
cially officials and business people, were bound by their views of a"race" they saw as 
rebellious and anti-Western in China. Their experience with Chinese labour was of 
strikes and boycotts, and of trade and business competition with Chinese merchants. 
Thai rulers reflected these attitudes, and Vajiravudh attempted to demonstrate, to 
Westerners, that the Thai were not Orientals of the rough, rebellious Chinese coolie 
mould, but civilised, rather like Westerners (Vajiravudh, 1985). This was congruent 
with the sakd/na ruling class's view that the rich were worthy of respect and deserving 
of wealth and position, whereas the poor were relatively useless in civilised society 
other than as suppliers of labour (Thammasakmontri, 1984: 86-89). 

After 1932, while the rhetoric of anti-Sinicism re-emerged, it was again largely 
defined in class and political rather than ethnic terms. In this period, the target was again 
small Chinese business people and workers. While these people were the victims of 
discrimination in state policy, big Chinese capitalists and state officials expanded their 
co-operation. Even though there were attempts to break the Chinese grip on certain 
industries, such as rice, the motivation was more due to political considerations (for 
example, the need to avoid Chinese boycotts of Japanese goods) than ethnic factors. 
This is confirmed by the fact that many business enterprises, managed or owned by 
ethnic Chinese, were promoted by the state at the time that Chinese activity in the rice 
trade was being circumscribed (Sungsidh, 1980). 

Labour 

This raises the question of labour, Jr is not appropriate to provide a description of 
capitalist development without broaching the role of wage-labour, identified by both 
the state and capitalists as their opposition. 9 Like capital, the working class was not a 
large class, with the majority of the people remaining in agricultural activities. 
Nevertheless, the historical role of labour has been significant, and more so than the 
available analyses suggest (Mabry, 1979). 1° Dependency and semi-Marxist theorists 
have been remarkably chary in their discussions of labour, perhaps because, like 
capitalists, they see them as "foreign": 

...Thai capitalism w a s  very weak owing to both bourgeoisie mad the proletariat ...were oversca[sl 
Chinese. This labour force was bound to their own ecentry more than Thailand ...[and] regularly sent 
their savings back to...China. They were not antagonistic to the Sakdina system...[andl considered 
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themselves as aliens.... They fled from troubles in China to seek tranquility in Thailand. (Sungsidh, 
1980: 75-76) 

This says more about the nature of modern, radical, Thai nationalism and its intellectual 
heritage in Vajimvudh's writings than it does of labour in the pre-1942 period, n 

While labour had been freed from sakdina bondage, the expanding demand for 
labour could not be met, and from 1882 to 1931 there was a net addition of some 
951,000 Chinese labourers to the workforce (Skinner, 1954: 38, 215). (~hines¢ 
labourers dominated the class of wage-labour well into the twentieth century, being 
employed in a wide range of areas, from mining and plantations to manufacturing 
(Skinner, 1954: 136-149). 

Work was often difficult, especially in the southern mines and on railway con- 
struction projects, where disease and poor conditions decimated the labour forces 
(Skinner, 1954: 137-139; Tandrup, 1980: 119; Holm, 1977: 64, 92-93). Such con- 
ditions served to forge a degree of worker solidarity, with strikes and rebellions be- 
coming more prevalent, especially in the 1880s and 1890s, both in Bangkok and the 
provinces (Tandrup, 1980:119; BTWM, 21 March 1932; 25 September 1933). By the 
1920s labour militancy had emerged as a serious political issue, especially as the 
contradictions of the absolute monarchy's political and economic systems were 
attacked and communist propaganda began to appear. In 1927 the monarchy was 
forced to promulgate amendments to the criminal code which outlawed most forms of 
labour activity (Sethian, 1934: 143-147). 

After the change of regime in 1932 there was an outpouring of grievances from 
labour, having been repressed in the last years of the absolute monarchy. Labourers and 
the unemployed, both Thai and Chinese, were continually petitioning the Government 
over jobs and conditions, and there were strikes and agitation by tramway workers, 
railway workers, rickshaw pullers, taxi drivers, and women textile workers, amongst 
others (BTWM, July-December 1932). In addition, Thailand's first legal trade union 
was established before the end of 1932 (BTWM, 31 October 1932). The workers did not 
limit themselves to industrial matters, and were active in opposing Phraya Mano- 
pakorn's coup against the National Assembly, against the reactionary Boworadej 
Rebellion in 1933, and in supporting the Pridi faction of the People's Party (BTWM, 
June-Dex~ember 1933). While the state was able to pacify labour through its efforts to 
create industrial work, nationalist ideology, repression, and the threat of war, labour did 
continue to be mildly active, politically and industrially, until the outbreak of World 
War II. 

Conclusion 

The core of this paper has been to indicate that the dependency and semi-Marxist 
perspectives on the early stages of capitalist development in Thailand have, while 
presenting an essentially accurate model of the nature of the class coalition which 
generated capitalism, have concentrated on trade, being neglectful of industrialisation 
and domestic class relations. 
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The picture which merges for the pre-1932 period is of an essentially two class 
society: 

I ! 
C H I N  I I 

( "gent lemen"  Chinese)  i ! 
I I 

! I 
i I 

C H E K  ! I 
(" rough"  Chinese)  i ! 

i I 

S A K D I N A  
(Aristocrats and royals)  

P H R A I  
("free"  commoner s )  

Note: The horizontal line was more rigid than the vertical. 

This developed into a more complex structure, especially after 1932, when the sakd- 
ina class lost formal state power. While royals and aristocrats maintained their wealth 
for a time, particularly through their investments in land, it was high-level bureaucrats 
(mainly Thai) and big business people (mainly Chinese) who became the most 
powerful groups, ruling over a developing "middle class," made up of state employees 
and small entrepreneurs. The underclass was made up of the peasantry, artisans, skilled 
and unskilled labourers (see Skinner, 1958: 18-19). 

In this paper, the emphasis has been on internal classes and industrialisation, 
indicating that the process of capitalist development has been more complex than past 
approaches have indicated. This emphasis on internal factors indicates that the 
dichotomy between "internal" and "external" is false, and that both sets of factors need 
to be considered. However, far more research needs to be completed before this point 
can be fully confirmed. And, in contradistinction with recent "post-structuralist" 
ruminations (Reynolds, 1986), this historical research is valuable and can be com- 
pleted. There is much material available and, as yet, it remains largely untouched. In 
addition, there needs to be more attention given to developing greater theoretical and 
methodological sophistication in this work. 

Notes  

1. This is a revised version of a paper presented at the Conference on "Industrializing Elites"in Southeast 
Asia at Sukhothai, Thailand, 8-12 December 1986. In condm~n 8 the research ineoq3orated in this 
paper, generous support was provided by the Department of Political and Social Change, The 
Australian National University. Andrew Brown, Scot Banne, and Suchal Treerat provided many 
valuable comments on an earlier draft. The responsibility for the paper remains mine. 

2. The data upon which this analysis is based is not comprehensive.It is the result of a shortperiod of 
archival research focussing on newspapers and consular reports. There remains a wealth of material 
in the "[~al National Archives and National Library, virtually untouched. One recent publication, 
which came to hand as this paper went to press, which does use some of this material is Plaiyoo (1987). 

3. Though later acquitted, Hoon Kim Huat was a defendant in the trial over the failure of the Chino-Siam 
Bank in 1913, in which large amounts of money disappeared (BTWM, 14 October 1918) and which 
caused resentment over royal favours (see Chatthip, Suthy and Montri, 1978, pp. 125-138). 



/ndushy Prior to Industtialisation: Dmiland 400 

4. See the discussion below and Brown (1987). 
5. Thompson (1938: 293-294) notes that in 1936-37 only 2,731 people declared m inonm¢ which was 

subject to persomd taxation, and that the collection of income tax yielded just 1.4 nfillion hahL 
6. The total debt was equivaient to 26 percent of all direct tax coilzcted in 1927 0ngram, 1971: 185). 
7. FOr comparison, the estimates provided by C.allis may be compsr~Ld~_ tothme for other Arian cemmias 

in the pre-War period. For Burma the figure was $250 milliea; the p h i l ' m ~ ,  $376 million; Taiwan, 
$693 million; and British Malaya, $454 million (BCAFR, 1971: 8). 

8. The Thai ruling class was also concemed about rising ~ a n  md ~ y  republicaniam in 
China. They felt that this could overtake the "iguoram dream" of ~ in Thailand, and cause 
political problems, end in the general strike of 1910 saw evidcm:e of this, and a number of measures 
including the Thai Nationality Act (1913) were taken in m~onse. 

9. This point can be documented as, for example, in the 1922-23 tramway workers' strike, where the state 
came out strongly in favour of the employer, arguing that the striking workers represented a danger 
to the state end rulers (see, for example, the statement in the govenunent newspaper, Phimthai, 16 
January 1923). For a more complete discussion see Brown (1987). 

10. For recent exceptions see Brown (1987) and Sungsidh (1986). 
11. Note, however, that Stmgsidh (1986)has moved towards an tmd~rstanding of labour in this important 

period. 
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