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Thousands of villagers turned up at
Government House on November 9
last year to witness the transfer of
farmers' debts, owed to various
financial institutions, to the Farmers
Rehabilitation and Development
Fund. PM Thaksin Shinawatra
oversaw the signing ceremony. —
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BOOK REVIEW

Intoxicated with Thaksin 

Fascinating and detailed account of new patterns of wealth 
and power that amount to a 'Thaksinisation' of the Kingdom's
political and economic order 

Kevin Hewison

Thaksin Shinawatra has proven an electorally attractive 
leader. In the beginning, Thai Rak Thai Party policies 
trumpeted the cause of the poor. "Populist" said their 
opponents, as if "populism" was a term of abuse. Thaksin 
and TRT delivered on their promises, with the poor 
benefiting from new social policies. Poverty and 
unemployment were reduced, supported by an economy 
that experienced good growth rates.

Of course, the poor haven't benefited as much as the rich.
Thaksin and TRT developed their social policies as part of 
a package that was meant to save domestic business 
from the ravages of the neo-liberal economic-reform 
agendas pushed by the IMF and by Chuan Leekpai's 
government following the 1997 economic crisis.

Thaksin has also proven a most intriguing political leader.
A bookshelf of volumes has been produced, some lauding 
him and others highly critical. This past April, the 9th International 
Conference on Thai Studies, held in the US, seemed transformed into the 
1st International Conference on Thaksin Studies, as Thai and foreign 
academics scrutinised the TRT's first term in office. Thaksin supporters 
would have been unhappy with the generally negative tone of the 
assessments.

Among the speakers were two pairs of distinguished scholars who have
produced excellent book-length assessments of Thaksin. Pasuk 
Phongpaichit and Chris Baker's study has already been reviewed by the 
Post and their work has been joined by The Thaksinization of Thailand from 
political analysts Duncan McCargo and Ukrist Pathmanand.

While very few other Thai leaders have had even one halfway-good,
English-language book written about them, Prime Minister Thaksin can 
already claim two serious studies.

The interest in Thaksin and his 
government is due to controversy, 
novelty and innovation. Thaksin has 
certainly been controversial in areas 
such as the war on drugs, ill-conceived 
policies in the South, and allegations of 
conflict of interest and corruption. At the 
same time, TRT's landslide election 
victories were based on policies that 
were, in the Thai context, highly original 
and novel in implementation.

Another element of the intrigue is
Thaksin himself. His wealth, modernity, 
"populism" and political sternness both 
attract and repel.
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APICHIT JINAKUL At the same time, there is a lingering
suspicion that Thaksin is not a "real" 

politician but rather some kind of political pastiche. This has encouraged 
commentators to liken him to other political leaders. 

Early on, Thaksin and Italy's Silvio Berlusconi were seen as a pair, both
plutocrats. Closer to home, Thaksin himself spoke admiringly of the 
one-party dominance of Lee Kuan Yew and Mahathir Mohamad, and 
parallels were drawn. More recent comparisons have been with some of 
Latin America's new populists who espouse the cause of the poor while 
implementing neo-liberal economic policies.

While McCargo and Ukrist mention some of these comparisons, and add
others, such as former Thai military leaders and prime ministers Plaek 
Phibulsongkhram and Sarit Thanarat, they conclude that such comparisons 
don't really tell us a lot about Thaksin or TRT. Instead, McCargo and Ukrist 
try to understand what is new about Thaksin and his party. The result is a 
fascinating and detailed account of new patterns of wealth and power that 
amount to a "Thaksinisation" of Thailand's political and economic order.

The authors' research results in intricate mappings of the networks
involved. So detailed are the accounts of Thaksin's links with the military 
and police that most readers will recognise few of the names. However, 
such fine detail is necessary for demonstrating the ways in which TRT and 
Thaksin have taken control of so much of Thailand's political and economic 
agenda.

The book is a fascinating account of Thaksin's personal business
development, the creation of TRT, Thaksin's relationship with the military, 
his political rhetoric and of the political-economy networks he has crafted.

The authors are not Thaksin fans. They write that he is an "opportunistic
politician, for whom ideas are simply [the] means to an end. He is not 
animated by the pursuit of ideas, but by the pursuit of wealth and power. 
Thaksin's greatest achievement is the creation of a formidable political and 
economic power network."

For me, one of the most interesting aspects of the book is the link drawn to
the ill-fated Chatichai Choonhavan administration (1988-91). McCargo and 
Ukrist observe that some of Chatichai's advisers are now Thaksin's most 
senior and brightest counsellors. These advisers believe that Chatichai's 
major failing was that he could not establish control over the military and 
the highest echelons of the bureaucracy. These advisers were not going to 
make the same mistake again, and former policeman Thaksin, with his 
excellent links to the armed forces, was uniquely placed to organise 
control.

Thaksin has moved trusted friends and allies into leadership positions,
expelled those who failed to do his bidding, and rewarded those who came 
on-side with renewed power and prestige. McCargo and Ukrist point out 
that there are problems with this strategy. Politicising the military is a 
potentially dangerous tactic, but they say that Thaksin has, so far, been 
remarkably astute in establishing his command over large parts of the civil 
and military bureaucracy.

McCargo and Ukrist also give appropriate attention to the development of
TRT. They examine the trusted advisers who have guided policy and 
image-making for Thaksin and the party.

The authors argue that this group has been responsible for the creation of
a party that has, until recently, been able to avoid the destructive 
factionalism that has undone other parties. TRT still has its factions, and 
they can be fractious, but the advisers have sought to professionalise 
decision-making in ways that empower the party leadership.

The authors don't give much credence to Thaksin's ideas or to party
policies.
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The latter are characterised as cynical attempts to secure power. I think
there is more substance to TRT policies than McCargo and Ukrist are 
prepared to admit.

While they acknowledge that TRT is a new kind of political party for
Thailand, they fail to recognise that TRT's policies were a significant 
element of the party's construction and provide it with its electoral appeal. 
Cynical, perhaps, but not much different from political parties elsewhere 
that wish to occupy the government seats in parliament.

The work was divided between the co-authors, and there are some points
of overlap and differences of emphasis, suggesting that the book deserved 
one more edit before going to press. Even so, the final product is a 
coherent discussion of Thaksin's creation of a new political and economic 
power network.

Less clearly developed is any discussion of the entrenched interests that
Thaksin is displacing. While McCargo and Ukrist identify political and 
economic interests centred on former PM Prem Tinsulanonda, this is not 
elaborated in any detail. They suggest that the economic crisis and new 
constitutional arrangements have allowed Thaksin to challenge Prem's 
network of the military, senior bureaucrats and some business interests 
which have had palace and Democrat Party support. In fact, this was the 
alliance that Chatichai couldn't overcome. TRT and Thaksin seem to be 
having greater success, but the struggle is not over.

The book has some problems. That the introduction perpetuates ideas
about ethnic divisions between Thais in the bureaucracy and military and 
Sino-Thais in business is disappointing. I also felt that the seminal period of 
the economic crisis was given insufficient attention, but these are minor 
points, especially when one considers the wealth of original information and 
analysis this book provides.

Kevin Hewison is director of the Carolina Asia Center, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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