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BOOK REVIEW: A confederacy of zombies 

Understanding Thailand's business culture of favouritism and privilege 
 
KEVIN HEWISON 

Watching the outcome of the 2007 elections brought to mind the plot of the classic 

zombie movie Night of the Living Dead, which tells of the dead returning from the grave 

to feed on the flesh of the living.  

Prior to the September 2006 coup, the liberal-monarchist 

1997 Constitution and the capitalist-dominated Thaksin 

Shinawatra government seemed to have ushered in a new 

period in Thai politics. There were big changes in the 

economy and bureaucracy. Importantly, for the first time, the 

votes of the majority seemed to matter as the Thai Rak Thai 

Party developed and implemented policies that courted the 

masses.  

But over the last 15 months the country's political rules have 

been made far more conservative. The machinations that 

have followed the near-majority achieved by the People's 

Power party, demonstrate a ghoulish return from the political 

grave of certain old men. Now in their seventies and eighties, 

these men of the past have been given a new lease of 

political life.  

The rhetoric of the past - about national unity, order, selfless 

service to the nation and loyalty to the crown - is also 

enjoying a new lease of life. Archaic legislation like the 

internal security act has been engraved on the statute book.  

What makes this spectacle of the living dead striding the political stage even more 

depressing is that a similar message emerges from this new book.  

The editors, Chulalongkorn University economist Pasuk Phongpaichit and independent 

writer and analyst Chris Baker, are responsible for some of the best books available on 

Thailand. Their contributions on history, politics and economics are amongst the best 

known, most widely cited and most influential. Thai Capital After the 1997 Crisis is 

essential - if somewhat depressing - reading.  

The collection brings together 16 authors in 12 chapters that assess the impact of the 

economic crisis on Thailand's business class. Each of the studies is based on substantial 

research, and in some cases represents the first academic study published on their chosen 

topic.  
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For example, Porphant Ouyyanont's study of the Crown Property Bureau is the first 

attempt to accurately assess the royal family's institutional wealth. Likewise, Nualnoi 

Treerat's account of the rise of Charoen Sirivadhanabhakdi to become one of Thailand's 

wealthiest businessmen is a remarkable story about a publicity-shy tycoon. Veerayooth 

Kanboochat's account of the rapid expansion of hypermarkets is another important story 

told for the first time.  

Other chapters that shed much needed light on neglected topics include a study of 

Rayong's political and economic powers by Chaiyon Praditsil and Olarn Thinbangthieo, 

Chiang Mai's political economy by Viengrat Nethipo, and the still limited spread of Thai 

multinationals by Pavida Pananond. Rounding out the collection are chapters by Sakkarin 

Niyomsilpa on the automotive sector; Ukrist Pathmanand and Chris Baker on the mobile 

phone sector, which is really a story of Thaksin Shinawatra; Natenapha Wailerdsak's 

assessment of the impact of the crisis on Thai-owned companies; and a theoretical piece 

by Thanee Chaiwat and Pasuk Phongpaichit on rent-seeking and politics.  

The economic boom of roughly 1986 to 1996 had expanded and diversified the business 

class in Thailand. The Sino-Thai families that controlled the bank-centred conglomerates 

that had dominated business since World War Two seemed to be waning in influence. 

The stock market and financial liberalisation offered new opportunities to fund 

businesses free of old-style personal relationship banking. The exuberance of the boom 

seemed to create opportunities for a new generation of business people, many of them 

sporting MBAs from the best business schools in the US and Europe.  

When the crisis struck, outsiders such as consultants to the IMF and World Bank saw an 

opportunity for "creative destruction", getting rid of flawed, influence-based, family-

dominated capitalism, leaving modern firms stronger and, finally, dominant.  

There was some of this. For example, much of the auto industry was essentially sold off 

to foreign investors during the crisis, and this led to the rapid expansion of exports. 

Likewise, the rapidly-developing hypermarket sector in retailing was also offloaded to 

foreign investors who, taking advantage of a devalued baht and reduced property prices, 

expanded exponentially.  

But when it comes to the sectors where domestic business remained, this collection 

shows that the big winners in the recovery were those who best managed political 

relationships. Liquor and telecommunications are two examples that show how cash flow 

and political and bureaucratic connections were absolutely critical to business success.  

If managing these relationships was too complicated, then taking over the government - a 

la Thaksin - certainly worked. In fact, liquor and telecoms are examples of the effective 

use of state power to maintain and even increase monopoly positions and profits. These 

two sectors spawned the richest business families in post-crisis Thailand.  



Most disturbing is the description of the linking of political and economic powers. In 

provincial areas, the use of murder for political and economic ends continues to be a "last 

option".  

Where "primitive accumulation" remains a significant element of business - fishing, 

provincial land development and construction, agro-industry, resorts and so on - access to 

political power provides the insurance cover that permits this use of deadly force.  

Where business has moved beyond this violent stage of accumulation, the principal 

business model remains relationship-based. Thailand's capitalism remains mired in 

opaque exchanges, privileged political access and predatory business practices. Political 

influence and economic power simply cannot be separated.  

The economic crisis certainly resulted in a re-ordering of Thai capitalists. However, the 

evidence of this collection is that the market zealots' hope that the crisis would mean an 

end to influence-based, family-dominated business has not been realised. Rather, the 

business people who have flourished since the crisis appear to remain embedded in these 

kinds of relationships.  

Remarkably, these relationship-based business actors have been given a new lease of life 

in post-coup political arrangements that encourage weak coalition government. These 

kinds of governments not only surrender considerable power to the bureaucracy and 

military, but encourage particularistic policy-making, influence, favouritism in 

government business, horse-trading and pork-barreling.  

For anyone who has watched recent Thai political events with the same skin-crawling, 

horror-struck fascination as that evoked by a zombie film, this book is essential reading.  

The collusion of business and politics is the source of the transfusions that allow the 

living dead to continue to haunt Thailand's political and economic landscapes.  

Kevin Hewison is affiliated with the Carolina Asia Centre, The University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill.  

 


