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Liberal corporatism

Middle-class revolt

In May 1992, Bangkok witnessed its worst political violence since October 1976.
Censorship was imposed and before most Thais had even seen the evidence of this
most recent example of military brutality in Thailand, the rest of the world was told
that this was a middle-class revolt. The implication of the reporting was that the
political chickens were coming home to roost. Very rapid economic development
was seen to have given rise to an expanding and increasingly wealthy urban middle
class who, apparently quite suddenly, decided they wanted a political voice. The
military's attempt to maintain its control of the political agenda was perceived as an
attempt to prevent this quest for greater representation.

Recent academic publications have tended to confirm the increasing political
influence of extra-bureaucratic forces. For example, Anek has argued that the
bureaucratic polity—a term used by Riggs to refer to a political system dominated
by the bureaucracy—is dead, being replaced by what he calls 'liberal corporatism'.
Even those who rejected the theoretical utility of the bureaucratic polity model
agreed that economic power was conferring considerable political power upon
emerging social forces epitomized by capitalists and the middle class.1

Thus the image of the demonstrators in Bangkok was of middle-class protesters,
with the Volvo or Benz parked nearby and mobile telephone in hand, challenging
armed troops. Most remarkable in its evident confirmation of the middle-class
nature of the Bangkok uprising was the speech by a Palang Dharma member of
parliament for Bangkok, Chaiwat Sinsuwong. Chaiwat described a Thammasat
University survey of the demonstrators which purported to show that two-thirds
had academic degrees and that 86 per cent had incomes in excess of 5000 baht per
month.2

However, as it became obvious that the military had not been totally defeated,
reports emerged to indicate the significant role played by a whole range of social
groups, including labour. Nevertheless it remains true that, in Bangkok and other
urban centres, people who may be identified as middle class are emerging to
influence both economic and political activity.

This article will examine this trend through a discussion of three related issues:
first, it will discuss the debate concerning perceptions of Thailand's impending
promotion to the ranks of the newly industrializing countries (NICs); second, it will
outline the recent expansion of the middle class; and third, it will discuss some data
concerning the economic position of this class.

Measuring a NIC

On becoming a NIC

Roughly coinciding with the period of Chatichai Choonhavan's elected govern-
ment, from 1988 to its overthrow by the conservative military coup of February
1991, a curious debate consumed Thailand. The burning issue was the meaning of
the country's apparently imminent NIC-dom. Some of the questions raised were:
What did it mean to be a NIC? Would Thailand measure up? What were the
remaining obstacles to NIC-dom? Were Thais adequately prepared to be the good
citizens, workers, agriculturalists, and managers of a NIC? It should not be
imagined that this was a discussion limited to the elite, for so pervasive was the
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perception of rapid change that even villagers entered the debate on NIC-dom, and
the word 'NIC soon became a part of the Thai lexicon.

Economists devoted considerable energy to debating what a NIC report card
could look like, and agreed that it might include the following characteristics: the
industrial sector should account for greater than 50 per cent of economic growth;
annual per capita income should exceed US$1,800 (45,400 baht in 1988) or some
similar figure; and more than half of exports should be from the industrial sector. It
was clear, then, that NIC-dom required rapid industrialization and sustained and
high economic growth. If the data in Table 1 are considered, there can be little doubt
that Thailand is joining South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Malaysia in the club
ofNICs.

Table 1 Economic Indicators

GDP in billions baht
Sectoral shares (%)

Agriculture
Industry [b]
(Manufacturing
Trade & Services

GDP at 1972 prices (in
billions baht)

Growth rates (%)
Overall
Agriculture
Industry
Manufacturing
Trade & Services

1986

1,095

16.3
42.2
23.6
41.5

413

4.9
0.3
7.7

10.8
4.6

1987

1,253

16.4
42.1
23.9
41.5

453

9.5
-0.2
11.9
13.3
11.6

1988

1,507

16.6
42.9
24.8
40.5

512

13.2
10.2
16.2
16.8
11.8

1989

1,776

15.0
44.5
25.5
40.5

574

12.0
6.6

15.5
14.9
10.9

1990[a]

2,051

12.4
45.9
26.1)
41.7

632

10.0
-1.8
14.8
13.7
9.8

NOTES:
[a] 1990 figures are revised estimates.
[b] Industry comprises value-added in mining, water and gas, manufacturing,
construction, and electricity.
Source: Board of Investment, Key Investment Indicators of Thailand (Bangkok:
Office of the Prime Minister, 1991).

Table 1 shows that the economy became increasingly oriented to the commercial
and industrial sectors. For example, agricultural employment was projected to fall
from 55 per cent under the Fifth Plan to 33 per cent during the Sixth Plan—that is, to
1991. In addition, manufacturing exports rose from 32 per cent of total exports in
1980 to 63 per cent in 1987.3

There is no doubt that Thailand is undergoing an extensive capitalist revolution,
and it is a revolution which is irreversibly changing the face of Thai society,
seemingly at an ever accelerating rate. Table 2 indicates the increased complexity of
Thailand's capitalist society.

Table 2 The Increasing Complexity of Thai Society

Population 38 mil. (1970) 57 mil. (1991)
Labour force 27 mil. (1986) 32 mil. (1991)
Population growth rate 3.3% (1970) 1.3-1.7% (1988)
Per capita income 16,000 bht (1982) 22,500 bht (1987)
GNP per capita 20,377 bht (1986) 36,032 bht (1990)
Reg'd motor vehicles 692,738 (1970) 6,138,114 (1988)
Tertiary students 55,315 (1970) 358,001 (1988)
Registered unions 200 (1978) 713 (1990)
Newspapers 22 (1968) 51 (1990)
Magazines na 380 (1990)
Radio stations 105 (1970) 381 (1990)
Television stations 5(1968) 11(1990)

Sources: Board of Investment, Key Investment Indicators of Thailand (Bangkok:
Office of the Prime Minister, 1991); Ogilvy and Mather, Pocket Guide to Media
in Thailand 1991 (Bangkok: Ogilvy and Mather, 1991); Family Health Division,
Basic Facts in Family Health in Thailand (Bangkok: Ministry of Health, 1984).
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Capital in command

Business as power

Thailand

NIC-dom: Who wins?

At the risk of uttering a tautology, it needs to be stated that capitalists are among the
significant winners—how could it be otherwise? Although they make up only a few
per cent of the population, capitalists are firmly in control of the economic base of
Thai society. There is no doubt that the Thai economy and state may be
characterized as capitalist, but the state has yet to be transformed to a thoroughly
bourgeois one, as this class has yet to fully establish its control over the state's
apparatus or its cultural and legal hegemony, as recent events have so vividly and
tragically demonstrated. Nevertheless, capitalists are now the dominant class in
contemporary Thailand. Received wisdom used to talk about pariah entrepreneurs
as a characteristic of the Thai economy. If they ever existed, they are certainly now of
the past.4

In the sphere of interest-based lobbying, business has become a significant player.
In 1987, there were more than 200 Bangkok-based trade associations and chambers
of commerce. Significant also has been the rapid expansion of provincial chambers.
In 1979, there were four of these, but by 1987 there were 72. Although the formation
of these chambers had government support, there is a stated determination to make
them independent.5

However, business is not merely an interest group. In its relations with state
officials, through its economic power, and by its formal and informal organizations,
business has become a predominant power. State officials may not like it, but they
now understand that capitalists have aggregated tremendous power for their class.
State economic policy clearly and unambiguously reflects this. At least publicly,
business has indicated that it is generally pleased with its increased economic and
political power.

Business has also tended to concentrate on the gains it can make in the transition
to NIC status, a position which has been supported by its academic handmaidens, in
the form of a number of well-known economists. Apparently keen to further
consolidate the perception of their discipline as the dismal science, and immune to
the obvious and wider context of the debate, some of these economists devoted
considerable energy to delineating the path to NIC-dom: would it be based on
manufacturing alone, or might it include services or even agriculture? For example,
Dr Snoh Unakul, the then secretary-general of the influential National Economic
and Social Development Board (NESDB), insisted that Thailand would not be a
simple NIC, and was seeking a new path, as a NAISE (newly agro-industrializing
and service economy), building on existing growth in the economy.6 While a few of
these commentators were willing to consider the economic problems of imminent
NIC-dom, very few were willing to address rapidly emerging social problems.

Who are the Losers? Problems of Rapid Industrialization

The debate on the consequences of NIC-dom was not limited, so that at least some
attention has been directed to potential and existing 'losers' in the rapid changes
taking place. Traditionalists like Prawase Wasi, Kukrit Pramoj and Sulak
Sivaraksa, have all been critical of the transformation taking place in Thai society.
They and more radical social critics have raised a whole range of concerns including
cultural disintegration; the breakdown of the family; huge drug problems; rampant
prostitution; the rapid growth in numbers of Bangkok's street urchins; the
disintegration of religious values in the face of materialism; and increased suicide
rates. All were seen as indicators of social problems associated with rapid
industrialization. As satirized by Sucha Choonlapet, Thailand becoming a NIC
appeared to mean chronic traffic congestion in Bangkok; rampant corruption as
officials attempt to enrich themselves to maintain their status in a NIC; outlaws
enjoying considerable public status because they are rich and influential; the growth
of all forms of gambling, including speculation on the stock exchange and lotteries;
an increased demand for sexual services, resulting in more than one million
prostitutes; the increased use of drugs.7

It has been suggested that while these problems certainly exist, they should not be
laid at the door of the market economy and industrialization. Indeed, in interviews
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Wealth distribution

The village as ideal

with NESDB in 1988 the argument was that such problems were not a result of
economic growth, but a consequence of poor social and political decision-making.
However, such narrow technical views do not provide insights into the problems
identified by social critics. Information on incomes provides an example of these
issues.

Per capita incomes (in current prices) increased markedly, from about 18,000
baht in 1983 to 32,000 baht in 1989, and have been growing by 14-20 per cent a year
since 1987. This figure is projected to increase to 71,000 baht by 1996.8

Unfortunately, wealth distribution has not reflected this growth. For example, the
share of total wealth controlled by the top 20 per cent of the population rose from 49
per cent in 1976 to 56 per cent in 1986, while that of the poorest 20 per cent shrunk
from 6.1 to 4.6 per cent, and this gap has almost certainly widened since 1986. In
response to this the Seventh National Plan has shifted some planning emphasis to
income distribution, but this will do little more than ameliorate the deteriorating
situation. This example may be taken further still.

The northeast of Thailand still suffers chronically low incomes. Here, villagers can
be seen exchanging pariah dogs (to be used for making meatballs and aphrodisiacs)
for plastic buckets. For most northeasterners, life, while improving, is still a struggle,
and in 1988 villagers bemoaned their lack of participation in the development of the
near-NIC. In comparison, a remarkable advertisement appeared in the Nation
newspaper on 16 November 1988:

When Noi wanted the luxury of a townhouse lift... we rose to the occasion. At first Noi
was skeptical about the existence of such a product. Until her well-informed architect
told her about.. . our new hydraulic lift from Italy.... Perfect for the lifestyle of the rich
and pampered.... And in this day and age, it's just what you need . . . technology that
cares.

This contrast is indicative of many of the changes taking place—the rich are getting
richer faster, while the poor are suffering. Perhaps the wealthy Noi noticed this
when, after installing her lift, she was unable to get maids, at $30-100 a month, to
service her luxury penthouse. In mid-1989 there were at least 9,000 people on
waiting lists for government-trained maids and nannies, as upcountry women
preferred the higher pay ($4 a day minimum wage) and better conditions of jobs in
factories and on building sites. It has been estimated that, by the year 2000, industry
and services will employ some 42 per cent of a total workforce of almost 40 million.
That would represent a significant change, up from just 18 per cent in 1965 and 34
per cent in 1987.9

Like it or not—some of the traditionalist critics mentioned above seem to imply
that the village community is best—industrialism and urbanism will rule. As these
are not new phenomena, having begun in Western Europe in the eighteenth century,
it is a fair bet that winners and losers can be identified. Capitalists are unequivocally
winners. Many of the rest are 'freed'—that is, they become wage-labour, 'free' of the
means of production and able to sell their labour-power. Although selling one's
labour is clearly rewarding, there is also no doubt that the conditions faced by
millions of workers in Thailand are Dickensian. One has only to look at the slums,
brothels, sweatshops, and the like. However, it must also be admitted that a
proportionately small but significant middle class has emerged to service Thai
capitalism, and has benefited from capitalist expansion.

The Middle Class

As Marx noted, 'an industrial army of workers under the command of a capitalist
requires, like a real army, officers (managers) and N.C.O.'s (foremen, overseers),
who command during the labour process in the name of capital. The work of
supervision becomes their . . . function'.10 It might be added that the successful
servicing of capitalism requires not only supervisors, but an ever-expanding range of
professionals and semi-professionals—for example, engineers, computer tech-
nicians, nurses. As Thailand's economic base has expanded, a more diverse range of
human resource skills has been required, resulting in significant shortages. The
demand for engineers is far greater than universities can meet with graduates; while
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Expansion of tertiary
education

Better disciplined human
resources
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for computer engineers, demand is estimated to increase by more than 2,700 per cent
between 1987 and 1997.

Table 3 indicates the significant percentage increases in those categories which
may be considered to approximate a middle-class category—professional and
technical, administrative, executive and managerial, clerical, services and sales—
from about ten per cent of the economically active population in 1960, to 21 per cent
in 1986.

Table 3 Work Status of the Economically Active
Population—1960 and 1986 (%)

Category

Professional & technical
Administrative, executive &
managerial
Clerical
Sales
Service industries
Agriculture & fishing
Production & related workers
Other

1960

1.3
0.2

1.1
5.3
2.0

82.3
7.1
0.7

1986

3.4
1.5

2.5
10.0
3.6

63.6
15.3
0.1

Sources: Statistical Yearbook Thailand 1967-1969 and
Euromonitor, International Marketing Data and Statistics
(London: Euromonitor Publications, 1992).

One of the significant factors contributing to and supporting these changes has
been the expansion of tertiary education. As Anderson notes, the traditional
education system'. . . helped to conserve its constituents in their existing social and
economic positions. Western-style higher education gave polish to those already
born to rule'.11 This began to break down in the 1960s and was demolished in the
1970s aad 1980s. Secondary and tertiary education expanded at a remarkable rate
during the 1960s, with tertiary enrolments up from about 15,000 in five state
universities in 1961 to 100,000 in 17 state universities in 1972. By 1990 there were
more than 360,000 students enrolled in 30-40 state and private tertiary institutions.

This rapid expansion of tertiary education meant increased expectations of social
mobility. However, according to Anderson, by the 1970s the bureaucracy could no
longer absorb the graduates. A decade later, the university system had been oriented
away from its traditional concerns to producing the technicians of capitalist
society—that is, the new, educated middle class.

Thailand's capitalists have not been slow to recognize the necessity of having
these skills in good supply and have been in the forefront of the expansion of
education (profitable in itself), and demanding state support. They have also noted
other significant advantages in promoting the growth of a middle class. As the
Bangkok Bank's executive board chairman noted, a strong middle class brought
'with i t , . . . better-developed and disciplined human resources and the capacity to
develop indigenous technologies to continuously strengthen Thailand's competitive
edge'.12 This is obviously an important issue, as is the servicing nature of the middle
class, but capitalists identify another benefit from the emergence of a more free-
spending middle class. They are also significant consumers.

Thailand's Consumerism

Industrialization is not merely an economic phenomenon. It also precipitates great
social and demographic transformations. For example, the population is now
healthier. The country's death rate has been in steady decline, down to 5.7 per 1,000
in 1985. At the same time, fertility rates have declined significantly since the 1960s.
Basic health problems, such as malnutrition, which affected 50 per cent of children in
1982 had been halved by 1987. In addition, the Thai population is now aging, and it
is predicted that family sizes will decrease from about 5 to 3.7 between 1987 and
2005, while the number of families will increase.
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Urbanization

Consumerism

Urbanization has also been a significant trend. While there are many problems in
defining urban areas in Thailand, that there is increasing urbanization is not in
question. For example, while there was only a 1.7 per cent increase in officially
designated municipal areas between 1947 and 1980, there was a 5.9 per cent increase
in the next six years. By 1980, it was estimated that more than half of the population
resided in localities with a population exceeding 1,000. Trend analysis suggested
that, by 2005, only 30-40 per cent of the population would reside in officially
designated rural areas.13

It is usually estimated that 14-15 per cent of Thailand's population resides in the
Bangkok metropolitan area, with a further 7 per cent in other urban areas, and the
remaining population living in rural villages. These figures appear low, but even so,
in 1960 the total urban population was just 12.5 per cent. The currently available
data appear to understate urbanization because of the manner in which the figures
are collected, based on household registrations. In some surveys, however, only just
over 60 per cent of the population are reported as living in rural areas. Certainly, the
movement of population towards urban areas and occupations is unmistakable.
Demographic change is part and parcel of Thailand's new consumerism as new
wealth (for a significant minority) and an expanded domestic market has led to a
search for new lifestyles. As The Nation suggested, 'The winds of change in the Thai
lifestyle are sweeping across this nation with a speed that awes even the keenest
observers. The vibrant economic growth has brought this country to a new level of
affluence and with it a degree of westernization. Now it looks good and feels good to
live and consume with style—the western style The era of mass consumerism is
upon us The globalization of consumerism transcends cultural differences and
leaves the value of restraint as expounded by Buddhism a relic of the past.
Consumerism puts the whole show on stage.'14

The basic and broad changes taking place have been rapid and thorough-going,
as outlined in Table 2. However, Table 4 begins the process of defining the nature of
this new consumerism.

Table 4 Distribution of Monthly Household Incomes, 1990

Monthly Household
Income

(baht)

< 4,000
4,000-7,999
8,000-12,499

12,500-19,999
> 20,000

Nationwide

%

65.9
20.4
7.7
3.2
2.8

Bangkok

%

13.3
29.8
23.5
16.8
16.6

Urban
Upcountry

%

30.8
38.7
20.5
6.0
4.0

Rural
Upcountry

%

78.6
17.0
3.7
0.5
0.2

Source: Ogilvy & Mather, Pocket Guide to Media in Thailand 1991 (Bangkok:
Ogilvy and Mather, 1991), p. 4.

The implications of these data are clear. Those living in rural areas generally have
lower incomes than households in urban areas, while incomes in Bangkok are
significantly higher than in other urban areas. For marketing purposes, agencies
have divided the population as indicated in Table 5.

Table 5

SES

Lower
Middle
Upper

Socio-economic

Bangkok

%

55.1
28.3
16.6

Status, 1990

Urban
Upcountry

%

69.6
20.5
9.9

Rural
Upcountry

%

78.6
13.1
8.3

Source: Ogilvy & Mather, Pocket Guide to Media in Thailand
1991 (Bangkok: Ogilvy and Mather, 1991), p. 5.
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High land prices

Architectural fantasies

The increasing wealth of the upper and middle groups, especially in the major
urban areas, is reflected in expanded spending patterns. Housing estates, complete
with swimming pools, kindergartens, tennis courts and parks, have mushroomed on
the once lush rice fields that previously surrounded Bangkok. Sidhijai and Pratak
estimate that between 1983 and 1989 some 340,000 housing units (sufficient for
about 1.3 million persons) were completed in the Bangkok area.15 There are few
data available for other areas of the country. Some of the reasons cited for the move
out of the city centre are the deteriorating environment of the centre, and that higher
income groups are buying second housing in the suburban areas. This is evidently
true of Chinatown, where the second and third generation are escaping
overcrowding; and, factories and warehouses are now being located further from the
city centre.

Land prices in the whole country have increased markedly. In the Northeast,
plots in marginal farming areas which could be purchased at about 5,000 baht per
rai (1 rai = 0.16 hectare) in 1989 are now up to 20,000 baht. Near Nongkhai, across
the Mekong River from Laos, urban land near the river has increased from 200,000
baht per rai in 1988 to 6 million baht in 1992. In Bangkok, land prices increased
between 260 per cent (for high value CBD land) and 1,620 per cent (outer urban
land) between the beginning of 1986 and the end of 1989. By early 1990, land in
Bangkok's CBD cost 53,500 a square metre, while residential plots ranged from $70
to S350 per square metre.

Private motor vehicles have become increasingly common throughout Thailand.
In Bangkok in 1989, an average of one in three of its residents owned a vehicle, and
12,000 vehicles a month were being added to the 1.8 million vehicles already
registered. Even in rural villages motorized vehicles were becoming common, with
1.76 million reported in a 1986 survey.16

A third of Bangkok income earners are classed as white-collar, and 54 per cent of
Bangkok's population are considered middle or higher income. Bangkok's
population also own considerable numbers of major consumer goods: computers
(2 per cent of all households); air conditioners (15 per cent); and refrigerators
(77 per cent).

An official 1988 survey of consumer behaviour found that the average Thai family
had a monthly spending power of 4,314 baht.17 By region, families had spending
power ranging from as low as 3,356 baht per month in the Northeast to a high of
8,074 baht in Bangkok and nearby provinces.

The commercial face of Bangkok and, increasingly, provincial towns, are being
transformed by the new consumerism. Referring to Bangkok, Margaret Scott states
that 'Economic good times have a way of transforming cities and obliterating their
pasts as ruthlessly as war. . . . Bangkok's boom . . . has spawned a style of
architectural excess unrivalled in Asia. Bangkok's fantasies in three dimensions are
notorious: office towers which mimic gothic cathedrals or Roman temples;
gargantuan corinthian columns clinging to the sides of glass-sheathed skyscrapers;
condominium developments stuffed with miniature tudor mansions and rococo
villas.'18

Less spectacular, but arguably more significant, has been the expansion of
department stores and the convenience and fast-food stores, ploughing under local
markets and street-stalls. A decade and a half ago there were few of these. A fertile
land has produced a good crop, and mushrooming everywhere there are now
department stores like Robinson, Metro, Siam Jusco, Makro, Welco, Sogo, and
many more throughout Bangkok. McDonalds, Kentucky Fried Chicken, A&W,
7-Eleven, Mister Donut, Pizza Hut and similar are apparently on every corner of
shopping centres. Department stores have become the parks of Bangkok, with fast-
food outlets, mini-movie theatres, fashion stores, and discount merchandisers
providing much entertainment. As air-conditioned pleasure-domes, evenings and
weekends see them filled to overflowing with family groups and young people,
dressed in the latest youth fashions, who meet in the fast-food shops. A recent survey
has shown that 48 per cent of 21-30 year olds prefer shopping in departments
stores.19 All of this is fuelled by the increased availability of credit and the increased
availability of money.

This can be seen in the expansion of the use of credit cards and the explosion of
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Credit card boom

Advertising

automatic teller machine (ATM) cards. The number of credit cards on issue
increased six-fold between 1983 and 1988 to about 290,000, but then up to almost a
million by 1991. Card-holders spend about 160-170 million baht per day. ATM
cards are now held by a staggering 10.1 million people who utilize 1,356 ATMs and
draw 4 billion baht per day. The easy availability has been a cause for concern
amongst central bankers who saw private savings decline in 1990.

The advertising industry has become a powerful tool in expanding consumerism,
with total billings for 1989 reaching 8 billion baht. The main items advertised were
luxury goods (imported whisky and motor vehicles) and daily consumer items
(energy drinks, toothpaste, soap, talcum powder, shampoo). Interesting in this is the
fact that these daily items were also advertised for rural consumers. Changing
expenditure patterns, especially the increased spending on luxury items, are shown
in Table 6. It also clearly shows that the spending power of Thais is increasing
rapidly (17 per cent between 1988 and 1989), and that an increased proportion is
being used for luxury items. Advertising agencies have noted that their urban targets
have become an increasingly fractured and sophisticated market. Media and
advertising agencies have been among the first to direct attention to the emergence
of these new consumers, especially as media penetration rates are high, as shown in
Table 7.

Table 6 Household Expenditure, 1985-89[a]

Type of Expenditure

Basic consumption
—food & beverages
—clothes & personal items
—transportation &

communications
—medical treatment
—rental & water charges
—household products
—energy & electricity

Luxury expenditure
—entertainment & leisure
—cigarettes & alcohol
—other

Total expenditure (billions of baht)

1985

80.5
32.5
13.1
9.9

8.0
7.7
4.8
2.5

19.5
12.0
5.9
1.6

685.8

1986

80.2
31.9
13.5
9.6

8.2
7.9
4.7
2.3

19.8
12.4
5.9
1.6

735.1

1987

79.7
31.1
13.7
9.6

8.3
7.7
5.2
2.2

20.3
13.2
5.5
1.6

834.7

1988

79.1
29.8
13.6
10.5

8.5
7.3
5.6
1.9

20.9
13.2
5.9
1.7

964.3

1989

78.2
28.7
13.7
10.9

8.4
6.9
6.3
1.7

21.8
14.0
5.9
1.9

1128.4

NOTE:
[a] The data presented in the table are not carefully explained in Veena and Ywin, but it
would appear that they refer to Bangkok.
Source: NESDB, cited in Veena Thoopkrajae and K. Ywin, 'It's time for all the good things' in
Into the 1990s: Can the roller-coaster ride continue? (Bangkok: Nation Publishing, 1990), p.
51.

Table 7 Media Household Penetration Rates, 1990 (%)

Television
—Bangkok
—Up-country (urban)
—Up-country (rural)
Radio
—Bangkok
—Up-country (urban)
—Up-country (rural)
VCRs
—Bangkok
—Up-country (urban)
—Up-country (rural)
Claimed circulation of magazines (1990)
—Women's magazines
—Business magazines

95
92
64

90
87
74

45
30
2

1.90 mil.
0.41 mil.

Source: Ogilvy & Mather, Pocket Guide to Media in Thailand 1991
(Bangkok: Ogilvy and Mather, 1991).
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Concluding Comments

What are the political and economic consequences of consumerism, the rise of the
middle class and impending NIC-dom? Until 1991, most commentators were
cautiously optimistic that Thailand's traditional cycle of military coups was a thing
of the past. While the military had not withdrawn from the political sphere, there
had not been a successful coup since 1977. Even after the February 1991 coup, many
felt that this was an interim measure to get rid of a corrupt civilian government, and
the military might well withdraw again. The military, led by a coterie of troglodytes,
has shown that this was not the case, and that they want to continue to control the
political agenda.

At the same time though, the democracy movement has shown that it is willing to
make sacrifices in order to edge the military out and that a degree of optimism is still
possible. A reason for this hope relates to the position of the capitalist and middle
classes. It might have been supposed that, in the interests of business and investor
confidence and income generation, these classes would have continued to accept
military dominance. But this does not appear to have been the case.

For all of its brashness, consumerism has been shown to be an epiphenomenon of
wider social changes taking place in Thai society. That the middle class was so
prominent in the demonstrations is witness to this. The capitalist revolution
marches on, and only if the military is prepared to crush this will it be able to hold
out the forces of political change being driven by the urban-based classes. However,
this is not to say that the result will be good for all. Rapid industrialization and
impending NIC-dom have already shown that there will be significant losers. Nor
does it imply that bourgeois parliamentary forms will necessarily be a boon for all.
Indeed, some of the signs for the future are not encouraging. Take, for example, the
odd alliances between business people and state officials, especially outside
Bangkok.

'Dark influences' loom This is the advent of'dark influences' (chao pho, itthiphon muet), important local
business people whose influence is based on both their businesses and their control
of the not so legal arms of business (for example, prostitution, gaming, murder,
drugs, logging, land encroachment, weapons trade, smuggling, protection rackets).
Anderson has noted the rapid expansion of provincial business ('small-town
entrepreneurs') who have developed lifestyles which are 'competitive with those of
locally stationed state officials... [who] put down strong local roots, social as well
as commercial'. This is in contrast to officials who are regularly transferred, and who
rarely develop such ties. Many local business people have become immensely
wealthy, and in some areas no area of economic activity is outside the influence of
chao pho.20

It is often said that increased economic and social influence has also allowed
political power to be aggregated. Rural areas have become politically significant in
recent years, and parliamentary representation has meant that rural areas are
important electoral bases. The middlemen (and most are men) who have become so
significant in business and trade have also become middlemen in politics. Money
has become central to electoral politics and the pattern of seeking financial support
from business has meant that 'influential persons' have been legitimized, even when
their money has been derived from illegal activities. Thus it must be considered that
the capitalist and middle classes may not institute parliamentary forms which are
necessarily more representative for the majority. Indeed, NIC-dom may bestow
both economic and political benefits on a significant minority, and the losers will
lose twice.
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