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Twentieth century Th,ai politics has been a turbulent 
affair, but never more so than during the past decade. This 
period has been punctuated by the mass demonstrations 
which overthrew the military dictatorship in October 1973, 
the bloody, rightist restoration three years later, and the 
subsequent flight of thousands of workers, peasants and 
activists to the jungles and the ranks of the guerrilla. More 
recently we have seen the developments of rifts within the 
Communist Party of Thailand, rifts which seem to have 
blunted the potential of the revolutionary movement, at 
least temporarily. 

For many observers the post-I973 period has been 
confusing. The textbooks, models and conceptualizations 
of the fifties and sixties focusing on military cliques, "loose 
structure," culture and personality, and the apolitical na
ture of the mass of the population, provided few meaning
ful guidelines for an understanding of the turmoil of the 
seventies. Worker, peasant and student activism, militant 
buddhism and overt, organized right-wing terror all 
seemed curiously out-of-place in what had been seen as a 
"stable" nation.l For example, in 1975, while visiting Thai
land, David Wilson was asked how modern Thai politics 
compared to the period discussed in his book, prior to 1958. 
Wilson answered: "There is a kind of deja vu quality about 
many things. . . in spite of the enormous change which has 
occurred. The character of those changes is really 

1. I am referring to the generalized picture of Thai politics presented in 
David A. Wilson, Politics in Thailand. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1962), and Fred W. Riggs, Thailand: The Modernization of a Bureaucratic 
Polity. (Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1966). 
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strange. . . ."2 

In the mid-seventies there were but a few serious, 
English-language studies of Thai politics, with many gaps 
in what was an essentially unself-conscious and mono
theoretical literature. 3 Most of these works tended to feed 
off each other, adopting a theoretical perspective referred 
to as the "political culture" or "culture and personality" 
framework. 4 Such a framework suggests that Thai political 
behavior can be best understood as representing particular, 
shared patterns of attitudes, beliefs and values of the col
lective Thai. Ignoring conflict and power, an attempt is 
made to apply an essentially functionalist model, empha
sizing individuality, passivity, deference and social cohe
sion, to the Thai situation. S Referring to Wilson's influen
tial study, Politics in Thailand, Herbert Phillips provides an 
instructive explanation for such an approach and the justifi
cation for its retention over the past 25 years: 

I suspect that one of the major reasons for Wilson's 
giving short shrift to these kinds of disjunctive questions is 
that they are not particularly compatible with his basic 
functional framework . .. which asks how a structure op

2. Bangkok Post. 12 August 1975, p. 8. 
3. Benedict Anderson, Studies ofthe Thai State. Paper, Conference on the 
State of Thai Studies, Chicago, 30 March 1978, pp. 1-2. 
4. Clark D. Neher, "A Critical Analysis of Research on Thai Politics," in 
Neher (Ed.), Modem Thai Politics. (Cambridge: Schenkman, 1979), 
pp. 457-4TI, and Peter F. Bell, "Western Conceptions of Thai Society: 
The Politics of American Scholarship," Journal of Contemporary Asia. 
12, I, 1982, p. 67. 
5. See Neher, op. cit.• pp. 459-472 for a more detailed discussion of this 
approach. 

56 


Kevin Hewison
Text Box
Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, 15, 4 (1983), pp. 56-9.



erates, integrates, and maintains itself, not how it changes 
and deals with new internally and externally generated so
cial forces or even how such forces come into existence. I 
would add that we really cannot fault Wilson in this respect. 
Ifwe look around us, where do we find anybody-other than 
perhaps the Marxists-who have worked out a powerful and 
intellectually coherent theory ofsocial change? And who can 
seriously use Marxist theory as an adequate explanation of 
social change, a theory that is thoroughly indifferent to the 
varieties of human experience and so dehumanizing and 
simplistic . .. ?6 

The events of 1973-76 served to shatter such naive, 
simplistic and intellectually dubious beliefs. And, in the 
past few years a number of publications have appeared 
which do attempt to account for change and conflict in Thai 
political and social life. Some of these works have, despite 
Phillips' exhortations, taken Marxist theory seriously, and 
attempted to apply it to the Thai case. 7 Others have tried to 
reorient the political culture approach by integrating no
tions of conflict within it. Political Conflict in Thailand by 
David Morell and Chai-anan Samudavanija falls into the 
latter category, and within this framework, is a worthy 
book. 

The tasks Morell and Chai-anan set themselves are to 
examine the events of the 1973-76 period, to explore the 
causes of political conflict, and thus to improve the under
standing and analysis of Thai politics (p. 6). There can be 
little doubt that they have largely succeeded in these areas. 
Indeed, Morell and Chai-anan have performed an admir
able service in drawing together a mass of data in a detailed 
and yet readable study. The twelve chapters of this book 
should become required reading for all of those with a 
serious interest in Thai politics. 

Divided into three parts, Political Coriflict in Thailand is 
not a blow-by-blow chronology of the events ofcontempor
ary politics. Morell and Chai-anan prefer to structure their 
discussions around some of the important political groups 
of the period. Part I provides the almost obligatory discus
sion of the supposed nexus of Thai culture and politics, 
together with a useful summary of traditional political in
stitutions, the monarchy, military and bureaucracy. The 
contemporary relevance of these institutions is also ex
plained, and in the final chapter of Part I, Morell and 
Chai-anan examine the breakdown of what they term the 
"traditional order" under the pressure of rapid social and 
economic change and the Communist Party's armed strug
gle. Thus the stage is set for the discussion of the period of 
open politics from 1973 to 1976. 

Divided into five chapters, Part II focuses on electoral 
politics, the rise and fall of the student movement, labor 
organizations, and the most visible contribution for they 
provide up-to-date and accurate data on political groups 

6. Herbert P. Phillips, "Some Premises of American Scholarship on 
Thailand," in Neher (Ed.), op. cit., p. 438. (Originally published in 1973). 
7. Andrew Turton, Jonathan Fast and Malcolm Caldwell (Eds.), Thai
land: Roots ofConflict, (Nottingham: Spokesman Books, 1978), and David 
Elliott, Thailand: Origins of Military Rule, (London: Zed Press, 1978). 
Mention should also be made of developments in Marxist political 
economy within Thailand - see, for example, recent issues of Warasan 
thamtnaSat (Thammasat University Journal) and Warasan setthasat /um
muang (Journal of Political Economy). 
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which have often been neglected in previous discussions of 
Thai politics. For this alone, Morell and Chai-anan deserve 
considerable praise. 

In the final part of the book the authors focus on the 
fortunes of the Communist Party, from the coup of 1976 
through to about 1980. Again, this discussion is useful for 
its synthesis of Thai and English language data. And, in a 
useful appendix, the authors include a list of the most 
important individuals and organizations involved in mod
ern Thai politics. 

In short, I was impressed with the vast knowledge of 
the intricacies of politics displayed by the two authors. This 
is perhaps not surprising when it is considered that 
Chai-anan has himself been something of a political figure 
(as was his father), being involved in the drafting of the 
1974 constitution, and more recently acting as an advisor to 
General Prem Tinsulanond's government. Equally, I was 
impressed with the ability of the authors to utilize this 
knowledge to show the complexity of Thai politics while 
rendering it in an intelligible manner. 

Despite its many virtues, however, I have a number of 
reservations concerning the conceptual framework 
adopted by the authors, and hence, a number of the obser
vations they make. 

Morell and Chai-anan state that their "approach is 
primarily empirical and analytical rather than theoreti
cal. ... The objective is to improve understanding ... 
rather than to present or validate particular theoretical 
models" (p. 6). That they eschew theory does not, in my 
view, mean that there is no theory or conceptual frame
work involved in their work. It would seem that the notion 
that political scientists can merely collect the so-called facts 
is still alive and well. 8 Is it possible for Morell and 
Chai-anan to be merely "empirical and analytical"? Obvi
ously not. If they were, how would they determine which 
"facts" to collect? How do the "facts" relate to each other? 
Which "facts" take primacy over others? I would therefore 
argue that even if Morell and Chai-anan's theoretical per
spective is not explicit, there is an underlying, implicit 
theoretical framework. And, I would add, it is a framework 
which owes much to the political culture approach men
tioned above, albeit admitting the importance of conflict. 

Morell and Chai-anan clearly indicate the importance, 
for them, of Thai culture in explaining political behavior 
early in their book when they argue that: 

To comprehend modern Thai political tensions, it is essential 
to explore the legacy ofthe past. Thais are conscious oftheir 
heritage, openly proud ofit. This nation's continuity with the 
past is evident in the attitudes, the behavior, even the termin
ology used by Thais today (p. 7). 

Then, with apparent approval, they quote Thinipan 
Nakata's comment that: 

•Thailand has undergone no traumatic break with its tradi
tional political culture, no large scale abandonment of its 
earlier behavioral patterns, and no forceful change in its 
political culture from without. Consequently Thai political 

8. Bell, op. cit., p. 62 makes these points, more generally, about Ameri
can writings on Thailand. 
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culture is relatively stable and homogeoous" (p. 8). 

For Morell and Chai-anan, Thailand's political culture is 
made up of individualism, pragmatism and resistance to 
social organization, and, at the same time, elitist, hierarchi
cally structured relationships. The principal determinants 
of this culture are said to be the monarchy, bureaucracy, 
buddhism, family socialization and the bountiful natural 
environment. It is argued that each of these factors "sup
ports the others in a blend of social. freedom a~d soc~~l 
tyranny that makes it possible for a hIghly organIZed mIlI
tary establishment and its allies to rule" (pp. 16-17). .. 

Thus, all of the important elements of the pohtlcal 
culture approach are introduced: hierarchical organization 
and deference through socialization (pp. 16-17); the mon
archy as a source of political legitimacy and ps~chological 
cohesion within society (p. 18); the bureaucracy as the 
epitome of power and authority, with the bureaucracy 
being coterminous with the polity and independent of the 
economy (pp. 18-20); buddhist doctrine promoting indi
vidualism and loose structure (pp. 20-21); and pleasure
seeking, general satisfaction and well-being dete~ined by 
the bountiful environment (pp. 21-22). In addItion, the 
supposed homogeneity of Thai society is stressed (e.g., 
p.41). 

Such cultural determinism (laced, in this case, with 
elements of behavioralism and psychologism) has been 
criticized by Barrington Moore: "Culture. . . is not some
thing that exists outside of or independently of individual 
human beings living together in society. Cultural values do 
not descend from heaven to influence the course of 
history. "9 And yet there is a tendency t~ cons!der culture ~ 
exactly this way in Morell and Chal-anan s book. It IS 
especially noticeable when they discuss the position of the 
peasantry (Chapter 8). Here it is a~sumed that the peas~nt
ry has generally approximated the Ideal-~ ofth~ pass~~e, 
content, apathetic and respectful actor 10 Thm pohtlCS 
(pp. 206,212-213). .. . 

This view leads to rather sweep1Og, ahlstoncal state

9. Barrington Moore, Jr., Social Origins ofDictatorship and Democracy. 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969), p. 486 ..~derson, 0/J.. cit.• ~;.51,. h~ 
also noted Moore's criticism of the culturalIst interpretations as ~trtnsl
cally conservative, ahistorical and uncritical," adding that while such 
comments are perhaps relevant to Thai studies, they a~e, "in general. 
exaggerated, indeed often unfair." It should ~ pointed. out that 
Anderson's own studies of power and the state In IndoneSia rely on 
culturalist explanations. See, for example, his "The I~~a ~f Power .in 
Javanese Culture" in Claire Holt (Ed.), Culture and Politics In IndoneSia. 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972), p. 63, where it is stated that: 

Such apparently discrete aspects ofJavanese political thought and behavior 

in the contemporary period as the rejection ofporliamentary democracy. the 

characteristic traits ofDja/UJrta's inter-ethnic and international politics. the 

patterns ofadministrative organiZlJtion and internal bureaucratic relation

ships. the styles ofpost-independence leadership. the forms ofcorruption. 
and the ambiguous political position of the urban intelligentsia can and 

indeed should be seen as inextricably related to one another. and that the 

link is precisely the continuing cultural hold of traditional concep

tions . ... 

More recently, Anderson has reaffirmed this positi,?~ in hi~ Nationali~ 
and the State in Modern Indonesia. Paper, Japanese Pobtlcal SC.I~nce ASSOCI
ation Roundtable Conference on National Interest and PolItical Leader
ship, Tokyo, 29 March-l April 1982. 
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ments where, for example, it is suggested that it is only after 
October 1973 that peasants became involved in the political 
process (p. 213). This represents a peculiarly narrow in
terpretation of the political process and takes little account 
of possible reasons for perceived passivity. Certainly, dll!
ing the period of the absolute monarchy, the peasantry dId 
become involved in political activity. Documents from the 
1890s show that poor peasants were indeed prepared to 
petition their rulers and to complain about the actions of 
corrupt and oppressive local authorities. Many of these 
complaints revolved around disputes over landholdings, 
when peasants were forced off their land by powerful 
merchants and nobles. 10 

If a wider view of the political process is taken it might 
also be suggested that the high incidence of banditry in the 
countryside represents, at least in part, a response to social 
and political pressures, and the tensions between local and 
central authorities. II 

At the same time, there have been a number of rebel
lions in which peasants have risen up against the state. 
These revolts have usually taken the form of millenarian 
uprisings led by holy men (phu mi bun) who promise poor 
peasants a bountiful future. The best-known of these re
volts occurred at the tum of the century in the North and 
Northeast, and were heavily repressed by the authorities 
who argued that these movements were led by evil people 
who commanded foolish illiterates and bandits.12 That 
events such as these influenced political events cannot be 
doubted. For example, Holm argues that the decision to 
extend the railway network into the North was hastened by 
these rebellions. 13 Events such as these should not be con
sidered as mere historical artifacts, as a phu mi bun uprising 
was suppressed in 1959 in Nakon Ratchasima. On this 
occasion more than 120 people joined together to oppose 
the authorities, and although the movement was short
lived, its suppression cost the lives of at least sevent~n 
people, with a further forty-five being arrested. Hlgh
ranking officials referred to such rebellions as being more 
dangerous than communist ins,;",gency. 14 It is di~~t !o 
conceive of these events as be10g other than political 10 
nature. 

Even if one was to accept that Thai peasants had been 
"apolitical" or politically "passive," the explanation of
fered for this by Morell and Chai-anan seems, at best, 

10. See Chatthip Nartsupha and Suthy Prasartset (Eds.), The Political 
Economy ofSiam. 1851-1910. (Bangkok: The Social Science Association of 
Thailand, 1976), pp. 331-332,338-345, and David Bruce Johnsto~, Rural 
Society and the Rice Economy in Thailand. 1880-1930. (Ph.D. ThesIS, Yale 
University, 1975), pp. 119-135, for a discussion of disputes over land
holdings. 
11. Johnston, op. cit .• Chapt. 4, has examined this important aspect of 
rural life. 
12. Chatthip and Suthy (Eds.), op. cit .• pp. 356-369. See also, Yoneo 
Ishii, "A Note on Buddhistic Millenarian Revolts in Northeastern Siam," 
Journal of Southeast Asian Studies. 6, 2, 1975, pp. 121-126, John B. 
Murdoch "The 1901-1902 'Holy Man's' Rebellion," Journal of the Siam 
Society. 6i, 1, 1974, pp. 47-66, and Tej Bunnag, "Kabot phu mi bun isan 
roo so. 121" (The phu mi bun rebellion in the Northeast, 1902), 
Sangkhomsat parithat. (Social Science Review), 5, 1, 1967. pp. 78-86. 
13. David Frederick Holm, The Role ofthe State Railways in Thai History. 
1892-1932. (Ph.D. Thesis, Yale University, 1977),pp.I14-115. 
14. Siam Rath Weekly Review. 4 June 1959, p. 11, 11 June 1959, p. 4. and 9 
July 1959, p. 10. 
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partial. They suggest that: 

. . . until recently the lack ofpopulation pressures, the basic 
productivity of the soil and the overall environment, and a 
homogeneous political culture based on respect and love for 
a hereditary monarchy rendered political passivity a domin
ant characteristic throughout Thailand's rural areas 
(p.206). 

A more convincing explanation of political passivity may 
be found in the state's ability to repress peasants. Under 
the absolute monarchy the peasants were subject to corvee 
labor or military service for up to six months ofthe year. It 
has often been suggested that Thai forms of slavery were 
not onerous, and yet many, many peasants attempted to 
avoid service. IS Tattooing of commoners for service kept 
them in their place, with the death penalty for any person 
(together with their families) who falsified a tattoo. 16 Even 
when conscription replaced the corvee and slavery, Thais 
remained reluctant servants. 17 

In more recent times the repression of the peasantry 
(and working class) has also been common. At the village 
level relations between the state and villagers has been 
based on fear, exploitation and corruption. Additionally, 
commercial relations have meant increased power for land
owners and merchants in their dealings with the peasantry. 
Murders and intimidation -are not uncommon in the 
countryside, and these tend to persuade the poor and pow
erless to leave politics to others. 18 These aspects of politics 
should certainly have been considered by Morell and 
Chai-anan. Similar questions could be raised concerning 
their interpretation of the labor movement. 

Of equal concern is the suggestion that the polity is 
independent of the economy. Certainly, Morell and 
Chai-anan's discussion of the relationship between busi
ness and politics adds little to that provided by Riggs in his 
1966 study, Thailand: The Modernization of a Bureacratic 
Polity. It is as if the economy and capitalist class had re
mained static for twenty years and more. This is clearly not 
the case, as the capitalist class has developed considerably, 
both economically and politically, over this period. 19 This 
area requires far more serious analysis than that provided 
by Morell and Chai-anan. 

At times the perspective adopted by the authors of 
Political Conflict in Thailand seems to lead them to some 
naive political judgments. For example, the student move

15. Chatthip and Suthy (Eds.), op. cit., pp. 165-173. 
16. B. J. Terwiel, "Tattooing in Thailand's History," Journal ofthe Royal 
Asiatic Society ofGreat Britain and Ireland, No.2, 1979, pp. 158-159. 
17. Noel Alfred Battye, The Military, Government and Society in Siam, 
/868- /9/0: Politics and Militay Reform During the Reign ofKing Chulalong
/corn, (Ph.D. Thesis, Cornell University, 1974), pp. 6-7. 
18. Khamman Khonkhai's novel, The Teachers of Mad Dog Swamp, (St. 
Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1982) provides a vivid account of 
village and district level politics. Also see Michel Bruneau, Land Owner
ship and Tenure, Relations ofProduction and Social Classes in the Rural Areas 
ofNorthern Thailand, Paper, Thai-European Seminar on Social Change in 
Contemporary Thailand, University of Amsterdam, 28-30 May 1980. 
19. The best discussion of the capitalist class in Thailand is Krirkkiat 

ment of the 1973-76 period is criticized for being "unwilling 
to adopt a conscious policy designed to ally themselves with 
the palace" (p. 175). An alliance between the students and 
the palace would have been powerful, but could it have 
ever been possible? Three factors, two of which are men
tioned by Morell and Chai-anan, suggest that it could not. 
In the first place, the king's political interests were with 
stability and law and order. According to the authors he 
"neither requested nor received opinions from student re
form leaders," but rather trusted the advice of counselors 
on the political right (p. 271). The king was disturbed, 
indeed frightened, by communist victories in Indochina, 
and was deeply disturbed by the vociferousness of open 
politics in his own country. Second, the palace was and is 
split between the conservative advisors associated with the 
king and the more extreme rightists close to the queen. The 
queen and the crown prince have clearly indicated where 
their political loyalties lie, and have been actively involved 
in political events (p. 272). Clearly, palace intrigue is not a 
thing of the past, as the lobbying over royal succession is 
already in full swing. And, the increasingly interventionist 
nature of the royal family has become publicly clear during 
political crises in April 1981 and March and April 1983. 
Third, and this point is not emphasized by Morell and 
Chai-anan, the royal family rank as one of the largest 
business groups in Thailand, with interests in more than 
fifty companies. Through these holdings they have links 
with the most powerful capitalist groups in the country: the 
Kanchanapat, Lamsam, Yip-In-Tsoi, Wangless, and Te
japaibul families. 20 Such a "palace" was hardly likely to 
support radical or even reform-minded students. A class
based perspective would certainly have indicated the 
paucity of such a naive view of the monarchy. 

There are of course a number of other interpretations 
presented by Morell and Chai-anan with which I would 
disagree, where their political culture approach leads them 
astray. Despite the fact that power and conflict have been 
given a significant place in their analysis, economic 
interests still remain very much on the margin of the cul
turalist analysis. The fact that there is still no adequate class 
analysis ofThai politics and society leaves a very real gap in 
the literature. 

Could the culturalist interpretation be saved and re
surrected if its emphasis was shifted to take account ofclass 
struggle, economics and power relationships? Morell and 
Chai-anan have obviously moved in this direction, and it 
would be possible to go further. I would question whether 
an analysis which gives precedence to cultural and ideologi
cal aspects of society can ever provide more than a cultur
ally determinist perspective to ecohomics, power and class 
struggle. I would not suggest that the analysis ofculture and 
ideology is irrelevant, but I would emphasize that they 
should be seen for what they are, as reflections, albeit poor 
and partial, of the real base of society. 

Despite its shortcomings however, Political Coriflict in 
Thailand is an eminently readable and data-packed inter
pretation of a very important period in modem Thai politi
cal history. It is a valuable contribution, providing its *Phipatseritham, Wikhro laksana leon pen chaokhong thurakit khonat yai nai theoretical biases are kept in mind. 

prathet thai (The distribution of ownership in Thai big business), 
(Bangkok: Faculty of Economics, Thammasat University, 1980). See also 
Kevin J. Hewison, 'The Financial Bourgeoisie in Thailand,' Journal of 
Contemporary Asia, 11,4, 1981, pp. 395-412. 20. From data presented in Krirkkiat, Opt cit. 
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