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Labour and Unions in an 
Industrialising Thailand 

Kevin Hewison* and Andrew Brown** 

As Southeast Asia's "emerging superstar" and "next in line for NIC status," Thailand 
is often held up as an example to other countries craving the same capitalist model of 
rapid indnstrialisation. With average annual growth rates in excess of seven per cent 
throughout the sixties and seventies, and ranging up to twelve per cent in the eighties, 
.the country certainly lives up to this reputation. In per capita terms the rate of growth 
in gross national product for the whole 1960-1990 period has been consistently high. 
Such growth has brought considerable changes to the economic structure of Thailand, 
and to the daily life of its people. 

For example, in 1960, agriculture was the most significant sector of the economy, 
employed the bulk of the population, and primary commodities were the major 
exports. This situation has altered rapidly; Tables 1 and 2 make it clear that agriculture 
is declining in importance as manufacturing, services and finance have become domi- 
nant. Manufacturing has grown rapidly. Manufactured exports expanded from one per 
cent of total exports in 1960 to about 75 per cent by 1990 (75ailand Investment 
Bulletin, 5, 1, 1980: 1-14; Thailand Development Research Institute [TDRI] 1992). 

While the majority of people are still regarded as engaging in agricultural 
pursuits, in percentage terms, there has been a decline in the proportion of the 
population engaged in this sector. Concomitantly, there has been an increase in the 
proportion involved in the manufacturing sector, from seven to fifteen per cent. These 
changes indicate the development of a more industriaily-based economy. This is 
confn'med by the fact that the occupational status of the population has moved more 
in the direction of wage-labour, with almost a quarter of the economically active 
population now falling into this category; and far more than this during the periods of 
low activity in agriculture. 

lndnstrialisation will continue, based on three factors. First, industry was being 
built on a base which was largely owned by domestic capitalists who have a large stake 
in the industrial future of the country (Hewison 1981, 1985, 1989a, 1989b; Kraisak 
1984). Second, Thailand does not face a huge debt burden, unlike many of its 
competitors. Third, in the political sphere, relative stability has returned following the 
military coup of 1991 and the civilian uprising which defeated the military-dominated 
government in 1992. 
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Table 1: Gross Domestic Product by Industrial Origin, Selected Years, 1960-90 
(%) 

Sector 1960 1971 1980 1990 

Agriculture 39.8 29.8 24.9 12.4 
Mining and quarrying 1.1 1.5 1.6 3.6 
Manufacturing 12.5 17.5 20.7 26.1 
Construction 4.6 5.5 5.7 7.2 
Electricity and water supply 0.4 1.8 1.9 2.3 
Transport and communications 7.5 6.7 6.4 6.8 
Wholesale and retail trade 15.2 17.1 16.5 15.2 
Banking, insurance, real estate 1.9 4.2 6.0 6.1 
Ownership of dwellings 2.8 1.9 1.5 3,1 
Public administration and defence 4.6 4.3 4.2 3.6 
Services 9.6 9.7 10.6 13.6 

Sources: Data from 1960 is from Ingram (1971: 234); 1971 and 1980 from Bank of Thailand, Annual 
Economic Report, and National Income of  Thailand, various issues; while that for 1990 is from TDRI 

(1992). 

Table 2: Work Status of the Economically Active Population in Thailand, 1960 
and 1990 (%) 

Category 1960 1990 

Professional and technical 1.3 3.4 
Administrative, executive and managerial 0.2 1.5 
Clerical 1.1 2.8 
Sales 5.3 8.8 
Service industries 2.0 3.6 
Agriculture and fishing 82.3 64.0 
Production and related workers 7.1 13.2 
Other 0.7 O. 1 

Sources: Statistical Yearbook, Thailand, 1967-1969and Statistical Yearbook, Thailand, 1992. 

But there is also a darker side to growth. Thalland's economic performance does 
sparkle, but it does so for some more than others. In fact, during the recent periods of 
rapid growth, income disparities have actually/ncreased. While the peasant majority 
has made significant gains in absolute terms, those in urban areas have done far better, 
and as Table 3 shows, income disparities between town and countryside are still large. 
But even in urban areas, where industrial workers have made significant eonlributions 
to economic growth, they have yet to reap adequate rewards for their labour. Indeed, 
workers' lives have been characterised by low wages, a lack of secure employment, 
little or no compensation for illness, injury or overtime, unhealthy working condi- 
tions, inadequate housing, and limited access to secondary and higher education. The 
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widespread exploitation of women and children is also well-documented. Workers 
have, however, shown a willingness to struggle against this situation, with unions 
playing an important role. 

Table 3: Distribution of Monthly Household Incomes, 1990 

Monthly Nationwide Bang~k Urban R~ral 
Household % % Upcountry Upcountry 

Iacom~ (bahO ~ 

< 4,000 65.9 13.3 30.8 78.6 
4,000 - 7,999 20.4 29.8 38.7 17.0 
8,000- 12,499 7.7 23.5 20.5 3.7 

12,500- 19,999 3.2 16.8 6.0 0.5 
> 20,000 2.8 16.6 4.0 0.2 

Source: Ogilvy and Mather (1991: 4). 

Thai society is being radically transformed by capitalism. Despite this, academics 
have been slow to examine the historical roles of capital and labour. It has only been 
in the last decade that academic studies have examined the role of capital (e.g. 
Hewison 1983, 1989a, 1989b; Suehiro 1990), while labour studies remain underde- 
veloped (see Brown 1990: 2-4). This paper will briefly outline the historical patterns 
of capitalist development in Thailand, and will discuss the significance of labour and 
unions in their dual relationship with capitalists as a class, and with the state. Four 
broad epochs may be examined: (i) development under the absolute monarchy, up to 
1932; (ii) a state directed period from 1932 to 1957; (iii) the period of import 
substitution industrialisation (ISI) from 1958 to the mid-seventies, leading into 
export-oriented industrialisation (EOI); and (iv) the contemporary period where 
Thailand has moved towards so-called NIC status? 

Development Under the Absolute Monarchy 

The signing of the Bowring Treaty in 1855 has been viewed as the beginning of a 
period of great economic change, with Thailand being opened to increased Western 
trade and influence (Vella 1955). While the provisions of the Treaty were indeed 
important, their impact was shaped by forces stirring within the pre-existing society. 
In fact, important changes in labour practices and commerce were already underway 
when Sir John Bowring arrived, with the corvee breaking down, Chinese labour being 
imported, and the taxation base changing (Hong 1984). 

(i) Capitalist Development 

With a few exceptions, industrial activities were not important prior to 1855. 
However, with the expansion of trade, there were major developments in commerce 
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and agriculture, and a development of complementary industries. For example, with 
the growth of rice and teak exports, milling became an important area of investment, 
especially for the nobility, Chinese merchants and tax-farmers (Sirilak 1980). Much 
of this development took place in Bangkok, with the expansion of roads, canals, water 
and gas supply, and local experiments in steam milling, shipping and printing. While 
Western merchants derived considerable benefit from these developments, so  too  did 
locals. For example, in the last twenty years of the 1800s, Thai and Chinese investors 
had come to control rice-milling in Bangkok (Leckie 1976: 92-93). 

Much of the expansion of domestic capital resulted from co-operation between 
Chinese merchants and the nobles and officials of the absolute monarchy (Sirilak 
1980: 94-95), indicating a close relationship between state and capitalists, even in this 
embryonic period. The monarchy and nobility was wealthy, and as the old methods 
of wealth accumulation declined (e.g. corvee, slavery), they were interested in new 
means, and co-operation with capitalists offered one such avenue. 

Industrial investments remained relatively unattractive at this time as the domes- 
tic market was limited and competition from imports fierce. There were only a few big 
industrial developments, with most being joint investments by Thai nobles and 
Western and Chinese merchants, with one such example being the Siam Cement 
Company (The Straits Times 23 June 1923). In finance, the earliest banks were 
foreign, with the first being the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank (1888), and principally 
concerned with financing foreign trade (ingrain 1971: 150). A number of local banks 
were established, supported by a combination of local Chinese merchants and millers 
and members of the nobility (Skinner 1954: 135-136). Nevertheless, trade remained 
the major area of interest for local investors. 

However, in the late 1920s, the movement of capital into production intensified, 
especially in import-replacing activities. There were a number of reasons for this 
including: treaty revisions and tariff increases (Pairote 1976: 503); and the impact of 
the Depression on foreign investors and imports. The Depression also convinced Thai 
policy-makers and industrialists that economic development relying on the export of 
primary commodities was problematic (Hewison 1983: Ch. 4). In addition, a Civil and 
Commercial Code was promulgated from 1925 (Thompson 1941: 53), giving enter- 
prises a legal status they had not previously enjoyed, and boosting business confidence 
(see Bangkok Times, hereafter, BT, 25 March 1927). The 1920s also saw significant 
developments in local business promotion, with shares being traded on a regular basis 
(Bangkok Tiraes Week/y Mail, hereafter, BTWM~ 20 March 1922), and a Siamese 
Chamber of Commerce being registered (BT t March 1926). 

By the early 1930s, industrial enterprises included rice mills, timber mills, and 
factories of various sizes producing an enormous range of consumer goods. In 
addition, petrol-driven motors had been introduced, revolutionising rice milling 
(Anon. 1985: 74; Ingrain 1971: 135-136), and power generation and water production 
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had increased markedly (K/'WM 4 November 1929). While the results of this 
increased investment were not spectacular, it did provide local managers and entre- 
prenenrs with much valuable experience. 

(ii) The Role o f  Labour 

Crucial to these changes was the initial emergence of a class of wage-labour. Over the 
period 1868-1905, labour was freed from bondage, with those so released tending to 
favour agricultural activities. This meant that the expanding demand for labour, 
especially in Bangkok, could only be met through the net addition of about 951,000 
Chinese labourers to the work force between 1882 to 1931. These imported labourers 
dominated the class of wage-labour well into the twentieth century, being employed 
in a wide range of areas, from mining to plantations to manufacturing. 

The combination of labour and capital began to produce large capitalist enter- 
prises such as the Min Sac match factory. It opened in Bangkok and employed 700 
workers, 600 of whom were day-labourers, mostly Chinese women and children, with 
Siamese being employed to make boxes at home. Processing was done by "compli- 
cated automatic machinery, partly driven by electric motor and partly by hand." 
(BTWM 25 November 1929). While similar large factories existed, especially in 
milling, the majority of enterprises were small. 

Though small at this time, the working class could also be militant in seeking 
improved working conditions. Certainly, by the end of the nineteenth century, 
Chinese workers were involved in struggles for better pay and conditions. They were 
joined by Thai workers, and both groups linked their activities to wider political 
struggles. The earliest recorded labour activity dates from the 1880s and includes 
labourers in rice mills, mines, railways, construction, the ports, transport and printing. 
Little is known about these struggles, but their economic impact was the subject of 
comment. For example, in 1888 the British Consnl stated that a pay strike by dockers 
"lasted for several days...causing an entire cessation of business [with some steamers] 
obliged to leave the port for a want of hands to load the cargo" (quoted in Skinner 1957: 
117). Indeed, at this time, labour demand continued to outstrip supply, and workers 
were in a position to press for better pay and conditions, and in 1901 it was reported 
that Chinese labourers were able "to impose their terms on employers" (Skinner 1957: 
117). 

The economic impact of strikes was again demonstrated by the 1910 general 
strike. This broke out on 1 June and was reportedly the result of changes made to the 
collection of the head-tax, affecting the Chinese. While there is some doubt whether 
or not this was the central issue, it is noteworthy that rickshaw pullers, dock workers, 
cargo and rice mill coolies, fishermen and construction workers all took the opportu- 
nity to strike (see BTWM31 May-10 June 1910). Underscoring the growing economic 
significance of wage-labour, one contemporary observer noted: 
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It must be remembered ... that the strike might have lasted longer had the participants been 
sufficiently organised, for the fact that the C~.inese labourer is a commercial facter of the utmost 
importance in the trade of the port has just been brought home to the most unthinking (BTWM6 Jtme 
1910). 

By the 1920s, ethnic Thais were also entering the labour force in larger numbers. 
Employed mainly in the more modern sectors of the economy, including railways, 
tramways, and electricity generation, these workers also displayed a willingness to 
struggle for improved pay and conditions. The tramways in particular witnessed a 
number of conflicts, the earliest of which can be traced to 1896 (Brown 1990: 47). It 
was in the 1920s, however, that tramways workers displayed their militancy most 
clearly. The 1923 slfike was particularly important not only because it was the longest 
and bloodiest slrike under the absolute monarchy (cf. Brown 1990: Ch. 3), but because 
this strike can be said to mark a significant point in the development of labour's 
struggle in Thailand. 

The strike began early in 1923 and dragged on for several weeks, and was marked 
by violence, strike-breaking, lock-outs, and the government's inability to deal with the 
striking workers. A significant and surprising event took place in late January, when 
a new weekly emerged. Titled Kammakon (The Labourer), it was established by 
journalists who subsequently called themselves the Labourers' Group (~ana  kam- 
makon). Led by an ex-civil servant named Thawat Ritthidet, this group was to become 
a driving force organising both the industrial and wider political struggles of industrial 
workers throughout the remaining period of the absolute monarchy. In responding to 
the challenges faced by workers Thawat adopted a position which did not advocate the 
overthrow of the labour-capital relation but rather argued for the more equitable 
treatment of workers within this relation (Brown 1990: 70). While the adoption of such 
labourist views limited the potential of the movement, they did form the basis for the 
development of a powerful tradition within the labour movement. 

The contributions of the Labourers' Group in developing an organised labour 
movement were four-fold: first, the problems of workers became part of a public 
debate; second, in the absence of state assistance, some basic welfare services were 
offered to workers; third, attention was given to establishing collective identity and 
unity among labourers; and finally, the Group dealt with wider political matters, 
including issues like corruption, the misuse of power, economic development, and the 
nature of absolutist rule. Activities such as these presented officials with significant 
problems during the last years of the absolute monarchy, especially as workers often 
called on state officials to intervene in their disputes with employers, and to establish 
guidelines for protection (Sangsit 1986; Kanchada 1988). 

These problems were further complicated by Thailand's founding membership 
of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), wheie the government was urged to 
adopt conventions to protect labour. In response, in 1927 the King established a 
committee to examine what was being termed the "labour problem" and the ILO 
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conventions. The committee, however, reaffirmed decisions that to adopt ILO 
conventions would be premature due to the underdevelopment of industry, the low 
cost of living and easy conditions of life, and the independence and conservatism of 
workers. Even so, some officials recognised the need to regularise labour relations. 
For example, the Minister of Commerce argued that factories legislation was needed 
because industrial accidents were "numerous," and because legislation would %. 
benefit the country's economy." It was stressed, however, that such legislation was not 
to be seen as an "attempt by the government to help the side of workers, for this would 
serve to encourage them to establish trade unions..." (NA R7 Ph 13/1). 

A draft Factory Act was produced in early 1931, but ostensibly due to the poor 
economic situation and the cost of administering the Act, it was agreed not to introduce 
it (NA R7 Ph 13/4). In the absence of legislation the state continued to respond to 
labour militancy largely through repression. The arrest, deportation and harassment 
of workers continued, and new laws were introduced restricting the press and the right 
to strike. 

State-Initiated Development, 1932-1957 

By 1932 Thailand's socio-economic structure could not be described as capitalist, but 
capitalism was on the rise, growing in the womb of the old society. While the classes 
of capital and wagedabour 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. 

(i) Further Capitalist Development 

The People's Party seizure of state power confirmed a generalised opposition to an 
outmoded economic system dominated by Western and Chinese merchants in alliance 
with the monarchy and nobility. While the groups in the People's Party did not possess 
a common economic philosophy, the Party's nationalism was an expression of a desire 
for economic progress (Chatthip 1979). This was expressed in pressures for the state 
to intervene in the economy. For example, National Assemblyman and business leader 
Mangkorn Samsen, called for state investments in industry and banking (BTWM25 
July 1932). The most radical proposal was Pridi Phanomyong's economic plan, which 
suggested a system of state ownership of land and manufacturing (Landon 1968: 284- 
285). Even though Pridi's proposals were rejected, basic agreement remained on the 
necessity for state intervention to promote economic development and self-suffi- 
ciency. Indeed, it was the contraction of foreign capital during the Depression and the 
impact of state investment, that increased opportunities for domestic capital (Chatthip 
1979: 12-13). 

After 1938, with Army leader Phibun Songkhram as Prime Minister and Pridi as 
F'mance Minister, a more nationalistic economic policy was pursued. The government 
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sought to move the largely Western and Chinese owned industrial and service sectors 
into Thai and Sino-Thai hands, auempting to provide a national base for industrial 
development. However, as the large investments required for industrial activity were 
not immediately available from local investors, the state took an ever-larger role 
(Coultas 1939: 21). By 1941, the government had invested in textile mills, sugar mills, 
a pharmaceutical research laboratory, a distill~y, aircraft manufacture and assembly, 
paper mills, rice and timber mills, trading companies, banks, infrasWucUu'al projects, 
and a slaughterhouse (Anon. 1985: 76; Bailey 1937: 3). In a~ition, the state further 
promoted business by raising internal loans for industry, establishing the national 
bank, upgrading the Ministry of Industry, and preparing an industrial development 
plan (Bank of Thailand 1961: 397-403; Anon. 1985: 77-78). 

While local investment remained small, some important private businesses did 
emerge. For example, cigarette manufacturing expanded, especially after duties were 
increased in 1932 (BTWM 1 August 1932), and local manufacturing capacity, 
including that by European finns, expanded to 120 million cigarettes a month (Bailey 
I937: 13). Matches also sold well throughout the country, prompting a number of new 
ventures, although the industry remained dependent on tariff policies (BTWM 23 
March; 15 May; 31 July; 4 September 1933). Other developments included the 
production of mosquito coils, shoes, sacks, rope, glass, dry cell batteries, rubber 
woducts, toys, neon lighting, and weaving machinery. In addition, a locally-owned 
brewing olant began production in 1934, threatening European imports (Bailey and 
Whittington 1935: 18, 28; BTWM7 July 1934). An ironic feature of this development 
was that at the very time that small Chinese business people and workers were the 
victims of discrimination in state policy, a number of big Chinese capitalists, working 
in co-operation with powerful state officials, and many businesses managed or owned 
by Chinese were being promoted by the state (Sangsit, n.d.). 

Data on industrial development is not extensive prior to 1940. However, a 
Ministry of Commerce survey conducted in late 1939 indicated" an expanding 
industrial capacity in the area of Bangkok. The survey listed 445 enterprises, and while 
most plants were small, industrial production was emerging as an important area of 
investment for domestic capitalists. Certainly, an industrial base was being consoli- 
dated and production expanding. While World War II brought many economic 
problems, it also offered further opportunities for domestic capitalists with important 
allied industries and banks falling into Thai hands. In addition, some joint ventures, 
especially in textiles, tin and rubber, were established with the Japanese (Anon. 1985: 
77-78). 

The post-War state continued to espouse nationalist economic policies, and 
expanded state development expenditures to infrastructure, services and industry 
(Chatthip 1970: 28-33). The significance of state investment and political intervention 
cannot be underestimated, for in a capital-scarce counu'y, where socialism was not 

considered an option, industrial development required the co-operation of both 
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capitalists and state managers. The rapid development of banking capital, important 
for expanding industry, saw the full utilisation of such connections, with domestic 
bank.x expanding through injections of state and Chinese capital (Hewison 1981). 

By the mid-fifties, however, groups of business people were complaining that the 
economy was in poor shape. They were joined by a number of influential technocrats, 
especially from the Bank of Thailand. Indeed, as the Korean War boom tapered, 
investment and profitability began to fall, especially in the manufacturing sector, 
where private investment had declined (van Rijnberk 1961: 9). The reasons for this 
included: a lack of electric power and its high cost; the small size of industrial 
enterprises; low tariffs; a small domestic market; a paucity of capital; and low levels 
of skills and technical knowledge (Blanchard 1958: 330). In addition, commodity 
prices stagnated, resulting in trade deficits as imports of consumer and capital goods 
expanded. If it had not been for US aid, the balance of payments would have been in 
deficit for the 1952-58 period. In addition, budget deficits increased as the government 
overspent on big industrial projects, with poor fiscal policies fuelling inflation and 
depleting foreign exchange reserves (Bank of Thailand 1955: 20; 1959: 13-14). For 
both foreign and local capitalists such problems cast a shadow over their ability to 
expand accumulation. 

(~) ~ Role of  Labour 

The political role established for labour by Thawat and his Labour Group during the 
last years of the absolute monarchy was strengthened by the establishment of the new 
regime. In the attempt to advance workers" interests, Thawat had struck a relationship 
with Pridi who, since his return from Europe, had been forging a coalition of 
bureaucrats and military figures out of which the People's Party was formed (Barme 
1989: 56). The Labour Group and wamway workers participated in the events of June 
1932, and while historians have ignored labour's role, its contribution was not 
forgotten by Pridi who, some fifty years later, remarked: 

... at the time of Thawat's involvement [in organising winkers] I was still a student in France and 
befole I had returned the tmmwaymen had struck. Thawat was the o~ganiser. He had done a good 
job in establishing the worket~ In both the change of govennneat and dulin 8 the [1933] Boworadej 
rebelfion [against the new regime] the tramway workers played not an inconsiderable pm~... (in 
Sangsit 1986: 89). 

The activities of industrial workers under the absolute monarchy, their involve- 
ment in the 1932 coup and their subsequent struggles in both the industrial and 
political arenas in the months immediately after the overthrow of the absolute 
monarchy meant that labour's voice could not be ignored. The recognition that labour 
was an increasingly important social force was reflected in the way in which state 
officials responded to workers and their organisations during 1932-34. 
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Following the change of government, workers" grievances flooded the political 
stage. For example, 6,000 rickshaw pullers struck for five days, women workers in a 
textile factory protested, the long running tTamways dispute re-erupted, and strikes 
involving cement workers, railway workers, construction labourers, workers em- 
ployed at the military arsenal and rice-mill workers broke out. In addition, the 
unemployed mounted protests (BT, BTW~ Lak muang, various issues, July-Decem- 
ber 1932; and NA RT-R8 2k/20, R7-R8 2k/30 RT-R8 2k/60). It was also during this 
period of heightened industrial protest that the first legally recogn/sed working class 
organisation was formed. 

The Thai Tramwaymen's Association (TrA) was formed during another strike 
in the Siam Electric Corporation (SEC)in September 1932. In response to manage- 
ment provocation, Thawat formed a committee and attempted to negotiate a settle- 
ment, but was rebuffed. He then requested government intervention, and asked 
permission for the tramwaymen's association to be legally registered. The n e w  

government responded positively on both counts (Thompson 1947: 240). Amidst 
great ceremony the TrA was established in October 1932, with 700 of the SEC's 1,000 
workers applying for membership (Lalcmuang 12 October 1932). 

In subsequent months the TrA played a leading role in representing workers' 
interests in both the indusU-ial and political arenas. During the 1932-33 period there 
was great political turmoil, with the "VIA supporting Pridi's faction in the People's 
Party. Indeed it was Thawat's open support of Pridi which may have produced the 
spark which ignited the Boworadej revolt. Incensed over the king's criticism of Pridi's 
economic plan, Thawat and three others brought a libel action against the deposed 
monarch (BTWM28 September 1933; 2 December 1933). The action was reported to 
have embittered the King and infuriated his supporters (FO 371/18210: 25). The 
rebellion broke out on 11 October 1933 and workers were quick to demonstrate their 
support for the constitutional regime, with 3,000 workers volunteering to fight the 
rebels (Sangsit 1986: 130). This support was gratefully acknowledged by Prime 
Minister Pahol (NA S 0701 1/4). 

But the TrA and Thawat did not have things all their own way, and their close 
ties to Pridi meant that their fortunes fluctuated along with his political career. For 
example, Thawat had emphasised that the TrA was formed to represent all workers 
regardless of ethnicity, and in early 1934 supported striking Chinese rice-mili coolies 
(BTWM3 February 1934). Eventually, the government moved to support owners, by 
restoring "law and order," arresting strikers and charging Thawat (BTWM 1 April 
1934, FO 371/19375). Although defeated, the strike represented the first clear 
example of an attempt by Thai and Chinese workers to overcome ethnic barriers i~ 
order to co-oporate along class lines. 

With the state's emphasis on industrial development, officials of the new regime 
took steps to regulate relations within indusmy. F'~t, an attempt was made to establish 
a law for the protection of labour in the areas of working hours, health and safety 
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(BTWM21 September 1933). While a draft law was sent to a newly-formed labour 
committee, there is no further mention of it until the late 1930s (FO 371/19375). 
Second, the government established an adminisu-ative mechanism for dispute settle- 
ment. Following a sU'ike in the railways, a permanent committee within the Ministry 
of Economic Affairs was formed, charged with seeking "a reconciliation between 
employers and employees whenever trouble arises" (BTWM30 April 1934). Part of 
the motivation for the state's action was to avoid economic dislocation in key sectors 
of the economy. Chaired by the Governor of Bangkok, the disputes committee was 
made up of representatives from government, business and labour (F0 371/19375). As 
one commentator pointed out: 

One may well ask whether a biased body of politicians without any experience in practical 
administration are qualified to advise the government in future labour disputes. But important 
though this ... is, it is not the main point.... The irrgaortant implication of the appointment is that the 
govenanent accepts as a fact the existence of a genuine labour problem.... (BT2 May 1934). 

This comment indicates a significant policy change between the absolute monarchy 
and the new regime. Previously, labour problems were officially denied, but this 
changed after 1932. Within the new political environment, labour was granted the 
right to operdy organise and its support was sometimes sought by political leaders. 

This period of openness and growing recognition of labour was short-lived, with 
restrictions including censorship, the banning of communism and the outlawing of 
political parties being imposed. For labour, a symbolic act was the arrest of Thawat, 
noted above. In May 1934 his association was also dissolved (FO 371/19375). While 
another was formed (the Association for the Support of Labourers---Samakhom 
an~lam kammakon), with members drawn from tramway workers, rickshaw pullers, 
cargo boat coolies, rice mill workers and barbers, it was soon embroiled in strike action 
and similarly banned (FO 371/19375). Indeed, some of its members were charged 
under the 1933 Anti-Communist Act. Henceforth, organised labour was forced 
underground (Damri and Canto 1986: 33). 

Following this brief period of intense industrial and political militancy, for the 
remainder of the 1930s, labour activities tended to disappear from public view, and 
labour activity was forced underground (Damri and Carun 1986: 33). Strikes did, 
however, continue to take place (BT29 September 1938; 2 August 1939), and there 
were several attempts to co-ordinate labour. For example, a group of Thai, Chinese, 
Sino-Thai and Vietnamese workers attempted to re-establish a labour organisation in 
1935 (Damri and Carun 1986: 33). Moreover, in 1937, workers attempted to sponsor 
their own candidate in the National Assembly elections (BTWM 11 September 1937). 

The state became further involved in regulating relations within industry. 
Beginning in the mid-1930s, there were renewed discussions over the need for 
improved labour legislation, although the government's response was lukewarm 
(BTWM 18 September 1936), and proposed legislation was rejected in parliament. The 
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following year, however, a government Labour Bill which aimed to give it the 
authority to collect data on labour conditions throughout the country, and which could 
be used for the development of future policies was introduced (1Vtkom 1983: 20; 
Damri and Carun I986: 28). The Bill was passed, and the study reportedly began 
(BTWM 19 March 1937). S011, no comiaehensive legislation was introduced, despite 
repeated attempts (Damri and Carun 1986: 142). Finally, in 1939, a Factory Act was 
promulgated (Democracy 17 November 1946), but due to the lack of adequate 
administrative support and staff to police the Act, workers relnained largely unpro- 
tected. Although limited, these develolmmnts indicated expanding state involvement 
in the regulation of capital-state relations. 

Tile war years saw the induswial working class grow but, by the end of the war 
there had been a dramatic deterioration of working and living conditions. Urban 
residents were severely effected, facing food shortages, inflation and shortages of vital 
commodities (Batson 1985: 229-220). Workers conditions were described by an ILO 
adviser as "... far worse than those existing in Malaya, Ceylon and South Africa" 
(Democracy 2 September 1946). Under such conditions worker umest increased. 
Between 1946-47, 168 strikes were recorded with 109 reported to have taken place in 
1947 alone (BP 21 June 1948). This activism and outpouring of grievances among 
industrial workers was, in part, the product of renewed attempts to organise workers, 
a process which had been going on since the early 1940s. 

Following the demise of the TrA and the Labour Group, labour organisation had 
been difficult. However, this began to change. Beginning with study groups formed 
by school students during the war, a series of labour societies and orgunisadons were 
established at the docks, in factories, at the government's railway workshop, in 
breweries, water transport, wamways, and rice and saw mills (Sangsit 1986: 147-155). 
By the end of the war, 23 of these associations combined to form the Workers Welfare 
Association of Bangkok (WWAlg--Sama/dlom/alnnnakon songkhro krungthep), 
becoming the Association of United Trade Workers of Bangkok (AUTWB--Sa- 
yr-/chore sahach/wa / ~ - J , , ~ n  nalchon krungthep) in 1946. Aiming to improve 
wages and working conditions, the AUTWB applied for and received registration in 
November 1946. In April 1947 it hosted a conference of worker representatives from 
Bangkok and provincial cent~es, who met to establish a national labour federation. 
This resulted in the Association of United Trade Workers of Thailand (Sama/chom 
sahachiwa kamma~n haeng prathet tha0 which has generally been known as the 
Central Labour Union or CLU (Brown 1990: Ch. 5). 

The CLU, the in'st labour organisation aiming to represent workers on a national 
scale, orgunised Labour Day celebrations on 1 May 1947, with over 70,000 partici- 
paring (BP 2 May 1947). The aims of the CLU were to cooperate with progressive 
social forces and promote labour organisations; to provide educational and welfare 
assistance to workerg to assist in the settlement of labour disputes; to effect mutual 
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cooperation and aid among member organisution~ and to act as a representative for 
workers generally (Mabry 1979: 43). 

The outpouring of grievances by labour during the imnu~ale post-war years also 
spmked a more public debate concemin~ labour relations, with the press callin~ on the 
government to introduce labour legislation (cf. Democracy January 1947 issues). The 
CLU launched a campaign urging the government to protect labour, and left-wing 
MPs presented a progressive Labour Relations Bill giving workers the right to join 
unions, negotiate with employers and to strike. The Bill also sought to regulate dispute 
resolution, holidays and working hours, maternity leave, health and safety, and 
penalty rates (BP 14 July 1947). In response the government formed a committee 
within the Department of Public Welfare which was instructed to produce a draft 
Labour Law by the end of 1948. Originally, two laws were drafted, one which dealt 
with labour protection and another concerned with the formation of trade unions. 
However, the committee's work dragged on for almost a decade (Fun 1980: 2). 

Throughout the 1940s the CLU provided assistance to Thai and Chinese workers 
in their activities again~ employers and made numerons appeals to government to 
enact a labour law. The CLU has been portrayed as a leftist organisadon, somehow 
"alien" to the mainstream labour movement (Skinner 1957: 286-287, 323; Mabry 
1979: 43). However, rather than seeing the move to the left as a product of "alien" 
infiltrators, it should be seen as a result of a new generation of labour leaders who, 
based on the experience of post-war labour struggles, were radicalis~L While labour- 
ism remained a strong element, these new labour leaders began to formulate alterna- 
tive and more radical solutions to workers' problems, in a context of increasingly 
vociferous political activity. "Ibis new stance was indeed much influenced by 
Marxi.~n. In 1946, in return for the Soviet Union's acceptance of Thailand into the 
United Nations, the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), formed in 1942, was 
legalised and the Anti-Communist Act withdrawn. As Reynolds (1987: 25) has 
observed, "... there was a distinctly Left orientation in Bangkok public discourse for 
a decade or so after World War IL" 

Apart fTom the CIrl " publication lChhachon (The Masses), this period witnessed 
the production of some classic Thai leftist literature. This discourse employed 
concepts of class, class smtggle, exploitation and modes of production, and became 
part of a non-militaristic nationalism which directly challenged some of the ideas upon 
which the legitimacy of the state was based (Reynolds 1987: 26). It was these 
alternatives which provided labour leaders with new theoretical perspectives for 
meeting the challenges faced by workers. "Ibis was in contrast to the early labourist 
views espoused by Thawat and his supporters. For example, Thawat considered the 
oplxession of workers as a product of the personal corruption of individual employers, 
whereas new labour leader Damri Ruangsetham directed his criticism to the system 
of capitalism. For Damri, it was capitalist relations of production and a state which 
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promoted and defended these relations which were the keys to understanding workers' 
problems. Thus, while labourist leaders argued that workers should struggle for 
freedom and self respect within a capitalist system, Damri argued that these goals 
could only be achieved by overthrowing capitalist relations (Sangsit 1986: 20). The 
radical approach was attractive, and by early 1949, CLU membership was 60,000 in 
more than 60 affiliated associations (BP 8 February 1949). 

The flowering of labour organisation and activity described above was facilitated 
by the open political environment during 1944-47. Successive civilian governments, 
however, failed to forge the stability required to entrench parliamentary forms. In 
1947, the military seized power and after a brief interim period, Phibun returned to the 
prime ministership, announcing pro-Western and anti-Communist policies. This had 
a dramatic impact on the labour movement, as government policy tried to smash the 
CLU. 

As a first step Phibun established the state-funded Thai Labour Association 
(Samakhom kammakon haeng prathet thai--known in English as the Thai Labour 
Union or TLU) in 1948. Membership was restricted to Thai nationals, and aimed to 
raise workers' living standards, to assist skills development and to "strive for better 
employer-employee relations without combating the principle of private enterprise" 
(BP 19 April 1948). By May 1949 the TLU claimed a membership of 30,000, and 
despite being close to the government, the TLU did take militant industrial action. 2 

The government instituted more repressive measures against the CLU, arresting 
and imprisoning some of its leadership for running a "secret society" (BP 8 February 
1949). Repression increased, with labour leaders being arrested, deported, and 
harassed, and the CLU headquarters raided by police (BP 3 December 1948). Despite 
this, the CLU continued to support workers and in early 1949 announced that it had 
gained membership of the leftist World Federation of Trade Unions (BP 8 February 
1949). At the same time, labour disputes continued, even ff fo~ural strikes were 
banned. The CLU's left-wing politics sparked a concerted government attempt to 
destroy the organisation. As disputes became more common within state enterprises, 
the government began to define these actions as unlawful and as constituting "revolt" 
(Damri and Carun 1986: 103-125). Increasingly, radical labour leaders were arrested 
and jailed for long periods (Sangsit 1986: 176-177). This culminated in the promul- 
gation of an Anti-Communist Law in late 1952 which, inter alia, prevented attacks on 
the private enterprise system and outlawed acts defined as "creating instability, 
disunity, or hatred among the people, and taking part in acts of terrorism or sabotage" 
(Reynolds 1987: 28). This Act effectively prevented the CLU from openly supporting 
workers in their actions (Damri and Carun 1986: 124-134). 

Police General Phao Sriyanon furthered the attack on independent labour. He 
established another government-sponsored labour organisation, the Free Labour 
Association of Thailand (FLAT Sarnaldaom serJ raengngan haeng prathet thai) in 
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1954. FLAT was headed by a wealthy Chinese merchant, and workers in Chinese- 
owned enterprises were urged, cajoled and forced to join FLAT as the government 
repressed other unions. All leaders of major labour groups were "invited" to join and 
if they refused they were ordered to present themselves at the headquarters of the 
police Special Branch where they were "requested" to complete application forms 
(Damri and Carun 1986: 126). 

Despite these attacks, the mid- 1950s saw a resurgence of labour organisation and 
struggle. Faced with growing criticism over the policy of state-led industriaiisation 
and occupying an increasingly precarious political position, Phibun returned from an 
overseas tour in 1955 and declared that he would restore democracy. Political parties 
were legalised, press censorship abolished and general elections called. Significantly, 
Phibun turned to workers for support, and established the Labour Party (phak 
kammakon) in 1956. Although established to support the Premier, the Labour Party's 
leadership actively represented workers' interests, being committed to the enactment 
of a labour law after consultation with workers (Sangsit 1986: 205-206). 

Independent of the government, another labour organisation, the Sixteen Labour 
Units (kanm~akon siphok nuai), was formed from former members of the CLU, and 
attempted to pursue an independent political line. This group brought together trishaw 
riders, potty traders, railway workers, rice and sawmill workers, tramway workers, 
water transport and tobacco workers, textile and communication employees and a 
federation of women work,s  (Damri and Carun 1986: 131-141). 

1955 also saw the government re-activate its committee examining the need for 
labour legislation. In February the government called on representatives from busi- 
ness and labour groups to examine the proposed legislation. Discussion within labour 
ranks concluded with a June 1956 meeting attended by over four thousand workers, 
where the draft law was accepted (Pasaknirunt 1959: 3; Fun 1980: 8). The Bill was 
passed by the National Assembly on 20 September 1956, to become effective from 1 
January 1957, with strong support from Prime Minister Phibun. The law provided for 
the administtation of relations within industry, regulating wages, establishing a 48- 
hour week and requiring employers to pay compensation to workers injured on the job. 
Health and safety standards were set and regulations on overtime and holiday 
payments were prescribed. For the first time, workers were accorded the legal right 
to strike and to establish labour unions. 3 The legislation also set guidelines for dispute 
resolution: all disputes which could not be settled at the enterprise level were to come 
before a Labour Relations Committee (Phiphat 1977: 1-27). Now formally protected 
by the law, workers were in a position to renew their efforts to organise. In 1957, 136 
unions and two federations were registered. These labour organisations had, within 
the fast year, a combined membership of over 16,000 workers (Kong raengngan 1957: 
65, 79-81). 
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The Drive for Inclustrialisatioa, 1957-1980 

By 1957 Field Marshal Phibun's government was tottering and the economy was 
stagnating. Public criticism was directed at the government's involvement in the 
economy, suggesting that this was causing the downturn, along with corruption. In this 
context, Army commander General Sarit Thanarat seized power. 

Sarit's regime redefined the state's investment role, supporting private enterprise 
and industrialisation. The government sought to reduce manufactured imports and 
move to import substitution indusuialisation (ISI), a swategy advocated by the World 
Bank, other international agencies, and the Bank of Thailand 0BRD 1959: Ch. 3; Bank 
of Thailand 1960, van Rijnberk 1961). This move was supported by domestic 
industrial capitalists who wanted increased tariff protection for domestic-based 
manufacturing (S/am Rath V,t~ek/y Rev/ew 1 November 1962). 

(i) ~ a i  Capitalism Matures 

The move to ISI was supported by both local and foreign investors. For the former it 
meant more room to invest, free of the fear of state competition, while for the latter 
the move coincided with the beginnings of a drive by transnational corporations 
(TNCs) to establish global production. ~ Sarit government saw TNCs as a source 
of capital to replace state investment and continue the drive for expanded industrial 
activity. TNCs were also seen as sources of technical and entrelaeneurial skills, and 
the promotion of foreign investment became a pillar of economic policy. 

Wi~ the military maintaining authoritarian rule, ISI remained dominant through- 
out the sixties. The strategy was slrongly supported by the Board of Investment, the 
National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB), the Bank of Thailand, 
the Ministry of Industry and local manufacum:rs. Their position was reflected in the 
first (1961-66) and second (1967-71) development plans, where the majority of 
capital invested with state promotional privileges went into ISI aregs (Ingram 1971: 
288-289). 

While ISI produced some success stories in manufacturing, assessments noted a 
number of problems, such as the disincentives to export (Harongchai 1973). In terms 
of the political economy, however, there were siL'nificant developments. Fine,, the 
manufacturing sector expanded rapidly, and during the sixties the sector's conu'ibu- 
don to GDP rose from 12_5 to 17.5 per cent (see Table 1). Second, high rates of 
protection encouraged domestic investment, advancing the whole process of capital 
accumulation, and especially among banking and industrial capi!ali~qt~s (Kraisak 1984: 
140-146). Banking capitalists, took advantage of ISI policies to expand their invest- 
ments in industry, enhancing their corporate power (Hewison 1983: Ch. 9). 

However, ISI manufacturing had outgrown the domestic market in crucial 
sectors, including the important textiles sector. This was compounded by both 
domestic and international developments. Within Thailand, manufacturing growth 
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declined in the 1970-72 period, with a corresponding fall in investment (IBRD 1974: 
103-104). Agitation by local capitalists for a more export-oriented policy had also 
emerged (Bangkok World 15 October 1969). Simultaneously, growing trade deficits 
encouraged the government to examine EOI strategies. EOI was to be based on a 
nation's "comparative advantage" in cheap labour, to produce commodities for a 
world market, bringing in foreign exchange and achieving a wade balance. Interna- 
tionally, higher inflation in the West and exchange rate fluctuations made Thai 
manufactures more attractive. These changing circumstances were recognised in 
1971 when the Board of Investment announced incentives for exports (Bangkok 
World 2 March 1971; Business Review December 1972). EOI was formally recog- 
nised in the Third National Plan (1972-76), even though ISI was not completely 
abandoned. This combination of policy changes and favourable circumstances saw 
the value of manufactured exports expand, from US$40 million in 1970 to US$270 
million just three years later (IBRD 1974: vii). 

The decline of the ISI national economic strategy coincided with a downturn in 
the economy andan  upsurge in domestic political activity. By 1972, there was 
considerable agitation for political change, leading to the student-led uprising of 
October 1973, which overthrew the military regime (cf. Morell and Chai-Anan 1981). 
The 1973-76 was a particularly volatile period politically and economically. 

The Fourth National Plan (1977-81) continued the emphasis on EOI while again 
indicating that ISI would be maintained in some areas. However, export industries 
were to receive additional privileges (Business in Thailand January  1979). This accent 
on export was close to the World Bank recommendations for labour intensive, export- 
oriented industries. With minor changes of emphasis, this pattern held through the 
fifth and sixth plans also. The emergence of an export-oriented strategy also reflected 
developments within the capitalist class. Under the insulated conditions of ISI, 
domestic industrial and banking capitals were able to expand to a stage where, in some 
cases, they were devel6ping an international character. These large, highly concen- 
trated, corporate groups were demanding a more outward-looking development 
strategy, having outgrown the local market. The higher priority given to EOI may be 
seen as an indication of the increased influence of big capital. 

(ii) The Role of Labour 

Less than a year after the Phibun government's labour law was introduced, it was cast 
aside when Safit seized power. The Sarit years are known as the "dark ages" for labour. 
Sarit described the Labour Act's provisions as: 

...inappropriate. They provided the opportunity for those who would use them as a tool to promote 
conflict between employers and employees and destroy the understanding and co-operation which 
exists betweea them. In addition, they also provide communist instigators with the opporttmity to 
lead employees in inappropriate directions.... All of these things contribute to the destruction of 
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industry and commerce and endanger the development of the economy and the progress of the 
country (cited in Lae 1983: 1). 

This was followed by a wave of arrests and imprisonments of labour leaders, 
intellectuals, journalists and politicians. The labour movement was again forced 
underground and its organisations destroyed. 

Throughout the 1960s all labour organisations were officially banned. However, 
Sheehan and Narong (1992: 7) note that the Labour Department supported small, 
semi-official "bargaining units" to allow workers to deal with employers. These units 
appear to have mainly existed in key industrial sites, and especially state enterprises. 
While in a precarious political position, these units apparently played an important 
role in getting labour through the darkest days of military authoritarianism, and 

provided an organisational skeleton for the revival of labour in the early 1970s. 
Trade unionism began to re-emerge as workers resisted gross oppression and 

exploitation. For example, by 1970, almost half a million factory workers were 
receiving a mere 7-10 baht a day in wages. Thousands were forced to sleep at their 
workplaces. There was no compensation for overtime, holidays, accidents or illness. 
Child labour was common and health and safety standards non-existent (Hewison 
1989b: 123). These poor conditions worsened between 1971 and 1973 as the economy 
experienced rising inflation. Working class resistance to these conditions gathered 
momentum in the early 1970s and were part of wider social protests which ultimately 
led to overthrow of the military in October 1973. 

Following the overthrow of the military regime there was an outpouring of 
popular grievances, including from labour. Well over a thousand strikes were 
officially recorded between 1973 and 1976, and by late 1976 185 unions had been 
formed (Morell and Chai-Anan 1981: 189). Moreover, two large and influential peak 
labour councils were established, the radical Labour Coordination Centre of Thailand 
(LCCT) and the more labourist-oriented Federation of Labour Unions of Thailand 
(FLUT). 

The re-emergence of parliamentary politics in this period, coupled with the rise 
of extra-bureaucratic political activity was accompanied by heightened interest in a 
system of industrial relations. Following Sarit's abrogation of the 1957 Act, attempts 
to establish a stable indnslrial relations framework were seldom considered necessary 
where the military and police, acting under anti-communist legislation, were able to 
suppress union activity. There was an attempt to re-establish labour laws in 1965, but 
it was not until 1972 that any real change came. Then, the National Executive Council 
issued Announcement No. 103 which effectively ended the ban on labour organisa- 
tion, but still severely restricted activity. Only when the military dictatorship was 
swept aside was comprehensive legislation proposed, but even then not adopted until 
March 1975 (Phiraphol 1978: 175-180). 

The 1975 Labour Act was indicative of the growing political strength of labour, 
especially as political activity spilled onto the streets (Vichote 1991: 140). Workers 
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found themselves joined by students and other activists as progressive political 
alliances were formed. The 1973-76 period saw some of the most significant labour 
activity of the modern era. For example, women workers became particularly active, 
and workers actions became intimately linked with wider political struggles (cf. 
Morell and Chai-Anan 1981: Ch. 7). When the military returned through a coup in 
October 1976, and state repression was intensified, many labour leaders and activists 
fled to the jungles to join the CPT and its united front. 

However, the period of extreme repression was relatively short-lived, when, 
following another coup, General Kriangsak Chomanan eased, but did not eliminate 
the subjugation of organised labour. Despite this, and the violent swings of state policy 
and the fortunes of organised labour, the union movement survived and, in some areas, 
especially state enterprises, even prospered. When the right to strike was eventually 
restored to workers in January 1981, the 1975 law has represented, at least in theory, 
the principle structuring arrangements through which struggles between labour and 
capital have been fought out. 

Emerging Nic-Dom 

(i) Capitalist Dominance 

Thailand's industrialisation in the sixties and seventies developed a strong manufac- 
turing base, founded principally on cheap labour. By the mid-1980s, the pace of 
industrial development accelerated, with growth rates exceeding 10 per cent a year. 
Tables 4 and 5 show that the economy is obviously and increasingly oriented to the 
commercial and industrial sectors. For example, agricultural employment was pro- 
jected to fall from 55 per cent under the Fifth Plan to 33 per cent during the Sixth 
Plan---that is, in 1991 (National Economic and Social Development Board [NESDB] 
n.d., p. 213). In addition, manufacturing exports have risen from 32 per cent of total 
exports in 1980 to 76 per cent in 1990, with a comparable fall in agricultural exports 
(TDRI 1992). 

Combined with the general data presented at the beginning of this article, there 
can now be no argument--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. The economic and, indeed, the political power of the 
capitalist class is now secure. 

(ii) The Role of  Labour 

The continued growth of unions since the mid-1970s has been shaped by the 
remarkable economic and political changes which have seen Thailand emerge as a 
rapidly industrialising capitalist nation. Part of these processes has been the develop- 
ment of wage-labour to become an increasingly important actor within the Thai 
political economy. Moreover, as noted above, since the mid-1970s the country has 
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Table 4: Thailand~Eeonomic Growth 

1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991[a] 

GDP (billions bahO 1095 1253 1507 1776 2051 2332 
Sectond share (%) 

Agriculture 16.3 16.4 16.6 15.0 12.4 11~8 
Industry[b] 37.2 37.1 36.9 37.6 39.2 40.4 
(Manufactur/ng 23.6 23.9 24.8 25.5 26.1 26.6) 
Trade and Services 46.5 46.5 46.5 47.4 48.4 4Z8 

GDP at 1972 prices 413 453 512 574 632 679 
(in billions bahO 

Growth rates (%) 
Overall 4.9 9.5 13.2 12.0 10.0 7.5 
Agricultur~ 0.3 -0.2 10.2 6.6 -1.8 2.8 
Industry 7.7 11.9 16.2 15.5 14.8 13.0 
Manufacturing 10.8 13.3 16.8 14.9 13.7 10.0 
Trade and Services 4.6 11.6 11.8 10.9 9.8 5.4 

Notea: [a] 1990 figures ate revised estimates. 
[bl Industry comprises value-added in mining, water and electricity, manufacturing, and 

consuuction. 

Source: Board of Investment (1991; 1992) 

been moving toward a more export-orientated industrial strategy. This, in turn, has en- 
couraged a swing away from the emphasis on cheap and unskilled labour, which pre- 
dominated during the ISI phase, toward a better trained, more committed and higher 
skilled work force. As one recent report concludes: 

In order to sustain the l~ce of economic growfft, Thailand needs to upgrade the technological skills 
of its industries and services. This will, however, require workers with better skills and higher levels 
of education. It is obvious that as the manufacturing sector advances, the demand for workers with 
higher educational levels will increase.... (ranasak 1992: 59). 

There is no doubt that the dominance of capitalism and the capitalist class has further 
facilitated the growth of the industrial working class. But, as Turton (1984: 36) 
stresses, it is important to realise how the specific form of capitalist indnstrialisation 
in Thailand has created not only new classes, class fractions and groups but also a 
complex multitude of new divisions within the work force, "by location (rural, urban, 
metropolitan), by occupation (skilled, unskilled), male, female, child labour; em- 
ployed and unemployed; producers in advanced and backward sectors." The principal 
effect of this lies in the fragmentation of the work force which in turn encourages 
"popular demobilisation" (Turton 1984: 36), thus hindering the emergence of a strong, 
independent, and organised labour movement. As Deyo (1987: 194-196) argues, this 
"structural demobilisation" of labour serves to shore up the effectiveness of employer 
and state systems of labour control. This fragmentation of labour may be briefly 
illuslrated. 
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The industry employing the greatest number of workers has been textiles, 
garments and leather products, followed by food, beverages and tobacco, while 
employment in services and commerce has grown rapidly in recent years. However, 
most indusu'ial workers are employed in small fn-ms. For example, as recently as 1980, 
in over 15,000 manufacturing fn-ms, 96 per cent employed fewer than fifty workers 
and two-thirds of these employed less than ten. While this may have changed 
somewhat in the last decade, the small firm predominates. It should also be noted that 
the industrial work force is only beginning to stabilise and that commiUnent to wage 
employment and factory discipline remains low, and many of the urban work force 
still has a rural base to which they may return? 

Apart from this emerging industrial proletariat, there are large numbers of people 
who are engaged in other labour processes which, in pail  have also been created by 
recent economic changes. For example, in 1990 almost 1.5 million were defined as 
being involved in "household labour" and under this general rubric we find the stxeet 
hawkers, food and cloth vendors, and other petty traders. Also significant is the 
presence of a reserve army of labour, composed of seasonal workers, the underem- 
ployed and those classified as unemployed. In 1990, the number of officially unem- 
ployed stood at 1.5 million. Finally, there are many workers who do not always figure 
in official statistics, including child labour, illegal immigrant workers, prostitutes, and 
the like. In 1982, for example, it was estimated that at least one million children aged 
between seven and eleven years worked, with 48,000 in the industxial sector, where 
many worked in sweatshops. In addition, by the early 1990s, it was estimated that up 
to two miliion Thais worked as male or female prostitutes. 

The tremendous changes to the work force indicated by these figures and the 
fragmentation of the work force inhibits the processes of labour organisation. 
However, as Table 5 shows, there has been a proliferation of unions during the 1980s, 
with the unit of organisation being the enterprise union? Union growth was relatively 
slow from the early to mid-1980s, but picked up during 1988 and 1989, corresponding 
with a period of very rapid economic and industrial expansion. Despite this apparent 
increase in organising, it might be noted that in 1986 it was reported that only about 
70 per cent of registered unions were active (FEER 3 April 1986). In addition, less than 
five per cent of the six million strong work force is unionised. There is, however, 
considerable variation in participation rates. State enterprise unions have high rates of 
about sixty per cent of 300,000 employees, while in the private sector density is only 
about three per cent. According to Damri (1990: 179), there were only about 120,000 
private sector union members in the late 1980s. This has been in spite of large increases 
in the numbers entering wage employment over the decade. 
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Table 5: Numbe~ of Labour Organisations, Selected Years, 1976-1991 

Year(s) No. of Unions No. of Labour No. o£Emplo)er 
Federations Orgaa/sa6ons 

aM Cor~e,cs~ 

1976 184 1 I 1 
1980 254 9 13 
1982 377 13 14 
1984 430 20 17 
1986 470 19 17 
1988 562 19 19 
1990 713 22 21 

1991 657 24 21 

Source: Data supplied by Department of Labour. 

The industrial location of union membership is unclear. In the early 1980s the 
largest number of unions were in the metal industry, textiles and clothing, transpor- 
tation, warehousing and communications, food, beverages and tobacco (Wehmhorner 
1983: 485). A more recent survey conducted by Limqueco and colleagues (1989: 39) 
at tl~ee industral sites close to Bangkok showed that unionisation was highest in 
modem large-scale industries, most of which were owned by multinational companies 
in joint venture arrangements with Thai partners, and lowest in medium and small 
scale, labour-intensive industries owned mainly by Sino-Thai interests. 

Union membership numbers range from fifty to 20,000 with an average member- 
ship being 500-600 in the early 1980s (Narong 1982: 36). Since as few as ten workers 
may fo~ai a union, union fragmentation is a problem, especially in the public sector 
where, in 1988, there were a total of 74 unions in twenty state enterprises, while in the 
private sector there were only four companies in which there were ten unions 
(Nongyao 1988: 9). 

The principal union activities include bargaining with employers and the state 
over wages and conditions, receiving and processing grievances, attempting to ensure 
the labour law is enforced, and more generally representing workers' demands 
(Mabry 1979: 77). They pursue these objectives, for the most part, within a decentral- 
ised environment, utilising various slrategies including: serving on trpartite commit- 
tees, lobbying politicians, street rallies, strikes, using the press, and using the 
industrial relations machinery itself. 

Nevertheless, evidence suggests that while legal for a decade, the union move- 
ment remains relatively weak. While surveys have indicated that employees, particu- 
larly skilled workers, hold generally positive attitudes toward unions and believe that 
they can protect their interests (Limqueco et al. 1989: 41), the number of those actually 
joining unions remain small. There axe a number of possible explanations for this. 
Fh'st, union promoters are not legally protected until after the union is registered, so 
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employers are able to dismiss organisers with impunity (Supachai et al 1984: 53). 
Second, the potential benefits of joining unions may not be well understood by 
predominantly young and inexperienced workers, many of whom are recent urban 
dwellers. Third, the effects of structural demobilisation must be taken into account. 
Fourth, unemployment has remained an issue throughout the 1980s. Finally, low 
density also reflects the effectiveness of employer systems of control. Workers 
continue to face the problem of securing recognition with employers using a number 
of tactics to thwart union organisation, including blacklists, probationary employment 
and violence. 

As noted above, unions also adopted a range of tactics in response and in 
promoting workers' fights. Under the 1975 Labour Relations Act a labour dispute 
occurs if, within three days of receiving a demand, either employers or employees 
have been unable to reach an agreement. When notification of a dispute is lodged at 
the Department of Labour, the conciliation officer must help to resolve the dispute 
within five days. If the dispute remains unresolved, a strike or lockout may occur. 
Table 6 presents recent data concerning disputes, strikes and lockouts. 

Table 6: Industrial Disputes, Strikes and Lockouts, Selected Years, 1976-1991 

Year Disputes Strikes Lock-Outs 
No. Workers No. Workers Days No. Workers Ds ys 

Lost Lost 

1976 340 194,469 133 65,342 495,619 n.a. 
1980 174 58,461 18 3,230 5,356 n.a. 
1982 376 100,959 22 7,061 116,795 n.a. 
1984 86 32,752 17 6,742 183,698 n.a. 
1986 168 27,982 6 5,191 157,858 4 544 
1988 120 29,178 5 1,444 32,386 2 640 
1990 118 35,792 7 2,799 22,775 2 1,499 
1991 128 n.a. 5 n.a. n.a. 5 n.a. 

4,875 
7,464 

48,792 
n . a .  

Source: Data supplied by Depaa.ment of Labour. 

As Table 6 shows, the number of strikes and the number of working days lost 
initially rose after the fight to strike was returned in January 1981. Since then, 
however, the incidence of strikes decreased during the eighties, suggesting that the 
strategy of using industrial relations machinery to limit and contain the level of 
disputation has been relatively successful. Unfortunately, the available data do not 
permit an analysis that considers which workers were involved and the reasons for 
disputes. 

Political changes have also conditioned the further development of unions. As 
noted above, an outpouring of strikes and other forms of protests began to gather 
momentum during the early 1970s. These various forms of class struggle were, of 
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course, of paramount importance in forcing both capital and the state to re-adjust 
existing policies toward workers and their fights. 

Though worker activity was a major factor in forcing the ruling class toward a 
greater acceptance of organised labour, such recognition has also been facilitated by 
divisions within this class itself. Here it is sufficient to note that the political stage has, 
since the tumultuous events of the 1970s, been occupied by a heterogenous group of 
actors: capitalist fractions, remnants of the feudal aristocracy and nobility, peasants, 
students, and various factions within the military and civilian bureaucracies, together 
with localised power structures of mafia-like groups led by businessmen-politicians 
who maintain complex linkages with the military, police and business groups (Turton 
1984: 29). The main political problem of recent years has been finding a suitable 
political form to accommodate this diversity. One attempt has involved the establish- 
ment of a parliamentary framework. During the 1980s the establishment of a 
parliamentary democracy, albeit under military "guidance" for most of the period, 
remained the dominant trend culminating in the appointment of Chatichai Choonhavan 
as the first elected Prime Minister since 1976. For capital, part of the appeal of a 
parliamentary form of role is the characteristic institutional division between eco- 
nomic and political class struggle which often operates to the advantage of capital 
while weakening the position of labour. 

Labour in the Contemporary Period 

In February 1991, yet another military coup occurred and again the union movement 
was placed under considerable pressure as the military leadership launched a sus- 
tained offensive against organised labour. Neutral observers claimed that the labour 
movement faced its "most important defeat since the coup of October 1976." At the 
same time, it was the "greatest success the state has ever had in splitting and 
controlling the power of labour" (Khao phiset 26 August-1 September 1991). 

Initially, the National Peace-Keeping Council's (NPKC) coup had been favoura- 
bly received by sections of the union movement, especially as the military told 
unionists that the "suffering of the workers was the suffering of the military" (Khao 
phiset 25-31 March 1991). Powerful elements within the state enterprise unions felt 
that the NPKC would reverse the Chatichai government's privatisation policies. 
However, support for the coup, together with their past association with military 
factions drove a wedge between groups within the state enterprise unions (SELls) and 
liberal academics and politicians. Moreover, as Sungsidh (1991:2-6) argues, state 
enterprise unions had also lost public support during the period of the Chatichai 
administration as they were perceived to be self-interested and uncaring toward wider 
public concerns. It is not surprising, then, that when the NPKC turned on the SELls and 
unions in general, there was little public sympathy. 



The NPKC's attack on the SEUs and the union movement was embodied in three 
pieces of legislation which were passed shortly after the 1991 coup: (i) The 1991 
Amendment of the 1975 Labour Relations Act, removing state enterprise workers 
from coverage by 1975 law; (ii) the State Enterprise Employees Relations Act (1991), 
which was to govern labour relations within state enterprises; and (iii) the NPKC's 
Announcement No. 54, which amends sections of the 1975 Labour Relations Act 
applying to private sector workers. Basically, the combined effect of these laws was 
to change industrial relations regulations in ways detrimental to labour and favourable 
to capital and the state. Justification for these changes was couched in terms of meeting 
the demands of the economy as well to maintaining national peace and security (Khao 
phiset 25-31 March 1991; Sungsidh 1991" 2). Significantly, under the State Enterprise 
Employees Relations Act (1991), unions and strikes were banned in state enterprises, 
and workers were only permitted to form "associations." The objectives of these 
associations were very limited, especially as all decisions had to be made by 
committees where either management or government dominated. 

The withdrawal of state enterprise employees from coverage by the 1975 Act also 
had a major impact on the su'ucture of organised labour generally. Apart from 
depriving the union movement of its most experienced and knowledgeable leaders, a 
number of unions, federations and councils had to be dissolved or reformed. The loss 
of 186,000 state enterprise workers meant that the trade union movement comprised 
a mere 152,000 private sector employees. Labour Councils were most affected, with 
the Thai Trade Union Congress (TIUC), formerly the strongest labour council, losing 
eighteen members from its governing committee of 39. These losses included its 
president and four vice-presidents, and 23 affiliated unions. Meanwhile, the second 
largest council, the Labour Congress of Thailand (LCT), lost 30 public enterprise 
unions and a number of its committee members including its president and secretary 
(Banlhit 1991: 266-267). In total, some 65-70% of the affiliated membership of labour 
councils was lost in this one anti-union action. 

In addition, the.NPKC attacked the power of private sector unions. It was 
proclaimed that NPKC Announcement No. 54 was made because "the 1975 Labour 
Act carried provisions which are inappropriate for current economic and social 
conditions and therefore it is appropriate that [the Act] be amended so as to be more 
suitable [for the times]" (cited in Banthit 1991: 243). The principal amendments 
reduced the support unions could call on during disputation, introduced secret ballots 
for strikes, and strengthened the position of the Labour Department in enforcing 
regulations (Banthit 1991: 255-257). These changes placed additional obstacles in the 
path of the still fledgling private sector union movement, and the capacity of unions 
to adequately represem the interests of their members was greatly reduced. 

Labour fought back as best it could, and apart from opposing the NPKC's 
industrial relations policies, also played a central role in the wider struggles for 
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constitutional change and the restoration of democracy, linking with other groups to 
form a democratic coalition (Somsak 1993; Banthit 1991: 291-295). Throughout 1991 
union opposition took place despite harassment, threat and surveillance. The disap- 
pearance (but probable murder) of Thanong Phoan on 19 June 1991 was a part of this. 
Head of the LCT, Thanong's disappearance was symptomatic and symbolic of the 
climate of repression which existed during the period of the NPKC's administration. 

Elections were held in March 1992, resulting in a coalition government of pro- 
military parties. Former army commander and head of the powerful Class 5 army 
faction, General Suchinda Kraprayoon, was appointed as Premier, despite the fact that 
he had not stood for election and had previously declared he had no intention of 
becoming Prime Minister. The appointment of Suchinda re-ignited pro-demoeracy 
demonstrations which culminated in bloody events in Bangkok of May 1992 as the 
democratic coalition led rallies against the military-dominated government. This 
resulted in the defeat of the military and new elections. In the interim, an administra- 
tion led by businessman and former diplomat Anand Panyarachun began a process of 
national reconciliation. Despite achieving much, this interim government did not 
move especially quickly on the labour from. 

Following elections, in late 1992 a new coalition government led by elected Prime 
Minister Chuan Leekpai came to top power, pledging to establish a more liberal, 
democratic and constitutional political system. Given that organised labour had been 
bruised and disorganised under the military, and had allied itself with the pro- 
democratic forces, there was some hope that conditions would be improved. The 
labour movement presented the Chuan adminisU'ation with a broad range of demands, 
including: the rescission of NPKC Announcement No. 54; the restoration of basic 
rights to state enterprise workers; the amendment of the 1975 Labour Relations Act; 
and the ratification of a number of ILO conventions. Apart from protecting and 
promoting workers' basic rights to organise, the government was algo asked to: back 
improved social security legislation; pursue a minimum wage policy which linked 
wages to cost of living and levels of economic growth; promote the development of 
skills; and promulgate improved laws relating to children, youth, the aged and the 
disabled (Raengngan pofithat November 1992:15-17). 

However, despite making some efforts toward the protection of child sex workers 
and legislating for paid maternity leave, the Chuan government moved cautiously on 
labour issues, and soon found itself being criticised as slow and ineffectual. In fact, 
1993 was described as a year of "tragedy" and "crisis" for labour (Banthit 1993). In 
May, the worst industrial fire in Thailand's history claimed the lives of almost two 
hundred workers, mainly young women, and left hundreds more injured. The fire 
appeared symbolic of a national development strategy which has emphasised eco- 
nomic growth with little regard for the human cost. Employers were seen to be greedy 
and insensitive to labour who worked in dangerous and unhealthy conditions. 
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Likewise, the role of official corruption and inefficiency was highlighted and 
condemned as officials were seen to have failed to enforce even basic safety standards 
in factories. 

Before the smoke had cleared, labour problems were again in the national 
spotlight following a wave of sackings at one of the country's largest textile 
companies. Faced with increasing international competition, employers argued that 
workers had to make way for the introduction of new technology. Many, however, saw 
the move as yet another attempt at union busting. The view appeared to be justified 
as among the fast to be sacked were leaders of the company union, including Anmee 
Srito, a long-time activist and president of the influential Textile Garment and Leather 
Workers Federation. With strikes, sit-ins, rallies outside government house, and the 
police being called in to protect company property, the government faced yet another 
labour crisis which seemed to threaten its stability (BP 15 July 1993). Although 
eventually diffused through a ministerial order instructing employers to reinstate 
workers, the episode fuelled further public debate over questions of employer greed, 
labour fights, equity and social justice, and the state's role in the regulation of an 
increasingly sophisticated industrial work force. 

The one bright moment in what had been a tough first year for the Chuan 
government's relationship with labour came with the establishment of the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Welfare, officially opened on 25 November 1993. As noted above, 
the call for such a ministry has been coming from labour since the 1920s, and was 
initially seen as a long overdue dream come true. With 13,000 staff and an initial 
budget of 271 million baht, the Ministry was portrayed by the Prime Minister as a 
demonstration of the importance the administration attaches to labour and social 
welfare (Chuan 1993:98-99). This may well be the case, but it must be recoguised that 
the establishment of the Ministry also has significant implications for the further 
development of the working class, organised labour, for capitalists, and for the role of 
the state in mediating capital-labour relations. 

The new Ministry will now be the central apparatus through which state labour 
policies, laws and regulations will be imposed and administered. This is symbolised 
in the Ministry's official seal, depicting three thewada (deva or angels), the middle 
figure representing the state, flanked to the right by capital and to the left by labour. 
This symbol invokes the relative success---low levels of officially-reported industrial 
conflict--of the state's attempt in the 1980s and 1990s to develop a tripartite system 
to regulate and control the capital-labour relation. The Prime Minister has suggested 
a deepening commitment to this form of labour control (Chuan 1993). Tripartism has 
been accorded growing recognition by elements of labour, technocrats and many 
capitalists, who have all argued that labour relations need to be placed on a more stable 
and institutionalised footing (Brown and Frenkel 1993:85-86). In the short-term, 
however, an increased commitment to tripartism does not mean a diminution of the 
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repressive side of labour control. Murder, bashings, intimidation, and other forms of 
harassment continue to be common methods of dealing with labour activists (cf. 
Raengngan porithat July 1993: 22-23). 

The Ministry will also become an object of struggle, as a major arena in which 
capital-labour battles will be fought. Already the Ministry has been presented with a 
huge range of demands from labour, and technocrats and politicians have been quick 
to set out their expectations (Banthit 1993: 87-97). Chira Hongladarom 0993), for 
example, head of the influential Human Resources Institute at Thammasat University, 
has argued that a major test of the Ministry will be its ability to effect an improvement 
in labour productivity. He argues that the days when Thailand's industrial growth 
depended on cheap, unskilled and disorganised labour are over, and that in future the 
country's international competitiveness will lie in the greater development of human 
resources. Capitalists too have been quick to take up this position. For example, Sopon 
Wichirakorn, Vice-President of the Employers' Confederation of Thailand (ECOT), 
has argued: 

The employers' associations ... should ... make their members aware that resistance to organized 
labour is a futile effort. Employers must recognize that the right to organize is a universal right of 
the wodcers which is guaran~ed by law. Rather ~han fighting agamst it, employers should take a more 
positive, enlightened approach to turn the adversaries into advocates, transforming negative energy 
into constructive one. The ...[ECOT]... has contributed its pert to the process of educating its 
members ixi the proper concept of labour relations. Employers have been constantly persuaded that 

good labour relations are conducive to better productivity and higher profit (Sopon 1991: n.p.). 

Still others' argue that the Ministry should emphasise its health and welfare role (The 
Nation 1 October 1993). Clearly, the Ministry will be in a political hot seat as 
Thailand's economy further develops. 

Politically, the establishment of the Ministry may also be suggestive of a 
transition from an authoritarian to a more representative regime. In Thailand, the 
formalised separation of economic and political struggle has always posed problems, 
and as shown above, authoritarian regimes have deliberately and quickly politicised 
labour struggles, including even the most basic claims for improved wages and 
conditions. The repression of workers and their organisations have often been justified 
on the grounds of internal security, most recently during the NPKC period. However, 
the removal of labour administration from the control of the powerful and security- 
oriented Ministry of Interior may represent a shift in outlook. It may be that ' ~ e  labour 
problem" is now to be seen as one more amenable to "scientific" economic planning, 
"rational" systems of industrial relations, and "modem" human resources manage- 
ment; this would be in line with other political changes now on the agenda (BP 28 July 
1993; The Nation 10 October 1993). Tripartism suggests a further commitment to, and 
institutionalisation of, the separation of politics and economics as trade union 
struggles are seen to be restricted to wages and conditions, while broader social and 



Labour and Unions ~11 

political reforms are to be effected through the political system and political parties. 
However, this perspective would appear to contradict one of the historical tenets of the 
labour movement,  which has always seen itself as a part of  a broader social and 
political movement.  

In concluding, it may be said that there is room for some optimism regarding 

labour and unions in Thailand. Labour does stand to gain from the political changes 
taking place,  and some of  labour ' s  historical demands have finally been met. 
However,  this improved political climate has developed at a time when capitalists 
appear to be taking control of  the polit ical  process,  and when labour has been 
weakened by the NPKC's  onslaught in 1991 and 1992. The future of organised labour 

will, in the short-term, depend very much on the ability of its leadership to reactivate 
the membership, cut its ties with the old clique of politicians and the military, and link 
itself to on-going struggles for human and political fights. 

Notes 

*I~vin Hewison is from the Department of Asian Languages and Societies, Univenity of New England, 
Armidale. Australia. And~w Brown is in the School of Social Sciences at Murdoch University. Perth, 
Australia. Both are members of the Asia Research Centre at Murdoch University. 

This paper draws extensively on the previously published works of the two authors. These ane: 
Hewison (1985; 1987; 1989a; 1989b; and 1990), and Brown (1991) and Brown and Frenkel (1993). These 
publications provide expanded discussions of some of the areas discussed in this paper. An earlier version 
of this article was published in the Working Paper series of the Asia Research Centre at Murdoch 
University. 

I. In separately highlighting the role of labour in this discussion we do not mean to imply that labour's 
role has been isolated from other forces in society. 

2. According to Dm~i and Caroa (1986: 160) this was because progressive elements became TLU leaders. 
3. For the first time unions [sahaphap raengngan] could officially be formed. Previously, only labour 

associations [saumldx~m raengngan] were recognised by the government. 
4. Figures presented here, and in the following paragraphs, are from a variety of sources; see Hewison 

(1989b: 55); data supplied by the Labour Studies and Planning Division, Department of Labour;, 
Pitayanoo (1984: 6); ~ (1987: 305); Sanu~j (1987: 76); Turton (1984: 35-36); and Asian Business 
(June 1988: 81). 

5. This seemingly anomalous expansion in the number of unions is the product of competition among 
union leaders for seats on the various tripartite bodies. The widespread existence of "paper tmions" 
means that only a small nmnber of legally ~gistered unions are actually operating. In May 1993, 
probably only about 12-25 per cent of the 809 registered unions were active. 
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