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THE FUTURE OF THAILAND
By Jlefirey Race

The ordinary man wants to have some idea of his

country’s fate. The foreign investor wants to know
whether it is safe to sink funds into the kingdom, Local VIPs want
to know whether they should keep their riches in the country, or
gend thein to Switzerland. ¥f Thailand is going to become “another
Vietnam,” prudence dictates that rural people make their accomi-
modations now with the communist victors, accepting the in-
evitable with a minimum of violence. But if history permits another
future, that might be worth struggling for. Or will Thailand be-
come “another Italy”? While not a particularly inviting prospect,
it is certainly possible, and at least different.

Given the magnitude of the interests riding on the answers t0
this question, it is only to be expected that there has been much
speculation, with answers bruited about ranging from boom to
doom. Even His Majesty the King, on the occasion of his birthday
in 1975, warned of dangerous times ahead. Hence it seems appro-
priate to take a serious look at the prospects for the kingdom, based
on what we know about Thai history and the history of the region,
]and dbout the experience of other countries facing similar chal-
enges.

Is it possible to say anything definite about the prospects for
the futire? Yes, in fact we can know a great deal about the shape
of what lies ahead. It is no accident that Bangkokians speak Thai,
not Mon, and that the residents of Saigon speak Vietnamese, not
Khmer. The factors involved in the rise and fall of civilizations on
the peninsula are known in general outline. The factors involved
in the growth of liberal democracies, two-party systems, and strong
economies have been extensively studied and are broadly known.
Likewise it is generally known in what circumstances insurgencies
and military dictatorship prosper. By looking at the knowledge
which has been accurulated on these subjects by those who have
Spent their careers studying them, we can do a lot better than the
guesswork, speculation, and self-serving predictions which are cir-
culating now.

To some extent we are dealing with the imponderables of human
attitudes and behavior, but the fact is people make their future

W HAT does the future hold for the Kingdom of Thailand?
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from day to day out of the materials history has bequeathed ther, 7 '

We can say with assurance that some futures are excluded b

Thailand’s history, and some futures favored. And further. that §

some futures will be even more favored if th
: b m : e people of
ifgll:)}:«é cez‘:imntpoélcxes——pohmes which may not be aItJ all obt\?iiauz
mde . \ .
o t rstandable preoccupation with the crises of the in.
Is there democracy in Thailand’

; / s future? And who will dom;j
nate the. peninsula, if ‘anyone? Is the kingdom destined tc? nil:c
st;lvc}lj\ji aside by others; just as in its own time it triumphed over

¢ Mon and _thc Khmer? It is too soon to know the exact answe
to ‘t:;ese questions, but we at least can know what questions to as]r:
g € gl}ould ask five major questions, the answers to which will
ciéarmme tht;:1 future of the kingdom, These questions are:
an open deniocratic rule ultimat intai spitc i
spcgty repord e e ately be maintained despite its
an the kingd it : i i
autbanitss gdom ultimately ¢ombine democracy with public
Can pressures fér social chan i i
: : _ ge, built up during preceding de-
calles O_f autocratic rule, be released without silentgsfbota e gr ail
overt violent reaction® ;
In'the preseqt periéd of radical i i
: eser ¢ reorientation of i
gn the -Indochinesé Peninsula, can Thailand de:visI;o :If reiilsgxﬁur'i
d ;I\;ﬁl;l}l_);iev%t tstraféfy which will maintain its links with the
o . .
capitalist West E;;t ;ut dangerously exposing it to pressures from
And finally, can Thai leaders
A ; ¢ . respond constructivel i
?‘us. rural re_belhbns, or will the kingdom, as manylvigd;gt ﬂllac c‘;ii:c
another-Vietham”? P e
I will address i i
ing e each of these questions one by one in the follow-
I: CAN DEMOCRACY SURVIVE?

Can dentocracy continue in*Thailand? By this we mean nothing
1tno;'e than the I.‘LEIC of ‘lavu_r, and the openness of the political system
tfﬁs rec competition of different social groups, Some would reject
thi fas unessential to progress, even detrimental. In fact, this is

! oremost question for a secure future, for a number of reasons.
o Iigsé; t};::a complexity and sophistication of the society and the
econor 131 ' \lfflg‘rown to the point where no closed group can

itself in power and gain the willing cooperation of others
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B, to run the country successfully, Second, social-tensions
only be released by the frec play of forces in the arena of
politics; in the short run this principle can be ignored, but
onsequiénces cannot be avoided in the long run. Third, it is
stablished principle of international relations: that nations gain
uch from exploiting the internal disunity of their enemies as
sing their own strength. Unlike some countries surrounded by
er, or by friends, Thailand cannot afford the luxury of a high
1 of domestic tension which can be exploited by those directly
.its borders.
number of factors in Thai history are favorable to the suc-
1 evolution of a democratic system that will permit the open
lution of conflict. For one, Thai society is relatively homo-
cous ethnically and religiously, In fact the converse of this
ition proves Thailand’s favored position compared to other
tries such as Malaysia: In the two areas of powerful ethnic
religious minorities, the North and the South, democracy and
flennéss are weakest; there matters are settled by the gun.'
\ second generally favorable factor is the sequence in which
kingdom is facing the three major challenges confronting every
dernizing system: the role of religion; the incorporation of new
ps into politics; and the distribution of national income. Where
three crises strike at once, democracy is believed to have a dim
spect. Where they are less serious, or where they are tackled
ke by one, democracy is more promising.?
fFor Thailand the first problem is not an issue at all: It was
Bcided long ago by the incorporation of the Buddhist Church into
structure of the state itself. European countries fought their
Bitterest internal conflicts over the role of religion in the state,
Brgely coming out on the side of the separation of the two. The
Baportant point is not the shape of the solution, but that a decisive-
B accepted one is achieved before other crises hit.
f Hence in the modern period there remain only the questions of
finlitical participation, and the sharing of wealth and income. In
rinciple the first was decided decades back to be universal suf-
frage, though there are still some groups whose allegiance to the
nciple is weak. (A military coup is a way some people have of
ying that too many are participating in politics.)® The second
Peue, of the distribution of wealth and income, is now of course
§ bumning one in Thailand as everywhere. The fact that Thailand
Jaces but one, or one and one-half, questions, permits us to say
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that democracy has a chance there. _

Yet another favorable factor of incalculable importance is thy
there is no longer any powerful external actor with a vested intereg
in suppressing Thai democracy. The Pentagon was in the past one
of the major props of the military dictatorship in Thailand; the
fact that the U.S. appears no longer to care what happens iy

Thailand is all the better for the prospects for Thai democracy, . 1

For, it is certainly true that democracy had no future in Thailand
as long as American officials found it threatening.*

One important unfavorable element is the possibility of an ex-
ternal threat posed by the communist states to the East. Anti-
democratic groups typically seize such threats as a pretext to sup-
press their opponents. Hence an important goal for those interested
in the future of Thai democracy is to reduce tensions on the
peninsula. Yet, this may be difficult since it is clear that anti.
democratic forces in the country have been pushing hard to keep
tensions high with Laos and Viet Nam.

In one other important respect history has dealt Thailand a
bad hand: Highly bureaucratized governments like Thailand’s have
typically had a much harder time achieving democracy than coun-
tries, like Sweden or England, where there was a vigorous feudal
nobility. This is because in countries on the European feudal
model, the idea of representation was incorporated in the very
notion of “estates,” and parts of the nobility could represent new
social groups trying to achieve power against an entrenched royal
bureaucracy.’

Most dangerous of all is the situation Thailand was in until
recently: Centuries ago the royal power successfully defeated the
nobility and incorporated them into the bureaucracy, while more
recently the growing commercial classes allied themselves as junior
partners in the military-bureaucratic coalition to squeeze the farm-
ers (for example, via the rice export tax).®

Where this particular economic and political coalition has held
sway to the end, the result has been either fascism, as in Germany
and Japan, or communism, as in Viet Nam and China. In 1973;
Thailand achieved a tentative escape from such an unholy alliance
of businessmen with the military and the bureaucracy, but it is
important to realize that the restoration of democracy depends on
the ultimate repudiation of such an alliance at some time in the
future. Some elements among the commercial or centrist groups

must consciously seek to form an alliance with the farmers against
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ist mili bureaucratic axis. Hence the organization of

gu};,ufs:rg:al;?g{)ups is not just a technical matter 0 spur the
o rity of agriculture: It s essential to the future of democracy
¢ll. Experience elsewhere in the Third World suggests the
ol affinity of the commercial groups and the.bureal:lf:ra};:fr
:nst everyone elsc: They prosper, but democracy dies, or is Stlh-
. An alliance of commercial groups t_ozth the farmers, on tf ¢
r hand, provides the balance of social groups necessary 0T

i ¢ thus face two questions. First, will the civiliap—afﬁhated con-
B, ative parties reach out to _forrr.l an alliance \V_lth?t}i? farrrtl}fiz

handing political participation 1 the countr'ymde. s;), thet
.e is a favorable prospect for democracy. 'On the other hand, :
restrict' themselves to narfrow maneuvering with the forces
i ocracy has little tuture. o
3 cl;?r’uferxi:hen :nd if, perhaps some years hence, the cx;ih.an
ervative parties form a governing alliance with the rur lItl-
ts, will the military-bureaucratic parties (i.e., the successof%s g
old United Thai People’s Party) permut them to takae office?
so, then democracy will have passed a major milestone.

: WwILL THERE BE FUBLIG AUTHORITY?

 Democracy is one thing; coherence and the capa(:ltyﬂto gljvk;ﬁ
Bfective policy are another. During the next decade Tha ?nh .
¢ important challenges externally, due to the threat o osak
ers on her borders, and internally, from the need to make
jor reforms after the stagnation of four decades of autocracy.
e capacity of the political system to respond to these challenges
hus the second most urgent question. »
Ac:oflding to those opgosed to recent liberahzing tlfends, pre-
us experiments with democratic r.ulc Wcre_charactenz.ed b?fr 11111-
discipline, crime, breakdown of public authority, weakening o ht e
kingdom vis-3-vis external powers, and an inability to pursue o ;.r-
#nt developmental or foreign policies. Because Thai people preter
mpromise and. avoid making difficult decisions, the cr1'f1cs m.am.-
tain that the kingdom is incapable of democracy. Their recipe:
ternalistic dictatoxship. . .
FiaWhile: their prescripl‘zion is bad medicine:,.wnh more than 1ts
share of dangers and disadvantages, the critics do have a pomt.
It is true that democracies, because of their need to cqn§1der the
¥iews of various publics, require more time to make decisions, and
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the resulting decisions ar
e often less neat
prefer. The solution to this problem is athan bureaucrats v,

voters return a sufficient majority to one p.

according to the program of the i i
( ) constitu
Will Thailand develop such a system':‘eiilcy il ot

Thailand of yesterday,
such a multiplicity of
mmpossible to get a m
sibility for the success

may 1t not instead become a ? Wi
parties as existed during 19;13?:;1;6 Wlth
a:d?tf:l for rFfomls or to assign clear rés:(:):
. : - or failure of governmen ici i
flllngfiginfcertam.l}: gained after 197?3 from th:: I;I{;B:ézss;:‘gvnhﬂc tl?e
polfij]::)icaj s;:tell)'ghc'f'?f, it l(last from the indiscipline of a 40{3;;? "
: cm. lhe result was indeed a weakenin i
I\;};céxl;ltiyl/;tlg)eatsl:-clcimmon denomi'n_ator policies, and a slii;ifnlgn(l)?hc v
o histoe’ :lnds of the military and the bureaucracy. power
bl ar1c record is h_arder to read in this regard, but
of ance it IiSIiJéJIf:ars that_ Thailand is less favored for the (;voluti{m
oar 0;131 v tsv pilrltg; System than it is for democracy itself T}?::
sble b e o things: E{ther Thailand will not have a rt;s n-
Sble pas Mﬂyshem and it will have to get used to living withpoc:xt
poais v thinave to try hard.er to make up for history’s failin ’
gion e, arcg,.wl}lle there is an overall unity of race and rcgl?:
go ’N ek ar alslxgmt}f::axslt subcultura_l cleavages, for example, in
strength Tnogty outh. Certain parties have drawn their

regional pacses ;?1131 g::; ifl:orfhezst and might thus be considered
“Couthern” parsy g 1976 there was talk of organizing a

In countries wh .
cultural cleavages, like C ere there are significant sub-
Tands, Sivitzerlang, and 1 opor South Africa, Belgium, the Nether-

and I.‘cb 1 A 3 I3 .
the classical two-party sYsi:cz?f.I on, it has been impossible to achieve

The'- a3 ‘oL s
is'a hi:focggg Ifa.l.or pont is that a functioning two-party system
There is no 'reasanty growing out of very special circumstances.
reason to ex ecto 5 ;10 cxnpecatﬂu, Quite the contrary, there is every
system, or wﬁat p‘I;’Ys?::' ts ﬁnd has had: disorder in the party

c cists call “entropy.” To

0€s In physiés. A t :

happen b : . o WwO-party system is not ing to

EE oty on b g, e peple shold el .
fem : - € emergence of " .
ool much easier, and that is acute polarizatio a two-party 5y

¥, In black and white, aroun n, with two sides

; d some issu -
portance. England provides the classic cxam;?cocff I:?lxi.smna(x)ll:inihlg‘lc

party system in Which
arty that it can gover, i

f it will not be like the

THAILAND 309
. cleafcut issue was the role of the monarch himself. The ex-
¢ of representative institutions (parliament) and the rule
law were already guaranteed by England’s feudal heritage.
! question in the seventeenth century was thus who would be
eme: the king, and his friends, or elernents of the nobility, and
- friends. The polarization was so acute that there was a civil
But out of this conflict, gradually, grew a tradition' which has
ied over into the present, even though orre of the parties faded
was replaced by another.
Isince the Siamese monarchy long ago triumphed over the nobil:
& this particular issue cannot be the one for here and now. But
e are others, and the most likely one around which two ‘clear
encies could coalesce, so as to ease the birth of a responsible
system, is what is in fact the successor issue:  the role of
military and the bureaucracy in the state. The problem with
arization is that there may be too much, or too little. What is
ded is just enough so that the lines are clearly drawn, but not
much that the existing powers feel so threatened that they abort
ghe whole effort.
r Turkey’s experience presents a model of one possible future for
fhailand. In Turkey the polarizing issue in the emergence of a
bwo-party system has been city versus countryside (in local terms,
BRangkok versus-Thailand,” as was seen in a Bangkok newspaper
headline during 1975). More precisely, it has been an alliance
gf large and middling farmers led by business groups and sup-
bported by most of the farmers, against the heirs of the former
imilitary/bureaucratic establishment. (It must be understood, of
brourse, as in all broad comparisons, that there are many basic
fifferences between the two countries; religion being the dominant
',?Jne.)
}: If Thailand is to follow Turkey’s example, a powerful opening
F to the farmers is essential. Adnan Menderes, the leader of the party
E which in 1950 triumphed by pushing the Tarmers’ cause, has been
f described as Turkey’s “first ruler dramaticalty to place rural in-
 terests above urban, the first to respord to the peasant’s material
 Deeds, the first to give them a rudimeéntary sense of citizenship.”
| Significantly, too, the Turkish pattern resulting from a polarization
} around the city/countryside axis led to a major devolution of
Political power. The character of important political participants
 shifted from a national, Westernized bureaucratic élite oriented
. more toward the tutelary development of the country toward a



310 PACIFIC COMMUNITY

provincial élite oriented more toward local and oliti

,?ﬁi-er th(f:ﬁ new sysgem flanners, lawyers and xflerc}f:rlltzd:{:ﬁiiz
ary officers and civi i i

pilita gl Ao servants as the dominant groups in the

S-uch a system evolved in Turkey only because of i
choice of political and military lcgders Yto follow certt};?nc;ﬁ?é?m
and it can happen in Thailand only for the same reason Thzst’
‘\:«oulq mean overcoming the present Thai mentality by .which

parties,” which are in fact largely factions centering on som
personality or financier, each attempt to overcome their opponentz
of tqd:ay by forming alliances with the opponents of yesterday, Ope
possxb{lxty at present is indeed the resuscitation of a multipar‘t‘y SYs-
tem with both personality parties and ideologically oriented pam?':s
representing, for example, workers, socialists, and farmers. But an
altcrnatf;ve would be for some group determinedly to :;lbandon
theolog_lcal purity and seek to form as large an electoral coalition
as possible, bringing into one fold workers, farmers, and ‘progres-
sives. Somewhere in the political system interests n;ust be aggre-
gated and compromised. Experience indicates that it is better for
stabdx_ty if thxs. takes place in a single all-embracing party, rather
tI'_xan in barga.ming for seats in a coalition by parties orjented to
:dxffc:.rcnt constituencies. Besides the inherent instability of the latter
it gives an unfair and unwarranted advantage to determined
minorities to make or break governments, as happened in Thailand
in both 1975 (the collapse of the Sen; government) and in 1976
(the collapse of the Kukrit government).

What are the prospects for such a development? At present, not
good. The ideological leftist parties have shown the greatest al;ilit}’
to cooperate, reducing themselves from eight to two in number i
1975, while in the center and on the right, fragmentation grew
worse. It would, on the contrary, be a very promising development
for the future of effective government if some group of centrist
leaders were to see the benefit, both for themselves and the king-
dom, of a broad electoral (not coatition) alliance, to preempt the
appeal of separate regional, leftist, labor and Earmer’s parties,
perhaps polarized around the issye suggested by the Turkish ex-
perience,

In brief, then, the prospects for a responsi - tem
are {nhcrcntly much less favorable than alx)rc thbelcp;::;?)rizzg?o:yzpcﬂ
parliamentary politics. Nonetheless 2 responsible party system could
be achieved, an outcome which would greatly enhance the pros-
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pects for the continued independence and prosperity of the king-
dom. Well-considered legislation might aid this evolution, but
whether a responsible party system will be achieved depends
pltimately on the vision, character, and foresight of individual

party leaders.

i REFORM OR REACTION?

There is a widespread recognition in Thailand that internal re-
forms are necessary for the survival and prosperity of the kingdom.
Indeed, the increasing urgency of such reforms was one of the
reasons for the collapse of the military dictatorship in 1973, as
leading members of the commercial oligarchy, long pillars of the
dictatorship, withdrew their support due to the increasing ob-
viousness of the fact that the military/bureaucratic coalition was
running the country into the ground.’® Had there not been a de-
fection from the coalition of this important faction, it is inconceiv-
able that the students and their supporters in the public could have
toppled the dictatorship alone, A previous split in the decades-old
élite coalition was an essential precondition.

In the years since, numerous reforms have been either started or
accomplished, such measures as the disbanding of monopolies, the
turning over of some government enterprises to the private sector,
thé reduction in the rice export tax and the attenuation of other
anti-agriculture policies, legalization of labor unions, the redirection
of foreign policy, and land reform.

However, this is just the urgent backlog. Most of the easy, and
obvious, measures have been adopted already. What le ahead are
the more difficult, more tedious, and more controversial measures,
requiring careful thought and deliberation, which would consum-
Mmate the trend already so successfully started.

Two major and related issues are high on this agenda:

1. A thoroughgoing overhaul of the institutional structure of
the agricultural sector, which is in many parts in a shambles due
to endemic monopoly practices, inadequate rural education, and
Political constraints on farmer organization;

2. Dismantling the structure of control built up by the
military/bureaucratic coalition over four decades to support it-
self tinreasonably at the expense of the rest of the citizenry, and,
as a side-effect, to hold back the progress of the nation.

Will such a series of reforming measures be permitted to go forth

'o completion? Or will it be sabotaged by an extremist reaction
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from those.threatened by the complex of measures necessary f
the mo;lerizll_ization of the state? This is a real danger, and the Ou(:r
come of this question is pregnant with implicat: .
of the o 31 ‘ pregn h mplications for the future

We are essentially speaking of polarization. It was suggested
above that polarization may be healthy for the evolution of a
responsible two-party system. This is so only if it is neither too muyc},
nor too little, and if it comes about under the leadership of centrist
forces, not extremists, There are some obvious indicators which
we can Jook at to see whether polarization is going to be of the
right kind. ‘

One powerful indication of the character of leadership-—extre.
Inist or centrist—was provided by the general elections of Apri]
1976. So_mc nations, under stress, fall apart, and as the sense of
communuty evaporates, catastrophe ensues. Others, on the contrary
pull together under pressure. ,

_Germany provides a good example of the former. The Weimar
epublic of the 19205 was a fragile democratic experiment, which
had. the. doubtful allegiance of Germany’s own military/bureau-
cratic élite. The Weimar experiment survived the period of relative
ease m the late 1920s, but when the worldwide depression hit,
support for both the communists and the fascists went up, while
th(_a. centrist position eroded. The military/bureaucratic coalition
t‘r;fhlch w;s threatdenc;:d by democracy rallied to the banmer of reac-

on, and succeeded in postponing (not preventi i izi
trends. The rest is history?J PO (et preventing) liberalizing

The depression had a contrary cffect on the United States, one
of pulling téward the center. The year 1932 brought about the
election of a liberal President (an aristocratic millionaire, let it not
be forgotfen), who instituted a series of social and economic re-
forms which went on to consolidate, not destroy, the earlier sense
of community.

What kind of society is Fhailand, one that pulls together, or
falls apart, under stress? The year 1975 was a period of atypical
stress th01.1gh 1Ot as serious as 1974, after the ojl crisis) ; there was
continued inflation at higher than- historical levels, uner,nployment
due. to the world economic slowdown, and pressures from neigh-
b.orm_g communist countries. An €xXpansion in extreme leftist and
rightist representation in the 1976 election, compared to 1975,
would have been a clue that the kingdom was heading into a self-
destructive spiral of polarization. On the other hand, a pulling
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d the center would suggest that the Thai people have the
te capacity to respond constructively to stress. o
at happened in the April 4 election? There was a decisive
diation of ‘the extremes. Socialist representation' in the. As-
. bly went from 9.3 per cent to 1.1 per cent while parties with a
Bht-wing and pro-violence pitch dropped from 1.1 per cent to
er cent. Right-wing military partiés also dropped from 4o0.1
cent to 36 per cent. On the contrary the centrist parties in-
ased their representation from 40.8 per cent to. §8.5 per cent of
¢ Assembly. From this, I think certain things follow as'suggested
JOVE.
Still, necessary reforms could be in for serious trouble in another
ay, for they could be blocked by a violent right-wing reaction.
is 4 sound rule of thumb that reforms on the law bdoks are not
ough, To get laws implemented it is necessary to have people
tively pushing both inside and outside the governntent. Those
o fear change may find it more expedient to smile on agreement
new laws, then threaten or kill those who press for implementa-
fion. .
" That this threat is to be taken seriously is plain from the cam-
paign of intimidation and murders that has gone on since 1973.
- We have the example of the killings, all unsolved, of farmer leaders
~in the North;-the murder of student leader Amares Chaisa-ard; a
“bombing attack on the New Force Party headquarters; personally
delivered threats to socialist candidates in the Northeast; the
assassination of Dr. Boonsanong Punyodyana, secretary general of
the Socialist Party of Thailand, and the garroting of two activists
Putting up posters protesting the return of Marshal Thanom. These
tvents were no deubt intended as salutary lessons of what happens
to those who speak too loudly, too long, and too publicly, about the
need for social change.

Sadly, serious social change is invariably accompanied by viol-
énce, since those whom history is about to cast aside never leave
quiétly. Depressing as it is, the Thai must steel themselves to the
fact that there are going to be more threats and more murders,
before the agony is over. Powerful social forces are now grappling
for the supreme prize: the state. Given the magnitude of the
Stakes, it is no wonder that some contestants do not cringe at
Murder, o

Yet if violence is inevitable in practice, will it be sufficient to
abort the trend toward reform? We would like fo know wheéther
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the present spate of threats and murders is the opening salvo, op
the last gasp, of those longing for a return to the past (impossible
as that hope is). And, we would like to know whether recent
violence is part of a grand conspiracy orchestrated from the top, or
the work of isolated hooligans (including official hooligans) relying
on the lethargy of their sympathizers in the police and, if neces-
sary in case of apprehension, on the covert protection of senior
government officials of like mind.

It is t0o soon now to hazard a guess as to the answer to the first
question, but it should becorne apparent in due course as democra.
tization ceases to be a superficial imnovation in the metropolis and
starts to seep through the totality of the society. A rising curve of
assassinations will be an ominous indicator.

As for the second' question, there is the genuinely terrifying
possibility that Thailand i§ riow a real-life replay of the movie
“Z.” For those who have not seen it, the film dramatizes an
actual anti-socialist conspiracy in the mid-1960s directed by senior
members of the Greek internal security apparatus, in tandem with
right-wing vigilante movements much like Thailand’s Nawaphol
and Red Gaurs. (Greece had its “Soldiers of Christ the King;”
Nawaphol consists of self-appointed defenders of “nation, religion
and monarchy.”)

There is, of course, the alternative possibility that Thailand is
experiencing ‘decentralized violence, on the model of the Argentine
“death squads,” in which off-duty soldiers and policemen spontane-
ously rub out undesirables. They are understandably reluctant to
pursue themselves during work hours.

"The implications of the two patterns are very different. In the
former, powerful members of the élite are determined not to sub-
mit to reform, and they use violence rather than open politics to
sabotage it. If such is the case in Thailand, they are probably un-
stoppable, If the latter, the violence will stop on its own in due
course, and it can be stamped out even sooner (as it was for a
time in Argentina) by determined leaders, including conservatives,
who see rising social tensions as a threat to the whole edifice of rule.

We shall probably not have evidence of which it is, and a case
can be made that it is better not to know. The cracking by an
overzealous Greek prosecutor of a shocking case of murder of a
socialist leader got Greece a fascist military coup, the prosecutor
suspension from office, and a lot of other people a one-way ticket
to the next world." '

THAILAND -
What is clear, though, is that Thailand’s
ovements enjoy, at the minimum, the pas
werful figures in the kingdom, even if the
thestrating the violence. This is apparent fro
genior government leaders, that- progressiv
violence and intimidation ma

right-wing extremist
SIve support of very
se figures are not or-
M statements of certain
: © 8roups victimized by
y be stagmg such incidents themselves

In brief, then, we have one tentative indicatio fy

1976 election that there has been a public rejectio om the April 4,

n of extremism,

o IV: THE ECONOMIC BASE
B Central to the future of the kin
- omic base, from the viewpoint of

 foreign exchange earnings. This is not an €conomic issue; rather. it
IR © 2 political issue to the core. There s much evidence that t
[Rl "21Tow 2 conception of economic deve] ¢ been

'history of Southeast Asia, have yet fully to sink i,
e lift our gaze from such fechnical
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questions as incremental capital-output ratios, payback periods, ang
internal rates of return, and try instead to peer into the real reagop
why civilizations have risen and fallen over the last two thousang
years in Southeast Asia, several remarkable patterns emerge. It
would be-wise to keep these patterns in mind while analyzing .the
kingdom’s economic development strategy. While there is much ¢,
be said for riding with a fifty-year current, it does not make sense
if one is thereby drowned in.a thousand-year tide. Many civiliza.
tions have drowned in these tides, and we would like to know
whether Thailand is going to be the next one. The indicators are
not hard to find.

The first remarkable patterp is that most or all of the great
maritime and trading civilizations of Southeast Asia’s pagt—of
Funan, of Sri Vijaya, of the Cham—have not proven durable,
(Malacca may be-an exception; what happened and why is a
more complicated problem, } This is in spite of the magnificence of
their cultural level and of the wealth of the cities they were able to
develop: We. know, for- example, from Chinese dynastic histories
that in Funan in its heyday, “the rich decked themselves with gold
and silver- jewelry and wore rich brocades. The king lived in a
richly-constructed palace and travelled on the back of an ele-
phant.”. Funanese buildings were of wood, so we know little of
their architeeture, but the stone structures of the Cham In present-
day central Viet Nam alert us to the brillianee of the cities of that
civilization. Yet in the end, the wealth of their cities and the in-
tellectual accomplishments of. thejr urban leaders came to nought.

Why?-Who, er what, destroyed them?

Here another pattern emerges: They were overtaken by civiliza-
tions based on settled agriculture at a higher technological level,
and with (at least as far as the data go) a greater vitality and
resiliency- to their local village communities,

is is. clear from, the Vietnamese triumph over the Cham.
Skilled voyagers on the sea but semi-nomads on land, the Cham
were displaced not, by Vietnamese armies, but by the steady ad-
vance of Vietnamese paramilitary settlers. These farmers could
turn themselves into soldiers at whatever moment was necessary to
protect-newly-settled communities from the former Cham residents,
and they got the economic wherewithal to do this from a more ad-
vanced agriculture than that used by the Cham, one that relied on
a relatively advanced irrigation system and a complex pattern of
village cooperation-supported by other.institutions at higher levels
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rnment. It worked, brilliantly. Tt was based on a vita
icﬁ‘:ural technology, and powerful _and internally se}‘frigl:Jvem:
¢ local communties.’® (The ancient V1etr'1amt2se adage “The em
.. or’s writ stops at the village border” epitomizes this point.) (e
| We know less about Khmer local commuhity structires pe
mer too-fell into decline, a point we §haﬂ get to presentggl,.t‘u
eir superior agricultural technology and the powerful : tlng};
achine it permitted have been virell-:resehfchcd and dpcum;x}f eth
hmer cultural borrowings from India probalo)ly'cont_nbutrc o the
¢ of Angkorian civilization (wc. suppose Vietriamese bo'rrow.m_gi
jirom China were also significant in this regax.'d), but most ?I:UCIES
as an amazing rice technology using the enorimous irrigation' wor
I visible in central Cambodia—that is to say, an-enormofus m};
stment in agriculture. When combined with the w1§dom of suc ;
aders as Indravarman I and Yasovarman 1, thc. cohere;mt}al 0
glite in the capital, and a balance betw_cfan the demands of these
ite and. the needs of the rural communities, an mvmmplc mlhta}r:lfy
achine arose which spread Khmer influence over virtually the
2 i i ula. . s sae
th';‘ferl’:gsﬁ is thus that while in the past some peninsular f:1v1}12:a-
§ tions thrived because of bustling trade, powerful external linkages,
f-and glamorous capitals, others survived bt-ac.ause of the' PYO_SF_’CT“)E
fpf‘their -agriculturé and the sturdiness, '_re‘s§11cncy and I‘ellr':lblhty 0
. their village hinterlands, not their capitals. Weak, exploited, :d;ls'-
§ organized agricultural hinterlands have on the cop:x;aryr led t? the
[ collapse of the most brilliant urban centers. ") .
¥ There is yet a third major pattern which in turn accounts for
g the decline even of these-technologically.and orgamzalthr}aily super-
E ior civilizations. Typically they staft?d out b)f' devc:lopmg th.c sup-
9 porting dgricultural infrastructure, with a con}paratlvcly.egglltanin
¢ value system and a balance of demands between the city and the
& countryside. Following the rise of a powerful state, there. was an
L increase in the economic exploitation of the hlnterlg.nd cxt'her for
war, or forluxury consumption in the capital. At the same time the
political and cultural balance shiftéd ever more against the rural
people too. Finally there was collapse as the village'economy was
overloaded with demands from the capital, as the mcreasmgly. in-
egalitarian social structure drove more and more_rur?l people into
apathy or opposition, and, finally, as external enemies senseFI rot
and moved in for the kill."” ) . L
It was this cycle which tore Viet Nam apart in the tiventieth
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administered the coup de grace to the Khmer. In their nvasio

é 369 and 1380, and_ in the final great attack of 1444, Thai attaé}f of
estroyed the workings of the intricate hydraylic system on wh'ers
hmer power depended.”® Abandonment of Angkor was the i;h

shift in the Thai value S 1
S ; ) : ystem since the fifteenth centy t
gclieam.ng_ hierarchy and rank, and other observers, rangngo‘ftzgj
efz;ﬂego;: in ctlh_e‘ Seventeenth century to Quaritch-Wales and Rock
€r Youndation economists in the Present, have r. ,
. . E - - - ? eco d
ﬁ:;ligc(;ur.\tre Igf C)fglmt}alttmn of the countryside to serve the {u)ffr; }cl)i
itals at t i
o cogﬁnues.” yuthaya, Thon Buri, and Bangkok. The cycle in-
D Nci dbubt the Thaj Cabinet and Nationa] Economic and Socia]
evelopment Board would view such quaint observations on events

As Thai leaders look back over the past century they sce, they

T . T— —
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and as a result the ecological carrying capacity of the Chao Phraya
Basitl is higher than its present population. Second, ancient Siam
had 2 closed political system which permitted élite in the capital to
squeeze the countryside to get rice from the farmers. Note that
neither of these factors has anything to do with the wisdom of the
economic development strategy of the kingdom: Both are an-
omalies which are reversing themselves right now.!®

The impressive domestic growth rates over the past decade are
similarly the result of a historical accident: the Viet Nam' War.
Thailand’s strategic location near Viet Nam permitted it to earn
roughly two billion dollars in “base rents” and, with the firming
up of the relationship with the U.S., private foreign investment
arrived in increasing amounts, This third historical accident re-
sponsible for the kingdom’s impressive economic performance is
now reversing itself too, and with it the highly unusual balance-of-
payments position.'®

How does this translate mto indicators for us to look at? For one
thing, ¢ontinued survival and prosperity demands a quantum leap
in the resources and attention devoted to agriculture, and this might
well have to be at the expense of some industrial development plans.
In the past several years there has indeed been a shift of focus to
agriculture, but it is thus far tenuous and focussed as much on
transfers of wealth to buy political peace (the Kukrit “tambon
plan”) as on serious thinking about productive investment.

The kingdom’s agriculture is irrevocably rice culture and, as a
classic study by S. C. Hsieh and Vernon Ruttan shows, rice culture
in Thailand (unlike in Taiwan or Japan) can because of its pec-
uliar ‘écological dornain advance only on the basis of major national
irrigation programs.® Thailand’s irrigation infrastructure is one of
the poorest in the region, but not for lack of suggestions to improve
it. Mdjor investments in irrigation have been postponed and post-
Poned for almost a century.?

The presumptive rationale for this has been that rates of return
are higher in other investments that the kingdom could make with
1ts'limited investible resources. In past years this was import sub-
Stitution industrialization, a strategy now changed to export pro-
Motion industrialization, -

There are real questions about this strategy in the short run, be-
Cause of the problematical outcome of the competition between
Thai factory workers and those of Seoul, Hong Kong, Singapore or
Tokyo. But however this strategy may turn out in the short run, it is
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a-sure loser in the long run, because of the hinterland principle
Consequently an economic development strategy for national gyr.
vival would place the modernization of agriculture first, even if
putative rates of return were lower.

Furthermore, and even more significantly, the resilience angd
vitality of local communities is going to have to undergo a quantum
leap as well. This is a sophisticated problem at the intersection of
politics, economics and sociology, to which there are answers byt
no quick and easy ones, Successive governments have been fidgeting
without serious results for more than ten years with the structure of
rural government, and important recommendations-made for jn-
stitutiondl changes in the hilitribe areas (from 1966 and 1467)
have probably not even been read by current government leaders
much less implemented.”? It is clear that the patterns necessary for
survival are not going to evolve spontancously, as they did over
centuries in Vietnamese culture. It is equally clear that they are not
going to happen by design unless the problem takes its place on the
list of urgent issues considered by the Cabinet. Again, this is a
crucial subject which bears watching in the future.

V: ANOTHER VIET NAM?

Perhaps surprisingly, it is easier to predict what lies ten years
ahead in a country’s future than to know what is going to happen
tomorrow. The reason for this is not actually hard to understand.
Tomorrow’s events grow from thousands of ephemera of yesterday
and today, about which we know little, while the broad shape of
the future evolves slowly yet solidly out of known patterns stretching
far back into history. Nowhere is this principle more applicable
than in the question of the pace of the various rural insurgencies.
While we may not be able to predict where the next police jecp
will be ambushed, we can have a fairly good idea down which road
present trends are taking the entire kingdom.

A recurring nightmare these days of both foreign investors and
Jocal VIPs is that some years hence they may be kicking each other
in the face in a desperate struggle ta board the final evacuation
helicopters lifting off from Bangkok. Will these nightmares—In fact
the scenes from downtown Saigon on April 30, 197 5—come to pass
in Thatland? 1

The record of the past indicates strongly that such scenes W
never occur in Bangkok, that there will always, as far ahead as We
can see, be a secure heartland in the Central Plain, where free-
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The issues involved in the various insurgencies in North apg
Northeast Thailand adjacent to Viet Nam are well known and
bear only the briefest repetition here. Despite protestations to the
contrary from certain quarters, they have nothing to do with the
madequacy of suppressive forces or a shortage of modern weapons
or equipiment. The motivating factors are economic policies which
strongly discriminate against these regions and their peoples, and a
Bangkok-dominated political system which runs these areas like
conquered provinces. It is no surprise, then, that some of the hjlf
tribes are in revolt: It is only what one would predict on the bagis
of the earlier experience of Laos and Viet Nam.

A reduction in internal tension thus demands a redirection of the
economic flows in the kingdom toward the countryside. There haye
been first steps in this direction since 1973. But economic reforms
alone will be insufficient: They must be accompanied by paralle]
measures to redress the imbalance of power between the city and
the countryside, and between administrative and elective offictals,
Otherwise the result will only be to increase cynicism and aliena-
tion.

There has yet to be movement on this paramount issue. When
dnd if there is, we shall assuredly know of it, because it will involve
major changes in the structure of rule in the rural areas, and in
policies toward ethnic minorities.

With such economic and political changes we can say with as-
surance that the kingdom would be able to survive the level of
residual tension inherent in the present ‘polarization on the pen-
irisula, even to thrive on it, because the measures to reduce internal
tensions are also ones which would enhance the productivity of
agriculture and the quality of life in the rural areas.

But in, default of such measures, what? There is a certain view
that an alternative to internal reform is befriending Russia and
China, then trading on that friendship to persuade Russia and
China to leari on Viet Nam to stop-its exploitation of Thailand’s

internal troubles. This is a vain hope. Russia and China betrayed
Viet Nam at-the Geneva Conference of 19¢4, by pressing the com-
munist leaders into an unfavorable settlément, and since then their
leverage has been minimal. Even at the height of the Viet Nam
War, these two communist giants could not effectively pressure
North Viet Nam despite:its total dependence on Russia and China.

So in respect to Thailand, Viet Nam can be expected to do what it
wants.
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interests in the capital, without strong public authori i
the solid backing (l:f public opinion. P sothorly xelying on
Or will reforms be sabotaged by an extremist reaction longing
for a past that can no longer be? If so, the loftiest legislation wi]]
come to nothing. -And will the economic wherewithal continue to be
available? A sharp falloff in economic performance would raise
domes.t.lc tensions, and force choices which would make the ac.
complishment of other reforms all the more difficult. S
. What, then, will Thailand-become? We are not dealing with im-
penetrable mysteries. The broad shape of the kingdom’s challenges
is clear enough. The problems are understood, the answers are
known. We observers know what to look at over the coming months
and years to infer what road the kingdom is taking, and by the same
token, Thai leaders know what to do to get one kind of future and
to avert another. At this point it is not a question of fate oniy of
will, and of wisdom, ’
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