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When will the farmers unite? The long road to democracy in rural Thailand
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Abstract:
Since the mid 1960s sugar planters in Thailand have formed some of the strongest farmers associations in Asia. Organising practically all sugar planters, these associations have over the years successfully negotiated with sugar mill owners and with the state. They have achieved a system of revenue sharing in the cane and sugar industry which protects them from the vagaries of fluctuations in world market prices. A similar development now seems to take place among rubber planters who, like most farmers in Thailand, were earlier controlled by the government system of farmer organisations. This development is in sharp contrast to the situation of the rice farmers, whose earlier attempts at organising was violently repressed, and who are hardly organised today.


Why is it that some of these movements succeeded while others failed? The paper discusses recent movements and organisational changes among Thai farmers in the central plains. Not long ago they were small scale peasants on an expanding land frontier in an authoritarian Buddhist kingdom which after the 1932 revolution turned into military rule. However, after WWII state lead economic development and economic differentiation among the peasantry as well as dramatic political changes have created both economic and political opportunities to organise in various ways but with very different outcomes. The explanation seems to lie both in the kind of farmers recruited, the active agents of mobilization, the ideology and the issues fought, and the way the farmers interacted with the state and other actors at various points in time.


Today there seems to be a certain space and potential for the formation of both general as well as crop- and issue- specific farmers associations which can bargain with the state and agro‑business for collective benefits. This is an indication that the Thai political process is not merely dominated by rent seeking government officials and businessmen turned politicians who buy the votes of the electorate and run the country in the interest of their companies. Indeed, farmers, like all others, are heavily involved in this type of ‘business politics’, but behind that simplified picture a more complex and perhaps more flexible state may be hidden, which as popular mobilisations unfold may emerge into the open.

1. Introduction
This paper deals with the emergence of autonomous movements and organisations of farmers in order to represent their interest as primary producers in society in relation to the state, agro-business, and other class interests in Thai society.
 


Voluntary associations, whether as social movements, interest groups or non-governmental organisations are considered key actors in contemporary processes of democratisation. The emphasis is on organisations built from below, which are autonomous of the state, and which are capable of articulating the interests of the common man and influence state policies as well as other powerful actors such as business and capitalist groups.
 In the case of farmers, there is of course an important historical background in the rise of producer oriented agrarian movements in the West during the second half of the 19th century and their crucial role both in the development of small scale agriculture in an emerging capitalist market economy and in bringing about a democratic political system (cf. Olofsson 1988). 


If we look at the organisation of Thai farmers today, we find the following pattern:

1) Re-distributive type of organisation, represented by the Assembly of the Poor, in which poor and small farmers in the Northeast are organised since the beginning of the 1990s and fight for land titles (and against eviction) and for more resources to develop agriculture in the region. Their demands also relate to several environmental issues, like the construction of big dams and the support of alternative agriculture. This organisation represents all farmers, irrespective of crops, and addresses general issues about the structure of rural society, land distribution and ownership, system of government, type of agricultural development, poverty, education, health, etc.

2) Generalised distributive type of organisation: Association representing all farmers irrespective of crops, also working within the established system without trying to change it. It is not common in Thailand today, but an example of this type of organisation is the present Assembly of the Small-scale Farmers in the Northeast (So Ko Yo No) and splinter-groups of this organisation after 1996 (see endnote 3). Possibly, the Northern Farmers Network (nuai neua) formed in early 1994 (Baker 1999: 7) also belong to this category.

3) Specialised distributive type of organisation: Crop specific association which works within a system of production, marketing and processing of specific crops, and which are meant to represent farmers’ interest in relation to other actors in the political economy (state, banks, dealers, buyers, agro-business, etc.) :

- Sugar planters are organised since the mid 1960s and are able to bargain for a support price of sugar cane every year, within a system of revenue sharing defined by the state since 1986.

- Rubber planters are being organised since the mid-1980s to bargain for higher prices, better marketing, improved technology, etc. 

- Recently a number of other crop-specific organisations have also emerged for the cultivation of, for example, potato, longan, pineapple, fruits, and onion (cf. Örnberg 1999).

This way of organising stands in sharp contrast to the situation among rice farmers in the Central Plains who today, after a failed attempt to organise in 1974-76, have no organisation of their own.

How have these organisations emerged? What are the  implications of this pattern of organising for economic and political development? Do these organisations contribute to a broader and deeper economic development? Do they contribute to the development of a more independent and diversified civil society and thus to a democratic development of state and society?


The answers involve both economic, political, cultural, and ecological dimensions. Moreover, these issues has to be analysed against the background of the historical character of the Thai nation state after mid-1850 and the type of village society that developed under this period; and, especially after 1932, of the development of authoritarian regimes up to the late 1980s as well as Thailand’s involvement in the Cold War. It has to do with the overall economic and social development in agriculture, industry and trade during this period. In the latest phase, after 1973, it is also intimately related to popular mobilisation and processes of democratisation in Thailand.


In this paper I will discuss the ways in which some of these organisations have emerged in central Thailand. What farmers have been recruited? Who are the agents in mobilising them? What are the ideologies and the issues fought for, and how do they interact with the state and other actors at various points in time?

2. Background
My work on Thai farmers is based on fieldwork in Central Thailand and a review of studies during October - December 1998. The overall aim is to study how contemporary farmers are organised in producer oriented movements and organisations (FMOs) and the impact of this organisation on economic development, political systems, and environmental changes.


The formation of farmers movements and organisations in non-communist Asia takes place against a very distinct historical background. Everywhere smallholding farmers have, after more or less radical land reforms, been placed in a regional and national framework for increased production. This follows a pattern for agricultural development in which the state plays a dominant role. We call it ADAM, an Asian Development of Agriculture Model. It has two stages:

I. Colonial systems of agriculture based on smallholder agriculture - or in the case of Thailand the indigenous creation of such a system and an attempt to modernize it along western lines - create the infrastructure and institutions for later development. Typical cases are Punjab developed by British colonialism and Taiwan developed by Japanese colonialism.

II. Post-colonial governments, supported by the US and international financial institutions, relies on heavy state intervention to increase agricultural production, though in Thailand this comes somewhat later than in the other countries because of  already well established Sino-Thai commercial networks growing gradually into agro-business sponsored by the state.

This pattern accounts for land reforms (in Thailand settlement on forest land), irrigation systems, agricultural extension, research on and provision of inputs (seeds, fertilisers, pesticides), supply of credit, marketing co-operatives, etc. FMOs are developed by the state, in the form of farmers’ associations and credit and service co-operatives emulated from the West.


In all these cases, the peasants and farmers have more or less been ‘organised’ from above by the state, not by their own effort. How then can an independent interest articulation take place among farmers?


With this in mind let us now return to Thailand

3. Rice
Rice farmers in the Central Plains and the North form the backbone of modernising Thailand for the last 150 years. Students tried to organise them in 1974, after the democratic opening in 1973. The issues were land rent (especially in the North) and indebtedness (North and Central). The movement was strongest in the North. It was repressed in 1976, in the name of anti-communism. How can we understand this short and failed mobilisation?


It is important to note that Thai farmers in the 1970s were far from a traditional peasantry under feudal control. After the mid-nineteenth century and the opening up of Thailand to increased international trade, farmers were gradually freed of feudal bondage and encouraged to settle on and cultivate swamp and forest land. The state began to construct channels and drainage works to make this expansion possible. Most parts of Thailand became a frontier society, with so called ’loosely structured’ communities (Embree 1950, Evers 1969) held together by loyalty to the King and the Nation, and by a religious community around Buddhist temples (Keyes 1989). These rather independent peasants became the most important element in the royal construction of an Absolutist State. Rice became the most important staple and export crop. Chinese merchants provided the network for increased commercialisation of rice farming. It was taxed by the state through a land tax. Later on, after 1950 this taxation took the form of a rice premium on the rice exported, which made up a large financial contribution to the state. Until the Second World War, however, it was a low yield agriculture based on primitive technology and abundant natural resources.


There is widespread image of a subservient Thai peasantry extending from the feudal order, the so called sakdina system, into the present. My impression is that Thailand never seems to have been a strictly integrated hierarchical system of power and dominance. In the feudal period, the King and the lords chased and chained peasants to remain within their control, rather than settling out of reach in remote forest and swamp areas. In the period after mid-19th century, peasants fought to get free from landlord control and to evade taxes and levies from the state. Numerous bandit raids and more or less religiously inspired uprisings took place well into the beginning of this century. In the early part of this century the absolute state put a stop to these rebellions, but only within a framework of a rather independent peasant society with considerable freedom of the peasantry to move and settle in the forest and build their own rather egalitarian community. Because of the King’s claim to ownership of the land and the fact that the land could not be sold to outsiders, the peasants could also retain control over their land until very recently. Chinese merchants operated only on the margins of this rural society. Local powerful patrons never exercised full control. Thus, there was little reason for the peasants to rebel through collective actions - there was always an individual solution to problems of poverty and oppression, i.e. to colonise virgin land (cf. Pasuk and Baker 1997:3-45).


After the second world war, especially after 1960 in the central plains and in the North, there was a spurt in commercialisation of agriculture following state investment in road communications (to combat Communism) and in irrigation works, which allowed for better water management, double cropping, and the spread of new high yielding varieties. This development was to a large extent promoted by US aid between 1951-70, focussing on rural development and communications (Caldwell 1974: 29). The growing commerce in agricultural produce was organised by increasingly powerful Sino-Thai merchant groups with networks extending from the village to the international markets. Some of these groups developed into powerful agro-business corporations, gradually moving out of the control of the military-bureaucratic regime. They formed part of an emerging bourgeoisie, what Apichai and Paradon (1997: 15) call an extra-bureaucratic elite, that is a more independent capitalist class and an increasingly strong urban middle class of professionals and intellectuals. It was these forces that lay behind the overthrow of the military dictatorship in 1973.


A system of land registration made land into private property. Due to mounting indebtedness, land started to pass into the hands of landlords and into urban based merchants, and many farmers became tenants under high rent.


Beginning in the 1960s, the state started to ‘organise’ farmers into farmer groups (village level), farmers’ associations (tambon level) and District Cooperatives. An agricultural bank was started, the Bank of Agriculture and Agricultural Credit (BAAC). Other government initiatives were rice banks, saving groups and village cooperative shops. All these efforts were weak in the beginning and undertaken by various ministries with little coordination. 


The political opportunity for rice farmers to organise from below was non-existent until 1973. The ‘bureaucratic polity’ concept is an euphemism for a military dictatorship from 1932 onwards, which was a hierarchical and heavily authoritarian system. There was no freedom of association, except for trade associations and cultural groups under the tight supervision of the state. 


The fall of the military regimen in 1973 opened a new space for organising. In 1973-74, rice farmers were mobilised by students in and around the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT). The movement, the Farmers Federation of Thailand, was particularly strong in the North valleys, where land was particularly scarce. The main demand was for land reform, rent reduction and loan waivers. With CPT behind these demands and the mobilisation, the Military took it as a complete confrontation, which really it was! After all, a great part of the state revenue was fetched from the Rice Premium. The fear was also that Thailand was to be the next country for communist conquest after their victories in the neighbouring countries. Many leaders of the FFT were assassinated. After October 1976 the students fled to the jungle to start guerilla warfare, but the farmers did not join them in the jungle (cf. Morell and Chai-Anan 1981, Chapter 8).


However, the effects of this upheaval should not be underestimated. The state ‘organisation’ of farmers from above assumed importance after 1976, but with uneven results: Most important, BAAC has become very active in supplying credit to farmers and the District Co-operatives have assumed some importance from the 1980s onwards, most importantly in providing some credit and controlled markets for the trade in rice. Scattered farmer groups have importance only in connection with bank loans from BAAC and in some distribution of fertilisers. However, farmers associations exist only on paper.


The Rice premium was gradually lowered and finally abolished in 1986. A lame attempt to protect rice farmers with support prices has not had any impact (too little money, only helping the few farmers from whom the rice is purchased and not affecting the overall price in the market).


Contemporary rice farming in the Central plains is thoroughly commercialised, mechanised and chemicalised. Farmers operate for profit on their own or rented land (rice for own consumption is bought in local supermarkets like 7-ELEVEN). Most operators are either small or medium sized farmers with holdings from 10 to 300 rai. They are linked to commercial networks under increasing state supervision and intervention: Through the intervention of BAAC and District Co-operatives, a sizeable part of credit and fertilisers are supplied by state institutions at controlled rates, which also has had a civilising effect on private money-lending. Many District Co-operatives provide a regulated market place for farmers’ sale of rice to private dealers. District Agricultural Extension Officers oversee agricultural production, advising farmers on seeds, insecticides, etc. The State run Irrigation Department constructs and manages water supply, and help farmers in forming local water users associations.


Thus, it is a state supervised capitalist system of smallholder agriculture linked to private agro-business. Most of the inputs used, chemicals (weedicide, insecticide and fertilisers) and machines, are either bought from private dealers or, in the case of machines and lorries, hired with a driver from private business operators. Exception is seed: Traditional varieties (floating rice) are homegrown, while new high yielding varieties, originally stemming from State Seed Farms, are bought from private seed farmers in the neighbourhood. Output is sold through private dealers, merchants as well as agents of agro-business companies. There is no functioning state intervention in terms of regulating prices on inputs or output.


Heavily commercialised, some farmers still retain some peasant characteristics ranging from subsistence fishing and gardening to doing much labour in the field themselves. Equally characteristic, however, is that many of them straddle, doing both farming and other activities like cottage industry, wage labour in local industries, fishing for sale, etc. Most households have members, sons and daughters, working elsewhere in industry, services and government positions. Apart from the traditional house, people live in a modern consumption culture with TV, light consumer goods, modern clothes, etc. They almost invariably have a motorcycle, some have pick up cars. Telephones are common. Shops and small restaurants are found everywhere, groceries and supermarkets are not far off, located as they are in the district market. Due to this straddling and linkages to the urban economy the living standard is quite high by Asian standards. There are studies indicating that only about 30 % of the total income in farming household derives from farming activities. This, of course, has important implications for the formation of farmers’ movements and organisations.

Co-operation and interest articulation
Many scholars writing about rural Thailand in recent decades have been pre-occupied with the question of participation and co-operation of rural people in various development schemes. They ask, why is there such a limited interest and participation of farmers and others in the various projects offered to them under the promise of development? For some, the answer is that Thais are individualistic, which is a product they think of a loosely structured society. Others claim that villagers have been divided by outside forces, the market and state policies which have taken control over their resources and made them compete for these resources. A third, more recent view, is that the original village community has not been weakened by the modernisation process, but that it is possible to mobilise this co-operative culture again (Shigetomi 1998: 7-18).


Looking at the historical development of Thai rural society, it seems to me, that rural Thais have participated and co-operated very actively in the development process, but not always on their own terms. The frontier society built on ‘free’ but co-operating farm households (labour exchange, defence, and religious ceremonies). Increasing market penetration led to a more individualistic entrepreneurial behaviour, where co-operation or rather interaction was now with the agents of capitalism, landowners, merchants, dealers and moneylenders. As shown by Shigetomi (1998) when the state came in as an active agent of change, especially in the late 1970s, this was also fairly well received in terms of participation. The state (and later NGOs in much the same way) initiated local development organisations (rice banks, savings groups, etc.) and distributed funds for investments in infrastructure and development schemes. Despite the thorough commercialisation of all village economic activities at this time, villagers have responded positively in many cases, especially where the kinship groups and village communities were strong (as in the North and Northeast). The active agents have been the various levels of the local self-administration bodies (village and sub-district level) as well as previously formed women’s groups (Shigetomi 1998:96-106). In 1990 about 16 per cent of all Thai villages had savings groups, 23 per cent had rice banks, and 14 per cent had village co-operative shops (ibid.: 102). These groups, with exception of savings groups, were generally fewer in the central plains, however.


This interesting survey on village co-operation and participation by Shigetomi suffers from one main weakness: it does not analyse whether this co-operation is dominated by the local power elite and embedded in patron-client relations so common in Thai rural areas. Thus, the problem of participation may not be with the rural people, but with the type of development schemes offered to them, whether these really benefit people or not, and what kind of local and larger processes they are part of.


One thing is obvious, Thais are ready to co-operate in new ways when they see a point in doing so. This co-operation, however, has largely taken place under the guidance of a more or less authoritarian state. What about independent articulation of interest in relation to the state and market forces via autonomous organisations? What is the context and opportunity for this development to take place today? 


In the central plains, the kind of organisation that took form in the mid-1970s is clearly not of much relevance today. Take the issue of land-ownership. Land in the Central plains and the North is becoming scarce and more and more concentrated in the hands of a privileged elite, but the opportunity to organise on this issue may already have been lost to a large extent. Farmers have sold their land over a fairly long period of time, it has not been taken away from them. The legitimacy of private property in land is strong as is the ideology of the market economy. (All this could drastically change in the future depending upon the context; for example, drought, famine, environmental calamities, deep economic crisis, etc. could trigger another kind of collective action again.) 


Indebtedness? With increasing commercialisation there is of course rising indebtedness of the farming households. However, with the massive entrance of institutional credit, rates are low and the loans have been taken for commercial purposes, not just for surviving a lean harvest. Rents? Rents are today calculated as part of costs for cultivating rice with a profit, that is, as capitalist rent. Feudal rates seem largely to have disappeared, at least in the central plains.


However, there are a number of other problems facing farmers, which could form the basis of common interest and collective action, such as: 

· Prices on rice and other crops. Funds to regulate sudden fall in prices and to guarantee a minimum price

· Prices on inputs and on tools and machines

· Environmental standards, which both will ensure a sustainable management of natural resources and that Thailand can maintain its strong position on the export market

· The functioning of the District Agricultural Co-operatives

· Credit, the lending policies and practices of BAAC (as in the case of failed government projects in which farmers have borrowed money from the banks)

· Government policies and administration, co-ordination, priorities, etc. Irrigation, extension, health and education, etc.

· Local issues, ranging from general problems that can be solved locally such as fighting insects by fallowing the land in the dry season, to more specific problems for a particular area

In fact, as indicated above, organisations in the Northeast have shown that this type of issues can be strong reasons for organising. Thus, the problem of organising lies not in the dearth of issues on which to form collective action but in the historical context and in organisation as such. Before we address this issue, we will however take a look at the situation of sugar and rubber farmers.

4. Sugar
In sharp contrast to rice farmers, sugar cane farmers (my empirical material is from the West and the North) are very well organised. Maybe they have the strongest organisation of all farmers in Asia.


The sugar ‘industry’ was initiated by the state before the war, but took off only in the early 1960s. Sugar cane farmers are often wealthy landowners and members of the elite (bureaucrats, military officers, politicians, etc.). A lot of capital is invested in sugar mills, owned and dominated by a few big business groups, which, however, are dependent on the cane farmers for deliveries during a certain period of time. 


The state did not prevent sugar cane farmers to organise in the mid 1960s (as cultural organisations under the Ministry of Education, Department of Culture) and bargain with their respective factories. On the contrary, the ministries involved have been keen to protect both cane planters and millers. Since 1986, a revenue sharing system (70 % to the planters and 30 % to the factories) has created a certain order in the cane and sugar industry, i.e. a system based on strong planter and millers organisations has been institutionalised. It is consolidated into the Cane and Sugar Act 1984, involving 3 ministries (Industry, Commerce and Agriculture of which the Ministry of Industry is the most important). The Cane and Sugar Board with planters, millers and government officers and with an office in the Ministry of Industry is controlling the whole system today (cf. Ramsay 1987).


This makes the sugar cane planters the most privileged category among Thai farmers. So the opportunity structure for collective action among cane planters has been completely different from that of rice farmers.


There are about 250 000 cane planters and 46 sugar mills in Thailand. 70 per cent of the sugar is exported. Cane planters associations are regional associations organising planters around a certain number of factories, the biggest being the Region 7 Association in Kanchanaburi with 81 000 members. It is really an organisation of quota men, that is, those planters who have delivery contract with the mills, but according to the Sugar Cane Act of 1984 all planters must be a member of an association in order to deliver cane to a mill. Therefore, practically all cane planters are organised, the exception being small planters who can deliver via somebody else to a quota man. 

There are two apex organisations after a split in 1983 (on leadership issue), but the two organisations cooperate closely in dealing with the ministries and the mill owners. None of them have any legal standing in the Act, but are still very active and efficient co-ordination bodies. However, the real power and money lies with the regional associations.


The independent interest articulation of the sugar cane planters via their regional associations and national apex organisations and the negotiations with sugar factories and the state over prices take place within an overall framework of co-operation rather than contestation. The co-operation is most obvious between sugar capital and sugar planters associations: many office bearers of the associations are high level employees of the sugar factories with which they are supposed to negotiate. Moreover, many of their friends and relatives are employed by the sugar exporting companies (which, except for one owned by the state, are part of the big sugar capital groups). This intermixing of people in the organisations of the sugar industry makes for a collusion of interest rather than a conflict between state officials, business groups and planters. One can say that the planters manage, together with the factory owners, to keep up the overall price level of Thai sugar, so that they together get a fairly good return on their cultivation and processing of cane. Domestic sugar prices are slightly higher than on the world market and a sugar fund accumulated by the Cane and Sugar Board is used to keep up the prices when world market prices are low. This cooperation is further entrenched by political representation through some of the big political parties in Thai politics today.


How is this possible, while rice farmers are not at all organised? The answer may be a particular opportunity structure with the sugar industry offering better possibilities to organise around a particular factory at the time of harvest which has to take place at a particular time of the year; with the factories promoting such an organisation in order to facilitate contracts and deliveries;  with the state organising the industry for import substitution and for export; and with many sugar planters being rich landowners and members of the elite (military officers, government bureaucrats, politicians, etc.). The industry is small in relation to the rice economy and the government can afford to support it. Demands are economic (to ensure the reproduction of sugar cultivation) and do not challenge the existing social order. 

5. Rubber 

Rubber planters offer yet another example of organising. The industry is old in Thailand, starting around the turn of the century. Today there are about 800 000 rubber planters and the country is the biggest exporter of para rubber in the world. 6 million people get most of part of their income from para rubber, either as planters or as workers in the factories, merchants, etc. Thai rubber is not of very high quality compared to Malaysian rubber, because of more effort being spent in the latter country on research and extension. However, recently Malaysia has gone in for palm oil production at the expense of para rubber.


Thai para rubber farmers are mostly small to medium farmers, cultivating anything between 10  to 200 rai. A few big one in each province may have more than 1000 rai. Urban merchants also have rubber plantations and so have professionals who keep their plantation as an extra source of wealth and status. 


So far, most rubber produced has been in the form of rubber sheets (grade 3), processed either on the farm or by the local rubber merchant. This means that it can be stored until prices are good, only poor planters need to sell it soon after harvest. In this system local merchants buy from small planters and then resell it at the rubber markets in bigger centres (like Songkhla). These middlemen can often bag 40 % or so of the final price. A state rubber fund has sought to stabilize the price at local markets when world market prices have been falling, but this has not translated into higher prices for the small planters selling to middlemen.


It is the government that has taken the initiative to develop existing farmer groups into Provincial Rubber Planters Associations to promote interaction between the administration and the planters in developing new technology, etc. This development has taken place over the past 15 years, and there are now 22 provincial associations with about 100 000 members. On top of this there is an apex organisation, the Federation of Rubber Planters Associations of Thailand. An NGO, Thai Village Foundation, tries to work for a more independent organisation of rubber planters, which can present demands to the state administration. Recently, a plan for the development of the Thai rubber economy was presented by the Federation, which differs from an existing government plan. 


Rubber planters associations are still weak and controlled by the bureaucracy and by rubber businessmen. One important reason is that most rubber planters have no staying power, most of them being poor and dependent on regular income. Another reason is that many of the leading members of the rubber associations, like for example the President of the National Federation, owning medium to big rubber plantations are also rubber merchants and owners of rubber factories.


However, recently there is a development towards new technology and bigger plants for processing rubber. The rubber will be delivered in liquid form (latex) and the big plants will become more dependent on stable and continuos local deliveries of rubber than before. So here is perhaps a more precise crop specific opportunity to organise.


While the opportunity to organise is weaker than among the sugar planters, it is quite clear that there is a development towards some form of organisation, which is capable of negotiating with the state and the industry.

6. Crop specific associations
If we go by the above and other similar experiences in crops like potatoes, pineapples, etc., many Thai farmers will in the near future be organised by crop specific associations and unions, who work within the particular context of the production, marketing and processing of a specific crop. The historical model for this type of associations in Thailand is the trade association (cf. Montri Chenvidyakarn 1979 and Anek Laothamatas 1992) rather than the co-operative of primary producers and the trade unions of industrial labourers which served as models in the West. 


Crop specific organisations mobilise all farmers big and small within a framework of established commercial networks for a particular crop and a varying degree of more or less favourable state intervention. The initiative to organise is either taken by government bureaucrats or by members of the elite who belong to the upper layer of the particular farming community. Businessmen buying and processing the product from the farmer are often leading members of these association based on their ownership of farms or plantations. The associations are distributive rather than re-distributive, that is they reach compromises on how to share income in a particular industry between primary producers, merchants and agro-business capital. It is a weak corporatist type of organisation.


The strength of these various groups vary from one crop to another. Somboon Siriprachai in his study of the role of the state in the Thai cassava industry (1998:56, 85) points out that the reaction of the state to organisational efforts of the different groups of farmers have been quite divergent (the source for these observation is a report by Amar Siamwalla and Suthad Setboonsarng 1987). Rice has been treated as a tax base (predatory rule), while in the case of sugar cane the state acts more like a ‘Platonian guardian’. In the case of rubber state intervention has been moderate, neither favouring farmers nor merchants. In the case of cassava, finally, farmers have not been able to organise at all and the industry is run in close collaboration between rent making government bureaucrats and merchants. Somboon explains this with reference to the poor economic conditions of the cassava farmers and their inability to form a strong organisation. He makes a more general observation of the context in which Thai farmers can organise: ‘What we are suggesting here is that the Thai state can be seen as either an autonomous or factional state depending on what period we are discussing and what type of economic policy we are talking about’ (1998:56). 


In this perspective one can hypothesise that the commercial rice farmers will be the last to organise, and then only when rice farming has become a much smaller proportion of the Thai economy than what it is today. In that situation the Thai government would be financially capable of intervening with, for example, price support, evening out fluctuations in the world market.

What is the significance of the above experience from the point of view of autonomous interest articulation and the development of a diversified civil society capable of sustaining a democratic polity?

7. State, market and movement

Democratisation in Thailand  now seems to be moving into a new phase of increased popular participation, ‘a struggle for civil society’ in the terminology of Apichai and Paradon (1997:2). However, the form it takes is not exactly the way things happened a hundred years ago in the West. In Thailand, the agricultural economy is dominated by strong domestic and international capitalist companies and groups, with the state deeply involved with these capitalist groups, and with weak subjective class consciousness on part of workers and farmers.


In the beginning, it is neither peasants nor workers who create the space for autonomous collective action against the Absolutist State or, after 1932, the so called ‘bureaucratic polity’. It seems that they are rather allowed the freedom to organise during periods of democratic openings, which stem from the development within the elite and within a rising middle class. State sponsored economic development eventually leads to the differentiation of the elite and the emergence of a bourgeois civil society demanding influence over the state (Apichai and Paradorn 1997). Only from about 1973 is there a more active political role of workers and farmers. This is what Hewinson (1997:11-15) calls the ‘ebb and flow of political space’.


The 1932 ‘constitutional revolution’ is the first of such openings, and it is in that period that embryos of middle class and working class organisations start to develop. The political space is, however, more or less closed by the military dictatorships that follow upon weak and corrupt parliamentary regimes. However, during this military rule, the economy and the middle classes continue to grow, which creates the pre-condition for subsequent advances into a democratic system in 1973-6 and from 1988 onwards.


It may be the weakness of autonomous working class and farmers organisations that allows for the peculiar character of Thai parliamentary politics as it has developed after 1988. Political parties are created by business people who form an organisation and buy the votes in the elections. Once in parliament and in government, they use the state apparatus to further their own business interest in collusion with an increasingly fragmented and weakened bureaucracy (cf. Thirayut Boonmi 1988).

Towards a stronger civil society and a more democratic state?
Does contemporary Thailand really witness the growing power of autonomous groups in civil society, a gradual differentiation and separation of the population from state bureaucratic control, which may lead in the direction of more democratic participation and a strengthening of democratic institutions?


There is a strong possibility that these new and more autonomous groups and associations are being co-opted and subordinated to business politics characterising the Thai parliamentary system. In such a scenario the associations would be tools in the games played by business people to run the economy and accumulate wealth. This is perhaps one way of understanding how sugar planters and rubber planters associations to varying degree function at the present stage? However, the landed position and numerical strength of the farmers in these constellations are important counterweights as is the need for continuous reproduction of primary producers to sustain the agro-industry concerned. Farmers will not produce a particular crop unless it is remunerative. These counterweights are of course weaker in the case of, for example, poor rice and cassava farmers, where a process of capital and land concentration may force them out of the market. In the latter case a more general farmers' movement of type 1 would be needed to revert this process.


To this should be added the changing political opportunity structure in Thailand for a more autonomous representation of primary producers in a capitalist market economy, Asian style? There are four factors in favour of a more autonomous representation:

1. An increasingly free press and media, covering economic and political issues.

2. The dissolution of authoritarian governments has created a power vacuum in the state apparatus, which business political parties are not able to fill up in a coherent manner. Different business groups compete for state protection and favours and the state apparatus is being increasingly fragmented. This widens the space for bureaucratic actions. Since the democratic institutions inside the state are not yet formed, this leaves considerable room for manoeuvres other than the traditional ones and for individual and collective actors to chalk out new directions of state action. Moreover, the influx of new middle class professionals and intellectuals into expanding cadres of state bureaucracy also makes possible other types of alliances than with business alone. Students fresh from university enter the state apparatuses with loyalties to, for example, different social groups and to social issues which are widely felt within Thai society. University based research and political activities now reach into every ministry and its decision-makers.

3. The character of the Thai NGO movement. While most so called NGOs in the Third World are middle class employment schemes financed by national and international governments under the ideology that they represents grass roots civil society, many if not most Thai NGOs have a distinct background in the radical movement of the 1970s with a much stronger commitment to social issues and poor people all over Thailand. To the extent that they can enter into crop specific farmers associations or more general forms of farmers unions, they can play a role in articulating the specific interest of farmers against merchants, agro-business and rent-seeking government bureaucrats. They are now also likely to find allies within the national and local administration who are more motivated by altruistic ideals than traditional bureaucrats. In certain regions and among certain sections of the population NGOs now play an important role, as is the case with the Assembly of the Poor in Isan (cf. Madsen 1999, Baker 1999). However, since this is a generation phenomenon it may not be a stable condition. Farmers may have to find other allied intellectuals, for example, among the growing number of teachers and local journalist with higher education, in order to sustain a movement and build a successful organisation.


One weakness of the NGOs, like in most countries, is that they, despite idealistic motives, are donor driven. There is plenty of money for environmental projects, but who wants to finance interest group formation among farmers rich and poor in the ‘affluent’ central plains. Another weakness seems to be their concentration on state related issues, that is they represent the interest of weaker groups in relation to the state, while very little of such representation is directed at business and capitalist groups. The Assembly of the Poor, for example, seems to have done nothing about the weak position of poor cassava farmers in Isan in relation to the corrupt export practices mentioned above. Now, when even the Thai government has started to fund NGOs for a variety of work in the social field, there may be more opportunity to get funding for various types of organisational work, but for that to become effective age old pattern of government involvement and guidance has to be negotiated.

4. International networks concerned with various social issues, the most powerful of which may be those concerned with environmental problems. In Thailand these networks are strong because of the great influx of tourists and other visitors and because the recent damage to nature in agro-based industrialisation has been so apparent to everybody.

Autonomous interest articulation and the democratisation of Thai society is now possible through the new Constitution and its democratic principles (valid from January 1999). However, advances will be the result of a process of interactions between various individual and collective actors on a variety of problems facing contemporary Thailand. With economic growth some of these issues will be settled within co-operative systems of interactions such as those represented by the present crop specific farmers associations. Here the scope for a separation of interests between farmers, businessmen and government bureaucrats is, as we have seen, limited by the ‘corporatist’ form these systems have taken so far. Farmers’ organisations may only gradually emerge as more distinct interest groups, a graduation that will moreover proceed at different speeds depending on the type of crop involved, the degree of capitalist monopolisation and the socio-economic conditions of the farmers. It is an open process - in many cases a separation of interests may not occur at all for various reasons.


However, new contradictions and conflicts are likely to appear, such as those already witnessed over environmental destruction and the survival of poor peasants in fragile environments. Here movements for more re-distributive changes may appear which polarise previously ‘corporatist’ groupings into more distinct interest groups. Again, such conflicts and movements depend on the wider context of economic development and openings (or the lack of such) for poor peasant and rural labourers. Whether these mobilisations will take a peaceful or an antagonistic form will probably depend less on ideology and more on the issues involved and on the responses of their opponents and the society at large.
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End notes
� An earlier version of this paper appeared in Tai Culture, Vol. VII, No. 2, December 2002. pp. 62 – 81.Earlier versions of this paper have been presented at the Conference Social and Economic Structures and the Origins of the Asian Crisis, Department of Economic History, Lund University, 14-16 November 1999 and at the 7th International Conference on Thai Studies, Amsterdam 4-8 July 1999 in the Panel: Associations Opposing the State: Rural Thailand Revisited. It is part of a larger study of Farmers Movements and Organisations in Taiwan, Thailand and India. The study is jointly undertaken with Dr. Stig Toft Madsen at NIAS in Copenhagen and is funded by Sida-SAREC and Danida. During our fieldwork in Thailand from October to December 1998, we were guest researchers at the Faculty of Economics at Thammasat University. Dr. Somboon Siriprachai, prof. Apichai Puntasen and Dr. Prayong Netayarak greatly assisted in finding our ways and in discussing the issues addressed by us. Ms. Nopphawan Photphisutthiphong (‘Leng) assisted me in the fieldwork. For all this assistance and exchange I am truly grateful. I also thank Dr. Jos Mooij, the Institute of Social Studies, the Hague, for valuable comments at the Trivandrum seminar in 2001.


� This perspective could be said to be the least common denominator in a very heterogeneous research field and debate about state, civil society and democracy. While voluntary associations are held to be a key element in civil society, researchers differ widely in how they define the latter concept as well as its relation to the state. For some, economic interest groups in a market economy are part of civil society (cf. Keane 1988, Perez-Dias 1993, Shils 1991), but for others, voluntary associations and civil society make up a sphere separate from the market economy (cf. Diamond 1994, Cohen and Arato 1992).


� The origin of the Assembly of the Poor goes back to an alliance of a number of protest movements in the Northeast, one of them being the Assembly of Small Scale Farmers of the Northeast (So Ko Yo No) formed in March 1992. This organisation was a broad type of mobilisation covering both income related issues and more redistributive issues such as land ownership, compensation for dam projects, etc. The former comprised issues like ‘pricing on farmers’ inputs (credit, fertilisers) and outputs (crops) by bargaining with the market and the state.’ The most spectacular dispute was about failed government schemes like, for example, ‘the import of Australian breeding cattle which turned out to be infertile’ (so called ‘plastic cows’) and the promotion crops which failed for one reason or other. In these schemes the farmers had become indebted to the government agricultural bank (BAAC) and they now demanded that these loans should be waived (Baker 1999: 7). In December 1995 the alliance split: the Assembly of the Poor was formed to fight for farmers without title to land and other assets, while So Ko Yo No came to represent the more settled farmers and their demands for remunerative prices, etc. (Baker 1999:8-9)


� This is not to deny that the Thai media still suffers from a legacy of dictatorship and that it is owned and controlled by the military, politicians and business groups. McCargo in a critical review of the print media (1999:1) writes that ‘the passive collection of information from elite sources could be replaced by a critical, questioning and investigative stance.’ See also Hirano (1999) and Ubonrat Siriyuvasak (1999).





