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Women'’s Social Protest in Thailand"

Amara Pongsapich

Introduetion

In the past, women in Thailand did not organize themselves. Historical
documents recorded individual cases of protest and resistance towards the authorities
and cases ol heroines who fought against the Laotian and the Burmese. Only recently
have the women been able to form groups and raise issues concerning their way-of-life
and well being. The modernization and/or westernization process has been instrumental
in bringing about this change. The first period of women's movement was identified
in 1855-1935 when political freedom was allowed to a cenain degree. However,
many groups still confused the issues. They carried out welfare activities and thought
they were fighting for a noble cause. This was especially true during 1935-1970
when women’s activities were considered politically inactive. Women's movement
became apparent again during the 1970's and 1980°s. A few groups of women are
desperately fighting to reduce exploitation of women in the different sphere of life.

Most Thais are pragmatic and have not consciously analysed the situation.
This lack of motivation and ambition to fight for social juctice have been reasoned
to be due to two factors:

(1) Thai society is bilateral with matrilocal residence and this system allows
female to have some authority in the household, and

(2) The socialization processes teach women to adhere to the values
and norms where submissive behavior was considered noble and respectable.

Although conscientization activities are now underway, it is not certain that
women's movement will be more active. This is supported by the fact that the two
women's movements identified above coincided closely with the political reform move-
ments that have taken place in the country. In other words, women's movements
in Thailand do not take place single-handedly. They are part of the political reform
movements of the country.

" A paper presented at the X1 World Sm:lnluglcal Cﬂngress. New Delhi,
August 18-23, 1989,
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Background

Past documentation did not give accounts of family lives and the relationship
between men and women fully. To try 1o understand the situation, reconstruction is
necessary. In this paper reconstruction will be made by reviewing family patierns
and women organizations in rural areas under the assumption that it is a surviving
pattern of the past. Family patterns in the city and among the upper class, are
assumed to be a variation which came through comacts with and diffusion of other
culture.

Women organizations in rural Thailand may be said to have been in existence
way back in the past when family units focussed around females. Although Thai
rural families appear to be bilateral, they follow matrilocal residence rule. After
marriage, the couples settled matrilocally but ties with the husbands’ relatives are
maintained. Chai Podhisita stated,

“Studies to date have shown that there is no question of matri-
locality being the predominant type of post nuptial residence
among most rural population of Thailand. It is found to be so
in all regions except the South. (Chai Podhisita, 1984 :88)"

In Central Thailand, Piker (1975) described how labour exchange group
operated among relatives of the wives. And in the Northeast, Suthep Sunthornphesuch
mentioned merit-making groups organised by women and consisting of the women's
relatives. Also there are many reports on matrilineal descent group and their spirit
cults in the Northern communities such as the ones presented in the Special lssue
No. 3 of Mankind edited by Paul Cohen and Gehan Wijeyewardene (1984). The
roles and status of women in rural Thailand have been well recognized. Although
the men are officially and formally heads of the households, women had been
controlling the household activities to a certain degree. Again Chai Podhisita states :

“Matrilocality in the Northeast presents an interesting mode of
intergenerational succession of land and jural authority. Here,
women are the key members of the household through whom the
majority of the household is obtained and regulated. But jural
authority does not lie with thems it is with the men of the house
and its succession is from father-in—law to son-in-law rather than
from father to son as such. The system in the Northeast, then,

differs from the classical matrilineal mode where jural authority
and land passes from mother's brother to sister's son.”

This system also differs from the classical patrilineal mode where
jural authority and land passes from father to elder son. This

is in line with what Potter (1977) has noted for society in the
North. (Chai Pohisita, 1984 :92).



In the city, the pauern differs. In polygamy households, men had jural
authority and were recognized as heads. Men who worked for the royal authority
received titles and stipends. They enjoyed the aura of high class society but allowed
their wives to have “some™ authority around the house. Suppression of women also
existed and is very much evident in the old marriage law. Exploitation of women
was seen in the form of polygamy and in the personal services demanded from the
wives. However, the women of the court and those who belonged to the upper class,
were taught to enjoy their roles as wives whose main duties were to serve the
husbands and bring them comforts. The assistance of maids and helpers make the
chores tolerable. The socialization processes that had taken place among the upper
class had been instrumental in bringing about the pattern of male dominancy which
had not been much apparent in the rural setting.

It is not the purpose of (his paper to trace the changes and development
of Thai family lives and the male/female relationship. Since literature is scarce and
conjectures have to be made, in this paper, we will therefore, accept the background
picture presented in the previous paragraphs as given. The rest of the paper will be
focussed on how women reacted to the given conditions. Women's organization and
women's movement will be examined using available literature from the “moderni-
zation” period onward. Readers are reminded to take this paper as one of the few
preliminary research papers on women’s movement. A great deal more research is
needed. Information claimed lacking in this paper may be found on a later date
to provide a fuller account of the activities. However, what is presented here is
what we know so fFar.

Women's activities in Thailand may be considered women's movements
only during 2 periods. The first period was during the westernization period when
Thailand opened her door and signed the Bowring Treaty with Britain. Women were
educated and became aware of the unequal treatment between the sexes. This is
the period when “democracy” was becoming known. Freedom of the press was also
evident. Both men and women wanted to be liberated. The coup d'état in 1932
brought about a new form of government. The “democratic” government was in
office, printing houses were busy, educated people expressed themselves demanding
freedom. The atmosphere was “liberated” and women’s movement became evident.
The press was used as the channel for the expression and demand for equal treatment.

Then the government struggled for its existence and World War II came.
After the war, the country was fighting even harder for her existence. The military
government took over. Freedom of expression was not known for three decades and
women’s aclivities were suppressed or even dead.

During the 1970's two events brought about a revival of women’s movemel
in Thailand. The first was the 14 October, 1973 event which was sometimes called
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the Students’ Revolution and the second was the UN Women's Year and Women's
Decade. The 14 October, 1973 coup d'état was also a liberation of the country
from a military government to a “half democratic” government. After the coup,
there was freedom of expression, and the press became active again. This together
with the UN Women's Dzcadz brought about many women’s activities. The activist
movements revived since the early 1970°s last until the present.

The discussion to be followed will be organized in terms cf the first move-
ment (1855-1935) and the second movent (1970-present). The !period between the
two movements should be considered the dark period.

The First Women's Movement (1855-1935)

Historical documents usually do not include protest activities. Up until very
recently, historians were more concerned with chronicles and events involved with
the high class and the royal families only. Issues being protesied were usually inten-
tionally ignored in order to keep them off the record.

During the early Bangkok period before “westernization” period, status of
women, vis-a-vis men was relatively low. The traditional marriage law allowed
men to punish women physically, but not vice versa: allowed polygyny but not
polyandry; and allowed adultery by men but not by women.

An event that took place during the reign of King Rama IV indicating
a form of protest by a woman against forced marriage, is now known among
feminist writers. Amdaeng (Miss) Muan submitted a petition to the King to be
free from marrying the man she did not love. The King then issued the Royal
Decree giving women the right to choose their own bridegrooms at will. In addition,
the King officially declared that the acts of selling and battering wives by husbands
were illegal and subjected to royal punishment (Kanala Sukhabanij-Khantaprab,
(1986).

Thailand signed the Bowring Treaty with Britain in 1855 and as a result
of the westernization process, formal schooling for the young elite class was started,
followed by education for the other middle class children living in the city. After
women became educated, they published women’s magazines and newspapers. using
them as channel to voice their opinion. It became clear that the publication of
women’s magazine and newspaper came about because women who felt suppressed
were motivated by the desire and determination to liberate themselves. Siriporn
Skroebanek (1983) mentioned that there were two main issues protested by middle
class women during reigns of King Rama V and King Rama VI around the turn
of the century. They were equal in education opportunity and monogamy law.

(1) Education. Formal education was made available for girls in 1901,
and in 1904 there were 11,400 females in school. The Primary Education Law was
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not promulgated until 1921. Kulasatri, a women's magazine, was published by the
educated females. The magazine offered the stage For females to express their opinion
in addition to providing information on proper manners for ladies and how 1o be
good wives. Siriporn Skrocbanck mentioned 3 tvpes of expression. First, women
expressed that they should have the opportunity to be educated in order to Fit better
in living with educated men. Another opinion expressed was the need to know what
“love” was in order to understand men better and the third was the biased division
of labour between the sexes. An excerpt in Kulasatri reads:

“Men had easier lives. Their responsibility was to provide for the
wives and children. On the other hand, women had to look after
and serve the need and desire of men. (Kulasatri, 1906 quoted
in Skroebanek, 1983)."

With regard for the desire of women to be better educated, the authority
responded somewhat positively but with reservation. Documentation dated 5 October,
1914 in Satriniphond, a womens magazine, stated that the authority agreed that
women should be better educated. However, one must be cautious and must not
allow women to take over the men’s job. Women should not argue with men and
should not be arrogant or proud. Educated women must be reminded to always be
women (Skroebanck, 1983 : 31).

(2) Monogamy Law. Women also expressed desire for monogamy law.
The argument made published in Satrisap on 22 September, 1922 was to reduce
the number of broken homes and child prostitutes. Many men with more than onc
wife did not take care of their wives and children. Young girls were forced into
prostitution as the only alternative. A month later, another article pointed out the
unequal treatment between men and women of the old family law when polygamy
was allowed. Women were not given the opportunity for a divorce when their husbands
took in another wife. Protest against polygamy was made again and again and in
1935, the monogamy law was promulgated. This did not necessarily mean that the
request of the women was complied upon because in practice, polygamy had been
and is still in existence,

(3) Other issues. During the same period, arguments for equal opportunity
to become government employees and receiving equal pays were also made. The issues
did not catch the attention of the authorities and law for equal pay was not legislated
until many years later.

Women were also encouraged to organize themselves and establish women’s
association. The magazine was used as a media to carry the message across. It is
undeniable that newspaper and magazine had been used by feminist at that time to
protest against unfair treatment. Each magazine and newspaper did not last for
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more than a few years which was the case ol other magazines and newspapers
during that period.

Formal women’s organizations were therefore, started during this period.
Churairat Chandhamrong (1985) provided a full account of the development of
women organizations. The most important one was Sapha Unalom Daeng established
in 1890 and later became the Red Cross. In general activities of the associations
established in the carly 20th Century were mainly social services and there was no
formal registration until after the 1932 coup d'état which changed Thailand from
a monarchy government to a ‘“‘democratic” government. The Women City Club
(Samakhom Satri Thai Haeng Sayam) was formally established in 1932 by the woman
editor of Ying Thai, a daily women's newspaper and the first woman law graduate
in the country. Another founding member and chairman of the club was a master
degree graduate from the U.S. Although members of the club were middle ciass
women, they expressed concern for women labour. The office was set at the office
of the Tram Labour Association (Skroebanek, 1983:33). The concern for wellare
of women of the labour class was also cxpressed in Ying Thai. When the new
“democratic” government after the 1932 coup d'état invited women to become
candidates for the up-coming national election, Ying Thai opposed. The argument
was that the honour given to a few women did not guarantee equal treatment o
the other 7 million women. Unfortunately the newspaper was closed down in 1932
due o its radical stand on political and social issues. Ying Thai firmly believed
that women's liberation must go hand in hand with politico-social changes. Mere

liberation of women without changes in the social structure will not benefit the mass.
Only the elitist will benefit,

The Non-Radical Period (1935-1970)

Later in 1943, the Women Cultural Club was set up by the Prime Minister's
First Lady. The objectives were to promote cultural and social activities among
members and provide welfare for those in need. After World War II, many more
women's organization came into existence. In addition to the social welfare and
housewives' groups, there were also school alumni and organizations based on vocation
such as the Women Lawyer Association, the Home Economic Association and the
Women University Organization. In 1956, the Women Cultural Clubs which had
branches in almost all the provinces in the country and headed dy the provincial
governors wives were reorganized resulting in the establishment of the National
Women Council of Thailand.

A few women then became more and more active. Some were invited to
be involved in the legislation of family law and one women was elected in the
national election in 1950. Since then, there were a few women representatives,
but the number has always been less than 20.
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"Development” activities that have taken place since the first national
development plan in 1961, had affected women in various socio-economic classes
differently. Among the high class, 4 women business associations were formed and
many more women groups based on vocation such as women doctors, nurses,
lawyers, sccretaries were also established. Very few local women groups were
found in the rural area. The Tha Muang Housewife Association was an example
cited by Churairat Chandhamrong (1985 : 23-24), Other women's development organi-
zations include for example, the Thai Women Volunteer Association, the Girl's Guides
Association (Thailand), the Women Law Graduates Association.

Impacts of women's organizations on the development of the country have
been difficult to evaluate. Certainly, the organizations mentioned in this section are
neither feminist nor activist groups. Their main objectives were to work for the
improvement of members of the societies; they are not considered resistant or protest

groups.

The Second Movement (1970-present)

After October 14, 1973, the Thai people became politically active. In
colleges, universities and high schools, female students organized themselves and acted
as pressure groups. The unfortunate event of October 6, 1976 where student leaders
were jailed and activist groups closely policed, forced these groups to dissolve them-
selves. The two political events in modern Thai history brought about a juxtaposition
of the leftist and rightist movements. When the left wing became very active in
1973, the right wing organized groups to counter-balance this, resulting in the
overthrow of the “democratically elected” government in 1976. Organizations
established in 1976 and 1977 were the Thai Farmers' Association (Samaknom Choana
Thai) and the Thai Security Housewives Association (Samakhom Macban Phithak
Thai -— Housewives of those who work for the security of the country). Activities
that took place during the latter part of the 1970% were confused and cannot be
considered women's movement as such. The main activities were social welfare.
Because the government was still unstable, private volunteer organizations were under
close supervision by the authorities.

The 1980's marked a more favourable condition for the women's movement.
In 1980, a group of women got together and formed “Friends of Women™ group.
The group was originally housed at Chulalongkorn University and later moved of -
campus. Members were from university faculties and private volunteer organizations.
During the 1980°s women groups on college campuses also became active again.
They joined hands and worked together for a cause. Later, a few other groups were
formed. They are, for example, the Association for the Promotion of the Status of
Women, the Association for Civil Liberty, the Christian Women's Association, the
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Child Rights Protection Center, the Women Information Center, and the Noriherners’
Relations Groups.

Women activities that took place and are considered politically more
radical, focussed on two main issues: (1) equal rights, and (2) child labour and
prostitution.

(1) Equal Rights. During the second women's movement, the event which
was the most crucial was the 14 October, 1973 coup that outsted the military go-
vernment and a new constitution was promulgated in 1974. According to Malee
Pruekpongsawalee (1986), eventhough changes in the constitution related to women's
rights were the outcome of the new consititution, the conceptualization process
evolved since the modernization period during the first women’s movement. After the
1932 coup d'état, a group of women graduates from Thammasat University which
later changed to the Association of Women Law Graduates of Thailand, demanded
equal rights for women. The formal demands for changes in the family law were
made at regular intervals since 1948 and the first review was made in 1955. However,
demanded changes were made slowly clause by clause, and by 1973 demanded changes
had not been completed. When the constitution was drafted during 1973-1974, the
association members helped drafied the clauses which guaranteed equal rights for
men and women. Malee Pruekpongsawalee made the following statement :

“The promulgation of the 1974 Constitution was a direct outcome
of the significant change (from military dictator rule to a semi-
democratic rule). For the first time in the constitutional history
of Thailand, an explicit clause which guaranteed the equality
between men and women was prescribed in Article 28. Furthermore,
Article 236 instructed that all laws and regulations which dis-
criminated against women must be eradicated within 2 years after
the promulgation. Special committees were set up to revise family
related laws as well as discriminatory ministerial regulations.
As a consequence, women were admitted to the judiciary and the
public prosecution and were eligible to hold other public offices.
Unfortunately, the dictators gained control in a bloody coup of
October 6, 1976. The 1974 Constitution was abolished and the
revision of discriminatory laws was interrupted.”

At present, Thailand is under the 1978 Constitution. Equality between men
and women is not explicitly prescribed. A survey of existing laws and regulations
reveals that women in Thailand are still discriminatied in many aspecis of life. Discri-
mination is two-fold. First, explicit discrimination in the legal provisions and second,
discrimination by law enforcement.



(2) Prostitution and Child Labour. Issues considered very characteristic of
Thai women's problems are prostitution and child labour which are closely related.
However, one is also reminded that this is the problem quoted ecarlier during the
period of the first women's movement when monogamy law was urged. Granted that
prostitution has always been in exisience, the pattern and seriousness have developed.
Instead of prostitution to serve the local men, there is now, trafficking of prostitutes
to other countries. The people who beneflit are the agents. Also a network of agenis
have cooperated and women activists also form their network both in the host countries
and in the Countries of the origin to counteract the move.

Prostitution is a very complex issue and deserves a more lengthy discussion
than 1o be incorporated in this paper. For the purpose of discussion here, it suffices
to mention that women activist groups are now fighting “forced” prostitution and/or
child prostitution. They aim at educating the public that problems do exist and at
the same time, insist that strong measures be advocated to punish those who make
money from child/forced prostitution.

(3) Conscience Raising. It is agreed by all feminist/activist women's groups
that in the case of Thailand, many claimed that women are not very much suppressed.
In fact, there are certain areas that still need attention. Granted that (relatively
speaking) Thai women have freedom and authority, there is still exploitation of women
in existence and should be done away with.

Concluding Remark

Women's activities in Thailand are seen in many forms: women’s volunteer
organization, women’s activist groups, and women's movement. They differ in the
degree of commitment. Paul Wilkinson distinguishes social movement from other forms
of group activity such as umions, pressure groups, (political) parties and volunteer
groups. To him, social movement was defined as “a deliberate collective endeavour
to promote change, having at least a minimal degree of organization, and founded
upon the normative commitment and active participation of followers and members”
(Wilkinson, 1971 : 104).

In case of Thailand, women's groups may be considered a women's movement
when normative commitment and active participation of followers and members o
promote change can be found. In analysing women's activities since the turn of the
century, there are two periods where women's group may be called “movement”,
i.e., during 1855-1935 and 1970-present. One must keep in mind, however, that
activities during 1855-1925 were not very apparent. They were at a formative siage,
leading towards more active activities. Although activities during 1970-1980 were
counter-balancing activities of the left and right wing groups, they are part and
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parcel of the present day movement nevertheless, During 1935-1970, there was
essentially no ‘“‘movement”. Women organizations were merely volunteer groups
working to help relief problems of some disadvantaged groups on temporary terms,

Whether women's group remain a volunteer group working on social welfare
and relief activities or become active having strong commitment to bring about social
change, depends a great deal on the political atmosphere of the country. Activities
of women's groups range from volunteer social welfare (0 pressure groups. It is
difficult to state with conflidence whether women's activities in Thailand can in Fact,
be called “women’s movement” in the strict definition. They may be considered mere
pressure groups. At any rate, 1 have taken the risk of over-judging the impact and
the commitment of the women's group claiming that they are commiued and are
working toward a social reform (and/or change) on certain issues.

Following J.A. Banks (1972), 1 have looked at social movements as sell-
conscious and attempis to introduce innovation into a social system. The movement
may bebome successful when there are pressure groups who operate mainly by influ-
encing the organs of government to pass legislation, 10 make administrative orders,
or to impose new social forms from above. Banks further states:

“Why such ‘cause’ pressure-groups are social movements in
the sense of this study is that iheir members, and especially their
leaders, usually have a fairly clear idea of the form. viable or-
ganisations must take for the purpose of social change, and to
the degree that they succeed in persuading the goverment to move
their conceptions become the chief organisational elements in the

administrative system which is eventually created. (Banks, 1972:
26).

Therefore, 1 have identified activities that have taken place during the 2
periods mentioned already as “movement””. Women's groups active during those 2
periods function at least as pressure groups and not merely as relief and social
welfare organizations. Taking activities of all women's organization collectively, they
have certainly created a movement working toward a better condition for women
in the country.

Furthermore, women's activities in Thailand must also be viewed in the
context of the Thai political movements. The two periods when women's organizations
became active and coincided with the periods where political freedom was allowed, was
not an accident. There is no doubt that women's movement was part of the political
movement in the country. Therefore, it appears as if women in Thailand do not
have an issue to fight for its own sake. Women's issue is not the most crucial issue
needing reform. It is only part of the package of the politico-social reform.
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The Fact that Thai society is a quasi—matrilineal society, or at least Thai
people follow a matrilocal residence rule, makes women in Thailand not fully
dominated by men. Women are not jsolated from their kins and alienation does not
become a critical problem. This may be the reason why women's movements did not
take place on its own by itsell. On the other hand, the political freedom allowed
by the government is essential for the movement to be organized and operated.
However, it is not the cause of the movement. Sexual inequality and exploitation of
women remain the fact and social reform is certainly required if one were to move
toward a sexually democratic society. The argument here is essentially that eventhough
Thailand is a bilateral/matrifocal society, sexual inequality exists and exploitation
of women to a certain degree is seen. The situation is not too bad when compared
to other Asian countries. This is the reason why women’s movement had not been
very strong. The fact is that there is inequality and when the political atmosphere
is conducive to push for a social reform, women's groups join in with other groups
to work for changes in the social structure. The two periods when women's movements
were identified are the periods when political freedom is allowed to a certain degree.

WUMEN‘S ISSUES : BOOK OF READINGS
Amara Pongsapich ( ecf)

CUSRI, 1986

Baht 150.—
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The Centrality of Feminism in Marxist Theory’

Peter F. Bell

It is my own observation and experience that men do not take women
seriouslv. A second observation is that when this occurs, as it does frequently among
radicals, the consequences are deeply divisive to the struggle. Indeed every progressive
group with which I have associated in the last 15 years has found eventually that
the women insist on their own organization, or caucus, in order to have their interests
represented and their views listened to. The resistance of men to their concerns led
feminisis for many years 1o reject the male left completely, refusing to submit to
their organizational structures, and to their ‘programs for social change'; even to
reject Marxist analysis itself.

The purpose of this paper is not to lament this situation, nor to plead vainly
for unmity. It is rather to substantiate the following proposition: There is no Marxism
without feminism, nor Marxists who are not feminists. The reason for this is
simple : inherent within Marx’s thecry of human beings in society is a clear recognition
of the central place of gender relationships as forming the basis of the society, and
of female/male relationships as the fundamental expression of human needs. Once
this is recognized the ‘revolutionary agenda' becomes a very different one, as | shall
argue below. Sexism is a pathology (like exploitation) of many kinds of societies,
including capitalism (and equally of so-called “socialist” societies), but so far it has
not been included in a systematic way into either the struggle for, or the creation
of, a truly post-capitalist society. In the pursuit of this goal, Marx’s agenda remains
fundamental ; indeed it is the feminist agenda.

Sexism : Some Subtleties

That women are both oppressed and exploited in capitalist society is not
an issue that I care to debate in this paper. | am concerned with the narrow way
in which this fact is often grasped: for example, as simply a question of “eguality”.
In other words simply as a quantitative issue: equal pay, equal access lo all jobs
etc. etc. Not that these struggles for reform unimportant, indeed they are vital, but
they presuppose that the existing male defined society is the one which women want in
the first place!

* A paper presented to Woman's Group and Political Economy Group,
Chulalongkorn University, July 20, 1982.
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Men invented soul, philosophy. religion. Women have perceptions
that are difficult to describe, at least in intellectual terms. These
perceptions come instantly from intuition, and the women trusts
them...

The restrictions of women’s lives, confined to the personal, also
created in us qualities men lost to a degree in a competitive world.
I think woman retains a more human relationship to human beings
and is not corrupted by the impersonality of powerful interests.
I have watched women in law, in politics, and in education.
Because of her gift for personal relationships she deals more
effectively with injustice, war, prejudice. I have a dream about
woman pouring into all professions a new quality. 1 want a dif-
ferent world, not the same world, born of men's need for power
which 1s the origin of war and injustice. We have to create a
new woman.

Anais Nin, In Favor of the Sensitive Man, pp. 22, 28-29, ( Emphasis
added ).

They (men) are driven by instincts not within their control...
True, they had power and money but only at the cost of harbouring
in their breasts an eagle, a vulture, for ever tearing the liver
out and plucking at the lungs-—the instinct for possession, the
rage for acquisition whichdrives them to desire other people's
fields and goods perpetually, to make frontiers and flags: battle-
ships and poison gas;: to offer up their own lives and their
children's lives...

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, p. 38

The feminist movement has revealed an entirely different sensibility and an
agenda for new personal and social relationships which is deeply subversive to both
male power and capitatist society. The ultimate form of sexism is the assumption
that the existing social arrangements, as they reflect male values, can be the starting-
point for social change into which women can be admitted selectively as they pass
certain male defined tests. This means that in the jungle the Party still controls
their relations with men, and allows very few to rise to the top cadres. It is ironic
to see the Khmer Rouge soldiers marching to bautle with the women walking
behind carrying the ammunition. Sexism is built into the neart of the division of
labor : women at the bottom as mothers, secrelaries, nurses, while men ‘run the show’.
The endless books, and theses whose prefaces sincerely thank the devoled wile for
the vears of neglect (and support) while the men completed their intelleciual work!
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Sexism is in no sense confined to the issue of prostitution. Marx pointed
out in many places that the middle-class family as well as the commune both
contained veiled forms of prostitution, and both oppressed women as much as commercial
sex does. Sexism is implict in the qualitative ways in which women are defined
in the society: in the ads which reduce women 1o sex objecis, or 10 experl appraisers
of diffcrent kinds of soap powder, or present their interests and needs as trivial and
inconsequential.

-« it is obvious that the values of women differ very often from
the values which have been made by the opposite sex...Yet it is
the masculine values which preveil. Speaking crudely football
and sport are ‘important’; the worship of fashion, the buying of
clothes ‘trivial’...

Virginia Woolf, p. 70.

Having exercised this power over the society, and over women for so long
we (men) are no longer conscious (i) of its historically specific origins in property
and the division of labour; (ii) of how our conscicusness is shaped in every respect
by gender; (iii) of how the exercise of this power oppresses men also (but benefits
capital, as 1 shall argue below); (iv) how we indeed benefit from the power which
we have, and will fight bitterly to give up any small part of it. Thus the gender
struggle is as central as the class struggle, indeed it is primary.

Women have served all these centuries as looking glasses possessing
the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man
as twice its natural size. Without that power probably the earth
would still be swamp and jungle. ..

Perhaps when the professor insisted a little too emphatically upon
the inferiority of women, he was concerned not with their inferiority,
but with his own superiority. That was what he was protecting
rather hot-headedly and with too much emphasis, but it was a
jewel to him of the rarest price...

Virginia Woolf, pp. 35-36; 34-35.

Another crucial, but subtle arca of difference lies in sexuality. ““Women”,
notes Virginia Woolf, “do not write books about men,” although men write endlessly
about women. This prompts her to ask : “Why are women...so much more interesting
to men than men are 1o women?' (ibid., p. 28). One answer seems to lie in the
significantly greater wholeness than women maintain in relation to their emotions :

I would say that women has not made the separation between love
and sensuality which man has made. The two are usually combined
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in women; she needs either to love the man she gives herself
to or to be loved by him. After lovemaking, she seems to need
the assurance that it is love and that the act of sexual possession
is part of an exchange which is dictated by love...

the erotic writings of men do not satisfy women, that it is time
we write our own, that there is a difference in erotic needs,
fantasies, and attitudes ...

there is common agreement...that woman’s erogenous zones are
spread all over her body, that she is more sensitive to caresses.
and that her sensuality is rarely as direct, as immediate as man’s.
There is an atmosphere of vibrations which need to be awakened
and have repercussions on the final arousal...

Anais Nin, pp. 3, 7

Much of male culture depicts woman grotesquely, something that women
find hard to forgive, and emtirely foreign to their own eroticism. John Berger in
Ways of Seeing examines the history of oil painting, particularly the tradition of
the nude, as exemplifying the appropriation of female beauty to flatier the male ego.
In modern ‘girlic’ magzines the presentation is similar but has the additional quality

of laying women bare is gynecological detail.

institutions.

...brutal language such as Marlon Brando uses in Last Tango
in Paris, far from affecting woman, repulses her. It disparages,
vulgarizes sensuality. it expresses only how the puritan saw it,
as low, evil, and dirty. It is a reflection of puritanism. It does
not arouse desire. It bestializes sexuality. I find most women
object to that as a destruction of eroticism. Among ourselves, we
have made the distinction between pornography and eroticism.
Pornography treats sexuality grotesquely to bring it back to the
animal level. Eroticism arouses sensuality without this need to
animalize ... The stance of male writers does not appeal to women.
The hunter, the rapist. the one for whom sexuality is a thrust.
nothing more. Linking eroticism to emotion, to love, to a selection
of a certain person, personalizing individualizing, that will be
the work of women.
Anais Nin, pp. 8-9.

The fundamental questions raised by feminism touch on the very core of
human activity : the relationship which we have to our own needs and to the needs
of others, how these get translated into social relationships via social and political
I argue below that this is the core also of Marx’s concern and the

impetus for his revolutionary projeci.
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Feminifm and the Orthodox Marxist Movement

Marx, Lenin, Stalin, Mac Tse-Tung, Ho Chi Minh, Fidel Castro, Kim 1l
Sung, Che Geuvara etc. were (are) all men. They were all patriaches in their personal
lives and in their political practice. With the exception of Marx, they appear to
have regarded women as merely the instruments of their “‘revolutionary goals.” The
many letters written by Lenin to his females “comrades” urging them not to spend
time talking in womens groups about their personal lives, marriages etc. but to devote
themselves and all of their time to the cause of “revolution”, to raising the conscious-
ness of working women in the factories.' Then there is the suicide of Stalin’s wife as
she begins to learn of his atrocities.® All of the pictures of endless central committee
show the same grim Faces recreating in their midst the same structures of power
and contro!l ("in the name of the people™) that the revolution claimed to seek even-
tually to abolish.

All of the problems of socialism, from Stalin’s to the Cultural Revolution
in China, or the purges and labor camps of Pol Pot, are taken often as simply
“npecessary” as a means to building socialism or as “errors”, betrayals of *‘true”
socialism (duc to personality flaws, incorrect theories ete.). Rarely is the orthodox
Marxist tradition, exemplified in Bolshevism, invoked as the central problematic.®

As is now widely recognized, the Marxism which underlay the Second
International, and which was carried forward into the theory and practice of Bolshevism
was grounded not on Marx, but on Engels. The enormous difference beiween the
writings of these men, as Lukacs, Goldmann, Colletti, McLellan, Avineri, Carver,

Ollman, Hook, Kolakowski et.al. have convincingly shown,* reveals the “revisionism”
and the distortion of Marx's work which has occured in the orthodox Marxist tradi-
tion. The argument cannot be reproduced here in detail, except as it bears on the
question at hand.

Engels contribution transformed Marxism from a critique of the purely
phenomenal forms of social life (showing their basis in social relationships) into a
general ‘historico-philosophical theory’, valid for both nature and society.

Central to this was the development of what became known
eventually as ‘dialectical materialism’ (a category utterly foreign
to Marx).. The materialism here, for all its ‘dialectical’ pretensions
(which amounted to little more than the a priori superimposition
of Hegel's schema of development-through-contradiction onto a
materialist ontology), was of a mechanistic variety, owing a lot
more to the philosophical materialism criticised by Marx..than
to anything in his own work
Philip Corrigan et. al., Socialist Construction
and Marxist Theory. Bolshevism and its

Critique., p. 28,
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Stated more simply, Engels understood neither Marx nor Hegel, but sought to place
the theory on the level of a science ; the implications of such a shift are much more
than academic. Firstly, they introduced a determinism into Marxian thought, which
critics quite correctly attack ; secondly, the so-called laws ol social development
were understood independently of the mediation of human activity or consciousness.

This crude scientism, finally, concealed what was perhaps the
most radical departure from Marx of all ; science’ was itself in
the end divoreed from social practice and historical experience

ibid, p. 29.

Whereas for Marx workers needs as they express themselves in struggle form the
basis of revolutionary theory,” for Lenin science belongs to the bourgeois intelligentsia
who must introduce it to the proletariat from outside. The separation of economics
from politics, of the Party from the masses, of science from social practice ——all
become, in the Bolshevik formulation, part of a dogmatic Marxism. The roots of this
revisionism were not sensed by anyone within the orthodox tradition, who eited
Engels approvingly on the nature of ‘Marx’s materialism’.’

The limitations of Bolshevism as a force for human emancipation (which
is, lest we forget it, the goal of Marxian revolution) are contained within its con-
ception of economics and of politics (and of their separation through “science’):

All Bolshevik strategies for socialist contruction ... combine an
economistic view of production and a voluntaristic view of poli-
tics. .. economism inheres in the notion of production as a set of
necessary techniques governed by ineluctable laws of development. ..
voluntarism in the truncation of politics to maiters of state ...the
reductions of production to technique and its social relations to

those of ownership alone are condition and consequence of one
another ...

These programs reduplicate the relations of capitalist society : the division of labor,
heirarchies of control aver labor, the commaodity, wage and money forms, the coercive
extraction or surplus labor and the endless drive 10 accumulate. Socialism becomes
a reorganized form of capitalism. What disappears is the transformation of social
relations between people through social practice.”

Marxism and Feminism ! A Reconstruction

Il orthodox Marxism has eliminated all trace of concern for human sub-
jectivity, and reduced feminism to the “Woman's Question”, let us return to Marx’s
own writings. Did Marx in fact ignore the question himself in a typical male way?
The answer is not to be found in Capital because that work is concerned with the
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abstract relationship of capital 1o labor and necessarily ignores the concrete nature
of the working-class itsell. Although, as has been pointed out, where Marx treats
the question of reproduction (Capital 1, Chs. 23-25) his analysis begs lor a discussion
of the family, and hence the role of women in social (& biological) reproduction.”
That Marx failed 10 even acknowledge that agenda at that point [ believe should
be auributed to his gender bias.

The answer is to be found in the earlier writings'® where the fundamenial
methodolgical premises are laid out, and the agenda of research which occupied the
fest of Marx’s life is described. In the 1844 FEconomic and Philosophical Manu-
seripts, the Theses on Feuerbach, and The German Ideology we find the key to
Marx's approach to the question of gender.'' That these writings are largely ignored
by the orthodox tradition (or regarded as “unscientific’”) further confirms the latter's
theoretical bankrupiey.

In these writings the important concepts which need 10 be reviewed are
the concept of materialism, the theory of alienation (and of human needs which
underlies it), the relationship between gender and property, and the nature of the
family.

The Theses on Feuerbach reveal human sensuous activity as the basis of
materialism. Marx rejects the “old materialism”™ which ignores the active side of
human consciousness ; truth 15 to be discovered through human activity not through
objective “science” nor passive contemplation. The analysis of different forms of social
practice and of the consciousness which simultancously arises with each practice,
entails an examination of the social organization of production : its objective and
subjective aspects.

In production, people not only act on nature but also on one another.
They produce only by cooperating in a certain way and mutnally
exchanging their activities. In order to produce. they enter into
definite connections and relations with one another and only
within these social connections and relations does their action on
nature, does production, take place.

Marx, Wage-Labour and Capital

Thus production is a material and social process, producing objects and producing
people and their consciousness, and their relationship with each other. Successive
stages of historical development, Marx argues in The German Ideology, can be seen
as successive forms of ownership as expressed in the different divisions of labor. The
fundamental form of division was within the family, hence all subsequent forms of
property presuppose gender. Thus the sexual division of labor is the primary one,
and linked to it are specific historic expressions of gender in terms of consciousness,
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social institutions (such as the evolving form of the family) - none of which cannot
be overlooked in a materialist analysis. Yet Marxists (including Engels !) have inter-
preted this analysis as the materialism of things: objects, production., property, and
failed to see that it is the social relations between people (and their consciousness
of that relationship) that is being produced. Production is the production of subjectivity
between human beings which is objectified in the form of objects, In capitalist
society the objectified forms of human labor necessarily assume a fetishized form,
in the shape of commodities, money, capital. Their basis, as products of the relations
between people, is lost from view.

Given this methodological starting-point how could one discuss class
consciousness as the outgrowth of material conditions and not discuss gender con-
sciousness 7 Our conceptions of ourselves and other people grow as much from the
sexual division of labor as our conceptions of class, ideology, value system etc.

All circumstances..which affect people, the subject of production,
more or less modify all his functions and activities as the creator
of material wealth ...all human relations and functions, however
and in whatever form they may appear, influence material pro-
duction and have a more or less decisive influence upon it.

Marx, Theories of Surplus Value I, p. 288.

The transformation of social relations into a post-capitalist scciety clearly
involves an overthrow not only of existing class relations but also existing gender
relations, and creation of new forms of human inter-subjective communication.
It is almost inconceivable that Marxists could have taiked for over 100 years about
the end of exploitation without seeing the specific ways in which it applied to women!
Yet this is precisely the accomplishment of the orthodox tradition which feminists
have rightly criticized for its tolal lack of concern for their situation. As [ have
tried to show this only partly to be explained by the part that the Marxists were
largely men. The reason lies much deeper : within the concept of materialism itsell,
and the meaning that is carried over into political practice and “‘socialist” trans-
formation,

“Communism”, wrote Marx in 1844, “is the complete emancipation of all
human senses and capacities”. Capitalism prevents this by distorting human needs
and energies, by chanelling them into the production of commodities, objects produced
by capital for exchange, in order to produce more capital : “the object of capital
is capital itself”. In 1844 Marx traced the destructiveness of capitalism to the
relationship between capital and labor (although without yet having clearly understood
this relation in value terms), utilizing the notion of alienation. This concept reappears
in the Grundrisse and Capital in both implicit and explicit terms. It is the critical
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concept which unites Marxism as both science and values, forcing us to examine
the degree to which existing social relations permit or constrain human emancipation.
The examination takes place by looking at human activity (or simply “work’), and
the human needs which are remain unfulfilled. Within this area, the relationship
between women and men is one of the most determining issues concerning the degree
of emancipation which society has reached. Indeed, says Marx the relationship between
men and women is a measure of the degree to which society has become civilized.

In his theorizing of the concept of alienation, Marx presupposes that human
beings are all in some measure capable of the level of development which is currently
the monopoly of the ruling class. In the 1844 Manuscripts, in the essays on “The
Meaning of Human Needs”, and “The Power of Money in Bourgeois Society’ he
sces the end of the division of labor, and of private property as a precondition for
the time when “In communist society one would be a fisherman in the morning, a
philosopher in the afternoon and a eritic in the evening” (The German Ideology).
Whereas money allows us to acquire things, if we have no appreciation of these
things then they have no meaning: “to appreciate music one must have a cultivated
ear, 1o be a loved person one must be capable of being loving..all of one's
relationships must be a direct expression of one's humaness”. Money permits the
separation of enjoyment and need from ownership: I am ugly, but 1 can buy for
myself the most beautiful of women”. Consumption itself, when mediated by money,
is alienated.

The concept of alienated work applies to all activity in a capitalist society
both ‘werke’ (self-activity) and ‘arbeit’ (waged labor) and to both capitalists and
workers (in different ways). The concept reveals the pathological nature of our work,
and of our relationship to other people.

(1) We are alienated from the product of our work since it belongs Lo
someone else and we put none of our creative abilities into it , commodities objectify
our work but in an external and hostile way; the more we produce the less we
have left of ourselves. In the time left over, in the escape from work, we are left
only with our animal functions, reproducing ourselves as workers (cating, procreating).
As feminists have shown, these functions also critically involve the work of woman
as housewives, mothers, objects of the aggression built-up during working hours. In
doing the work necessary to maintain men at work, and in rearing new-labor-power
for capital 1o exploit, women’s work is equally work for capital.'® The fact that
women do not receive a wage should not blind us to it fundamental role in reproducing
the social relations of capitalist society.

(2) We are also alienated, in our work, from ourselves as human beings,
being subject to the distorting effects of the division of labor. Alienation from the
process of production means that the factory, office, school belong to someone else
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and the work that takes place there is a work which is of no intrinsic interest 1o
the worker, and rather than developing his/her capacities, in fact reduces them to
souless repetition. Work produces a working class that recognizes this work as
something to be avoided like the plague, as Marx says. But because of the crippling
nature of work leisure becomes simply as escape, through alicnated ferms of
consumption. Higher wages eliminate neither exploitation nor alienation, they simply
“loosen the golden chain™ that binds workers to capital. Since we are alienated from
production, it follows that we are also aliepated from nature and [rom our “‘species
life", our sense of what it means to be specifically human.

(3) Finally, it follows logically that alienation from the product of work,
and from the production process, cntails alienation from other human beings. Work
relations are relations structured by capital through a hierarchy of control, the
maintenance of divisions within the working-class of gender, race, of a wage
hierarchy- -divisions which put workers against cach other in endless competition.
Our personal relationships are mediated by the categories of capitalist social lile :
the commodity-form reflects the deep division between need and exchange, all human
qualities and attributes become reduced to commodities (love, beauty etc.); women
in particular become commodified.’ Love becomes deeply confused with property
so the endless struggle for a true sense of self-worth outside of the market-place.

Marx argues over and over again in the 1844 M’ﬂnu.::r:rip.[.s that social
relations in a capitalist society are sub-human. In more modern terms we would
call them neurotic, lacking authenticity, not springing from our human needs. but
mediated but the alienating institutions of capital. Sell-estrangement. he argues, means
an incapaciiy to really love, or to exchange on the basis of truly human necds.
Our relations are competitive, acquisitive and exploitative. Communism as the
emancipation of human needs, and development of asset undiscovered capacities,
would permit the full identification of what it means to be human, in a society in
which property and scarcity had both been abolished. For Marx the revolutionary
project was to work for this abolition by firstly undersianding in cvery detail how
capitalism worked and what its human consequences were.

Looked at through the consciousness of modern feminism it is clear the
gender relations oppress and exploit women, as class relations exploit the entire
working-class. The early writings force us to recognize that male/female relations
remain at a primitive level of development. Communism would place them on a
wholely different level. For such a goal to be reached the problem must first be
placed at the very center of our critique of capitalism. Limiting the revolutionary
agenda to the trans fer of ownership of property (things), ignores the social relationships
which are the crux of the society. | argue that Marxism which ignores this agenda
has little in common with Marx's own method, or with his revolutionary project.
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Politicul Lessons Which Flow From This Analysis

It is not our consciousness that determines our social existence,
but our social existence that determines our consciousness.

Marx & Engels, The German Ideology

The first lesson is 1o recognize what women are saying: male consciousness about
women largely oppresses them: male defined society 15 a particular type of society
reflecting male consciousness. As revolutionaries we must reject the sexism which
capitahst society breeds in us, question the assumptions which we make about our
own political practice, the structures of power, patriarchal (and patronizing) behavior
which constitute that practice in many ways. This is not simply in order that woman
not be oppressed, but also that we/(men) may not be oppressed ourselves by these
alicnating and capitalist-defined structures. If any “Marxist” fall back on the argument
about “natural differences” between men and women which make women “inferior”
let him (or her) cease to invoke the notion of Marxism!

Secondly, men must recognize that we benefit from sexism and will resist
womens struggles against our power. We benefit from the material (and sexual)
services offered with the sexual division of labor. Womens work flows freely in our
direction from mothers, lovers, secretaries, masseuses, We would have to work much
harder without it. and without the constant flattery which this power provides us.
Talking of the masscuses which she has studicd, Pasuk Phongpaichit’® stated recently :

they find they have submitted themselves to a culture which
[flatters male pride by abusing women.

But, as | stated above sexism is as much within the family as it is within the
massage parlour, so let us now limit ourselves to only partial goals. We must work
not only for the formal end of class exploitation but also for the end of gender
exploitation and oppression.

The relationship between gender and class is thus inextricably linked in
theory and practice. We cannot build a political movement thar separates them.
Capital will use the division belween the sexes to continuously undermine working-
class unity, just as it uses the divisions of race, ethnicity and the wage hierarchy.
The strength of our stiuggle against capital can be measured by our ability to
overcome these divisions through a linking of struggles. This does not imply reducing
all struggles to one, but rather linking autonomous struggles of women, hill-tribes,
peasants and industrial workers against the structures of capital. In Thailand the
autonomous struggles of many different segmenits of the socicty in the period 1973-76
may prove to have bezen the most important turning-point in Thai politics, the
effects of which have oniy just begun to make their full impact. These struggles
were much more significant than has perhaps been recognized, for they went beyond
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the theory and practice of the orthodox left (the CPT), which could not accomodate
them or subsume them in its own much more limited agenda for change. Many of
those who have returned from the jungle will search for a new political direction
in the years ahead, and will provide a new “vanguard” for radical change.

Frequently in this discussion | have relerred to the oppression and exploita-
tion of women. This needs clarification. While women are exploited in the factory
and in the home (working for capital in both spheres, producing commodities in the
factory and the commodity labor—power in the home), they are also oppressed within
the working-class (and within the bourgeoisie) through sexism which degrades and
demeans them. To engage in the gender struggle does not mean surrendering the
world to women to replace one form of domination by another. Rather it means a
redefinition of both men and women, more in the direction of androgyny.

.-.it is natural for the sexes to cooperate. One has the profound,
if irrational, instinet in favour of the theory that the union of
man and woman makes for the greatest satisfaction, the most
complete happiness...The normal and comfortable state of being
is that when the two live in harmony together, spiritually coopera-
ting. If one is a man, still the women part of his brain must
have ef fect ; and a woman also must have intercourse with the
man in her. Coleridge perhaps meant this when he said that a
great mind is androgynous.

Virginia Woolf, pp. 93-94.

The starting-point for any new politics which will attack sexism, | have
argued, is Marx’s own work. But it is only a starting-point. Beyond it we must take
the experiences and insights of the feminist struggle into a materialist analysis which
incorporates gender within the class struggle. This means rejecting the narrow
conceptions of orthodox Marxism which has never been able to grasp this issues
either at the level of theory or in the transition to a non-sexist post-capitalist
society. Marx’s statement that “the condition of the freedom for one is the freedom
for all”, means everyone.
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Footnotes

! For details see Lenin’s letters in Robert C. Tucker, The Lenin Anthology, New
York : Norton, 1975.

* See Isaac Deutscher, Stalin, 4 Political Biography. New York: Vintage Books,
1960.

* See Philip Corrigan, Harvie Ramsey and Derck Sayer, Socialist Construction and
Marxist Theory. Bolshevism and its Critiqgue, New York: Monthly
Review, 1978. A refusal to criticize “‘socialist” societies is purely dogmatic.
Compare Marx's severe criticisms of all existent socialist and communist
theories and experiments of his own day. Refuting their false positions
was one of his major concerns.

There is clearly an immense literature on this subject, reflecting a wvariety of
different political positions. One might select for a brief introduction the
work of Lucio Collewi, From Rousseau to Lenin, New York: Monthly
Review, 1975 ; and Marx, Marxism and Hegel, London: New Left
Books, 1979; David McLellan, Marxism After Marx; London : Heidman,
1981 ; Terrell Carver, Engels, Oxford : Oxford University Press, 1981.
References to the other authors can be found in McLellan or Corrigan
et. al. They are all agreed on the enormous differences between Marxism
and Engels influential rewriting of Marx.

* “Orthodox" refers to the traditions of the Soviet and Chinese Communist Parties,
and their central theorists : Lenin, Stalin, Trotsky, Mao. Subsequent
contributions (by Vietnamese, Cubans etc.) are simply rehashes of this
orthodoxy. “Mon-orthodoxy™ refers to dissenting traditions of Council
Communists, the Frankfurt School, the New Left, the Autonomy etc. More
details can be found in McLellan, Kolakowski, Main Currents in Marxism,
3 Vols, Oxford : Oxford University Press, 1978.

® Corrigan et al., p. 29, citing Marx’s Civil War in France.

" See for example Stalin’s uncritical use of Engels in his Dialectical and Histori-
cal Materialism (1983). Lenin stated of Engels’ Anti-Duhring that it
was one of the best expositions of Marxism. See Corrigan. et. al. p. 167.

* These categories were the ones which Marx sought to abolish, and they have
become institionalized as “sociatist forms™ in the Soviet Union, China,
Vietnam etc. Corrigan et. al. would have it that Maoism has resolved the
contradictions inherent in Bolshevism. 1 do not share this view and see
much greater continuity than change.



26

® See Jiradi Tingsabadh, “Women, Labor & Family Life. An Approach to Analyzing

the Oppression of Women”, Journal of Political Economy (Bangkok),
Vol. 1, No. 3 (1981) Jiradi recognizes (he gap in Marx's writing, and the
fact that gender relations are largely ignored.

' I use the term earlier rather than early advisedly. The idea that Marx's work

divides in two-between the ‘humanistic’ early work and the later ‘scientific’
work——is a dogmatic insistence of orthodox Marxism which | completely
reject, For an elaboration see, e.g. Colletti’s Introduction to Karl Marx,
Early Writings (Penguin or Random House). Most of the writers cited
in footnote 4 above see continuity in Marx and reject the fact/value
distinction outright, and thus all notions of science” independent of huma-
nistic values.

"' The 1844 Manuscripts were not published until the 1930's and are extremely

* In the

% There

important documents in every respect; The German Ideology was written,
with Engels, in 1846 and the Theses on Feuerbach in 1845. See Colletti's
Introduction, op. cit.for a discussion of continuity, sce also B. Ollman’s Aliena-
tion, Cambridge : Combridge University Press, 1977.

last few years feminists have begun a systematic analysis of the historic
origins of the sexual division of labor, using a materialist analysis. See
the very useful survey of some of this work in Jiradi ep. cit. A summary
and critique of the state of knowledge in feminist theory can be found
in Michele Barett, Woman's Oppression Today, London : New Left Books,
1979,

was a long debate concerning the nature of housework in the literature
in the 1970’s (in England & the U.S.). Shiela Rowbotham in Woman's
Conscionsness, Man's Werld (London: Penguin Books, 1974.) maintains
the view that housework is outside of capitalist production (and thus
produces only use value). I side with Mariarosa Dalla Costa and Sel
James, The Power of Women and the Subversion of the Community”
(New York: Falling Wall, 1981.) in secing housework as the production
of exchange values in the form of labor power which works for capital.
This issue has important consequences for the way in which womens’
political struggles are to be understood. The Dalla Costa position sees
the struggle against housework as clearly part of the class struggle.

'* These categories also reveal class struggle as inherent within them. See Harry

Cleaver, Reading Capital Politically, University of Texas, 1978.

'* Paper given at the Siam Society, cited in Bangkok Post. July 13, 1982, p. I1.



Mass Movements and Demoecratisation: The Role of
the Farmer’s Movement in Thailand, 1973-1976"

Kanoksak Kaewthep

Introdaction :

Thailand is above all an agricultural country. More than 73% of the total
population reside in rural areas, and engage mainly in the cultivation of rice and
other related activities. Rice is the staple food of the country and also the major
export commodity. In spite of the importance of peasants who grow rice, they were
always overlooked and neglected. Moreover, there was few swudies concerning the
Thai peasants politics. One myth prevailing throughout the history of Thailand, at
least until the October 1973 incidence, was *‘the happy peasant.” As one well known
Thai proverb puts it: in water, there is fish, in the field, there is rice. (1)

After the second World War, Thailand assumes increasing strategic importance
to American counter—revolutionary operations in continental Asia. This development
began in the early 1950s. To quote one example from Lauriston Sharp, the Chairman
of the Cornell-Thailand Project, he writes:

“For the first time in our history southern Asia has become a major focus
of American political interest. We must now formulate new policies toward this
region secking to avoid mistakes made in China. American ignorance of the countries
of southern Asia is abysmal; yet out of this ignorance, action programs are being
formulated.

For the sake of securily, it is said, arms and other military aid should be
given to anti-Communist governments is southern Asia: and such aid is being given.
Again, it is argued that what is most needed is material and technological aid for
economic development, on the theory that economic improvement will help close the
door to Communism among Asia's masses.” (2)

When the state launched the Fconomic and Social Development Plans at
the beginning of the 1960s, the main emphasis of the first two Plans on rural devel-
opment strategies were the construction of basic infrastructure (for example, highways,

* A paper presented at the UNU-ARENA Workshop on “Alternative Development
Perspectives in Asia’, Bali, Indonesia, March 11-15, 1986.
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irrigation facilities and power systems). Of course, such an emphasis was not only
a means lo attain national security, but also to generate capitalist development in
the countryside.

After more than a decade of attempts at rural development the agricultural
sector is in a time of unprecedented crisis. For the majority of the peasantry the
crisis represents an immediate struggle for malterial survival and experience in day-
to-day confrontation with an array of agents and strucures of exploitation and
repression from landlords, officials and village elites. In other words, poverty,
indebtedness, low productivity, and malnutrition are still among the major problems
facing Thai peasants everyday. The penetration of a world market economy tends
to wear away the practice of traditional cooperative agriculture. This aliered patterns
of labor brought to the disadvantage of most peasants. Also commercialization and
technology, imposed on the village by the state policy, undermined the moral basis
of a peasant society. The majority of peasanis see the accumulation of great wealth
as a sign of selfishness, not success. To sum up, the rural development sirategies of
the Thai state has siphoned off village capital, narrowed peasant economic choices,
and contributed to discontent. )

However, in the military dictatorship ruled by Sarit and his clique-Thanom,
Prapass, the peasanits had no choice in expressing their discontent except joining an
armed struggle with the Communist Party of Thailand. They had waited until after
the political upheaval in October 14, 1973 that the political atmosphere allowed
them to organize independently.

The objective of the paper is, then, an attempt to analyse a political
conjuncture of rural masses in which it had developed in Thailand during the period
of 1973-1976. During this period the Farmers' Federation of Thailand (which will
be called shortly the FFT) was formed. This is the first time in Thai history that
peasants ever formally organized on a national non-governmental level. A study of
the political economy of Thai peasantry during 1973-1967 can provide a ground
work for a theoretical debate which will stipulate new avenues for future work and
also give new direction of an approach toward Thai peasant society with more inter-
pretative power. The author believes that an understanding of the political economy
of Thai peasantry of this specific period would contribute to a wider knowledges of
modern Thai history.

1. The Historical Background of the Emergence of the FFT

In order to understand what changes have been occurring in the rural areas
during 1973-1976 such that a peasamiry® which was formerly passive, was now
becoming active, the analysis of structural transformations in terms of socio-economic
as well as political of the country in the past and also in the contemporary periods
was necessary for illustrating and explaining these changes.



.1 The evolution of Thai social formation during 1855-1957

The traditional Thai society was fundamentally self-sufficient agricultural
society in which rice was the principle crop. Theorctically speaking, though all land
was the property of the king, custom and tradition of several centuries had given the
so-called “phrai’” (serf) the right to take as much land as he and his family could
culuvaie, an amount which usually did not exceed 25 rai. With abundant land and
manpower scarce, phrai” became an important means of production. As G. Rosen
put it. ““All through Thai history the Thai were extremely conscious of the necessity
for possessing large amounts of manpower. Possession and control of manpower
were vital to the survival of the society.” (3) Besides the surplus produced by the
peasanis supported their masters who, as well as being members of the ruling class,
were also officials of the king's bureaucracy. (4)

The Treaty negotiated by Sir John Bowring of United Kingdom in 1855
and other western countries marked the beginning of internal changes with the Thai
economy. The result of this structural change were three fold: First, the decline of
subsistance production and the consequent monocultural development of rice production;
Second, the expansion of the money economy; and Third, an increase in demand
for land for the production of rice. (5)

The emergence of dependent commodity production in 1855 led to the
change in social relation of production which in this case was the abolition of *“phari”
(serfdom) (1905) and slavery (1874). (6) Since the *Sakdina’ system was seen as the
main obstacle to the increase in rice production. OF course, this necessary change
was the convergence of interests between the colonial powers on one side, and the
king of Siam on the other side. (7)

In complementary to the abolition of labour control system the Land Title
Deed Act 1909 was introduced. It was designed to encourage the newly independent
rural cultivators to clear up the still abundant virgin land and thereby to increase
rice production. (8) This important legal change was the introduction of a modern
system of title-deeds, through the European concept of ownership. By the endorse-
ment of the title-deeds, right to land was clearly demonstrated. (9) However, from
an economic point of view, the legislative process involved in the introduction of a
system of title-deeds brought about not only the dissolution of land management
based on the traditional status relationship such as corvée labour and slavery, but
also corresponded to the formation period of a modern landlordism which existed
solely for the purpose of collecting rent.

Therefore, these two important structural changes did not lead to change
in the mode of production. With limited institutional reform executed by the ‘Sakdina’
class, peasants were still bound to the Sakdina class who continued to control farm
land.
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The increasing trend in concentration of land and the rise of farm tenancy
had continued toward 1932. However, there is a lack of evidence to indicate to
what extend this landlordism, formed under the conditions of landlord-tenant farming
outlined above developed. But we can estimate from the report of a rural survey
on farm houschold economy conducted in 1930 by Carle C. Zimmerman. His report
was that, in central Thailand an average of 36% of total farm houschold were
tenants. (10) If we limit the central Thai region to the narrow delia, the percentage
becomes even higher. Actually, in the region around Bangkok, which has good trans-
portation facilities, tenancy is extremely high, and within Thanyaburi tenancy rate
reaches 94% (11) This tenancy in Thai agrarian conditions had detrimental impact
on farm productivity. Since it made impossible for peasants to accumulate capital
and to adopt new technology. This fact was well confirmed by J. Ingram’s report
on this matter. To quote him, “All observers agreed that there had been no significant
changes in farming techniques in Thailand during 1850-1950." (12)

It should be noted that during the reign of King Rama V there were
bureaucratic reforms undertaken to provide an administrative apparatus to manage
the rice surplus economy and to unify control over its wealth for the ruling group.
(13) And it was the new bureaucrats in collaboration with some old officials who
provided an impetus to a bloodless coup against the absolute monarchy in 1932,
However, the revolution of 1932, while effectively depriving the royaliy of its centrality
in the process of politics, did not in effect bring about a revolution in the modern
political sense. This was because the People’s Party failed to consider the realities
of power, i.e. the historical and traditional position of the monarchy as a legitimizing
institution, and also underestimated the destructive force of antimodernist elements.
Thus Pridi’s economic plan met with strong opposition from the monarch, royalists
and land propertied elements within the old power bloc. We had to wait until after
the Second World War for real change to take place in the economy and social
structure of Thailand.

1.2 The Politics of “Modernization” under Field Marshall Sarit Thanarat
andits Impact on Agricultural Sector, 1961-1973.**

With support from external power, Sarit staged a coup d'&tat against Phibun’s
regime in September 1957. This time, not only was the Constitution abolished and
political parties banned, but also began the long years of rule by martial law and
revolutionary decrees. All opposition groups were clamped down and all democratic
facades done away with. Instead, absolute power given to the Prime Minister was
institutionalized and legallized in order to forestall or suppress any acts subverting,
disturbing or threatening public order. (14)
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And it was under this important political change that brought the country
into world capitalist system. In order to rationalize capitalist development there was
created, in the year 1959-63, a battery of new agencies of government including :
the Budgel Burcau, Board of Investmen:, National Economic Development Board,
Ministry of National Development and Industrial Finance Corporation. In 1961 the
the First five years national development plan was inaugurated. (15)

Regarding the people in general, Sarit, felt that, at least for the time being,
they should remain agrarian in outlook and condition, leaving the government to look
after their national needs. That is to say that the revolutionary government alone
should plot and direct the course of “‘modernization.” Sarit’s various slogans which
were constantly appearing over the radio, on television and on large billboards stressed
his idea that progress modernization could only come to a stable three-tiered society;
progress and modernization were expressed in terms of “having enough 10 eat, a place
to live, and work to do." These slogans invariably involved the theme of “‘running
water, bright lights, good roads and regular jobs.” (16)

In order to fullfill “‘national development” and “national integration,” Sarit

and his regime turned to Monarchy and Buddhism which were two important tradi-
tional institutions that would enhance the achievement of his political aims. (17)

In spite of the fact that the efforts for wholescale development programme
called Accelerated Rural Development (ARD) to ameliorate the living conditions of
peasants, these programmes, in fact, were to maintain stability in certain regions
“sensitive” and to lacilitate expansion of capitalism into rural areas. These programmes
are part of the government’s strategy to gain loyalty from villagers as well as counter—
insurgency. (18)

The scope of these efforts was upprecedented as the insurgency grew in
strength year by year. In Peter Bell's words, the peasants litterally “refused develop-
ment.” As we can see that in 1960 six provinces in Thailand had been termed
‘sensitive” to insurgency, while by 1969 the number had risen to 34, encompassing
almost half of the entire country. (19) Concomitant social disorders and symptoms
of poverty would also support this fact. As in 1969, 20% of the rural working
population was reported to be working fewer than 10 hours per week, while over
40% worked more than 60 hours per week. The official unemployment figure of 6%
undoubtedly underrepresents the scale and nature of the problem. Thailand has also
one of the highest homicide rates in the world; there is prostitution on a massive
scale; there are reckoned to be over 400,000 hard drug addicts; in 1973 alone,
55,000 children under the age of live died of malnutrition. (20)

Though the government also initiated the so-called “Green Revolution” for
rural cultivators, this project seems o widen the gap between rich and poor peasants.
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This is in accordant with general observations, as Michael Harrington put it, “‘Better
seeds are...no substitute for reform. Given the fact that the Green Revolution secds
require considerable inputs of water, fertilizers and other factors which are also energy
intensive, only a small group of the relatively well-to-do farmers will be able to
benefit. The landless peasants, or the families scratching a subsistance living out of
a tiny plot, will be unaffected. So, one consequence of this revolutionary develop-
ment will be an increase in inequality.” (21)
1.3 October 14, 1973 Student’s Uprising and the End of Military Dictatorship
Since the story of the October 1973 uprising had been told in details in
a number of essays and articles, the purpose of this section is to anlayse the event's
background in terms of conjuncture. Generally speaking, there were three main
developments, the rhythms of which had been developing over umes: namely the
country’s ecconomic crisis, the crisis of the military regime and the emergence and
growth of popular movements, particularly those of the students and intellectuals,
set into motion by the above crises.

Firstly, the economic crisis. As a result of the 1970 world repression,
world-wide in inflation started to gain its momentum in 1972. This world capitalist
crisis affected the Thai economy badly. The rate of inflation in the Thai economy
in 1972-73 was as high as 19% (22).

Although, drought in 1972-73 led inevitably to crop failure, the export of
Thai rice still continued to increase due to its high price in world market. The over—
export of rice brought the domestic rice price 1o rise. The shortage ol domestic supply
contributed to greater inflation. High domestic price of rice was also stimulated by

hoarding for profit speculation. This situation added to food shortage which affected
the urban population severely, as one famous Thai scholar recorded that, *. .. Between
1972-73, were the first year of rice crisis. It was the first time in history of Thailand

that the people had to line up for rice purchase...”. (28) In the mean time, the
government faced with an even more serious fiscal crisis, i.e. the government's deficit
budgeting. As in 197), total government expenditures were 28, 823.1 million baht,
while total revenues were only 21,532.4 million baht, which meant a deficit ot 7,590.7
million baht. (24) These economic factor rapidly led to serious political crisis of the
regime,

Secondly, the crisis of the regime. Economic crises spread out with strong
discontent throughout the population, the position of the regime would remain stable
if no political crisis developed internally. The regime would inevitably fall once it
was not able to resolve its internal crisis. This was essentially true in the case of
Thailand. In the decades following the coup d'éat of 1932 the control of the bure-
aucracy was institutionalized whereas the military elite has predominated. Despite
some internal problems and various scandals involving official corruption, Sarit's regime
seemed to enjoy considerable success in achieving its goals of “political stability”
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and “npational development™. But after Sarit's death, the problems of the government
increased. Since under the pew Thanom-Prapass regime, the problems which had
developed in the late 1960s not only continued, but also accelerated. Dissatisfaction
with Thanom and especially with Prapass increased, and was exacerbated by rapid
rise to power of Narong-Thanom's son and son-in-law of Prapass. At the same time,
international situaiion was changing rapidly. The contradiction within the ruling classes
came 1o the fore in the late sixties in the face of US cut-backs and the economic
slumps, (25)

Thirdly, the emergence and growth of student movement. During the late
1960s and early 1970s, rising dissatisfaction with the established government was
closely related with the emergence, for the first time in Thai history, of an active
student movement. After the establishment of the National Student Centre of Thailand
(NSCT) in 1969, and following the rise of Thirayuth Boonmee to a prime leadership
role in August 1972, the NSCT grew rapidly in size and organizational strength. In
the context of this long-term development of student activism, it came as no great
surprise when, in early October 1973, a group of dissident leaders including Thirayuth
and a2 number of other involved in the student movement began a hugh protest.

These economic and social problems coupled with the emergence of student
movement in addition to the crisis of the regime ended the last long fifteen years
ol dictatorship rule in October 1973. The overall political and economic situation,
international as well as well as national, provided a potentially explosive context for
a reaction against established authority. The conjuncture of October 1973 added up
to an organic crisis, a total crisis of the society in the terms of A. Gramsci's analysis.
He writes : “at a certain point in their historical lives, social classes becomes detached
from their traditional parties. In other words the traditional parties in that particular
organizational form, with the particular men who constitute, represent and lead them,
are no longer recognized by their class (or fraction of a class) as its expression.
When such crises occur, the immediate situation becomes delicate and dangerous,
because the field is open to violent solutions, for the activities of unknown forces,
represented by charismatic men of destiny.

These situations of conflict reverberate out [rom the terrain of the parties...
throughout the state organism, reinforcing the relative power of the bureaucracy (civil
and military) ... How are they created in the first place? In every country the process
is different although the content is the same. And the content is the crisis of the
ruling class’s hegemony, which occurs because the ruling class has failed in some
major political undertaking..., or because huge masses (especially peasants and petit
bourgeois intellectuals) have passed suddenly from a state of political passivity to a
certain activity and put forward demands which taken together, albeit not organically
formulated add up to a revolution.” (26)
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2. Class Conflicts in Thai Agrarian Society
This section will give a brief sketch of Thai peasants’ reaction to the above

mentioned structural transformations. The author aims at providing some divers forms
of class conflicts in agrarian society before and after October 1973,

2.1 Peasants’ reaction to the state in Thai history : from individual protest to
collective protests.

Though economic life of Thai peasants had been tied to ‘Sakdina’ system
and controlled by religious ideology, this fact cannot prevent peasants from social
protests. Individually, there were at least three types of peasants’ reaction to the
control and exploitation of the state: firstly, they fled into the jungle ; secondly,
they redeemed themselves to be slaves ; and thirdly, they became ordained as
Buddhist monks. Of course, these protests were likely lo escape from the problems
than to destroy the root of the problems. However, it signified the refutation from
the process of reproduction on the part of peasants. (27)

Except these three-fold individual outlet, there were also collective protests
in the forms of “peasant revolts”. Certainly the account of Thai peasant revolts was
not as rich as compared to either China or Vietnam. However, since October 1973,
one important effect on Thai scholars was that there was interest in searching and
studying Thai peasant revolts from Ayuddhya period up to Rattanakosin. Within
limited space as well as these revolis being discussed elsewhere, the paper just men-
tioned major peasant rebellions in Thai history. (28) These were as followed :

1561 The Yan Pichian Revolt

1694 The Thammatien Revolt

1699 The Bun Kwang Revolt

1791 The Chiang Kaew Revolt

1820 The Sakiatngong Revolt

1889 The Chiang Mai Revolt

1895 The Sam Bok Revolt

1902 The Phrac Rebellion

1902 The ‘Holy Men" Revolt in Isan
1909-11 The ‘Holy Men® Revolt in the South
1924 The Nong Makkaew Revolt
1936 The Molam Noi Chada Revolt
1959 The Sila Wongsin Revalt

li is worth noting that the rebellions around the turn of the Twentieth
Century, namely the Chiang Mai Revolt (29), the Sam Bok Revolt (30), the Phrae
Rebellion (31), the ‘Holy Men® Revolt in Isan (32) and the ‘Holy Men’ Revolt in
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The South (33), were reactions against the process of integration and extension of
central power of Bangkok over the outer territories. It was the penetration of the
central state and capitalism that conditioned the process of action and consciousness
of the local people. Since these developments generated and reinforced a number of
contradictions in the economic, political and ideological spheres that gave rise to a
number of notable movements of collective protest in the outer arcas while there was
absence of similar events in the central area.

2.2 The Communist Party of Thailand and the Peasant. (34)

It should be noted that another important form of contemporary rural
collective protest against the Thai state is the revolutionary movement of the CPT.
Since the rural mass is the most crucial basis for the movement.

The history of the CPT is still obscure. Around 1927, a Marxist group
first began political work among workers, the poor and students. Later, in 1930, the
Communist Party of Siam was founded. But it was severelv suppressed by the regime
soon after its formation. Significantly, from the days of their earliest efforis in
Thailand, the communists apparently concentrated on the Chinese and, to a lesser
extent, the Vietnamese minorities. In fact, the party functioned like a relay for action
in neighbouring countries rather than intervened in political reality ol Thailand. This
brought a weak foundation.

On December 1, 1942, the National Congress began its meeting, adopted
the party programme and party constitution, and elected the leading organs at the
national level. Sarit staged a coup détat against the Phibun government on September
16, 1957 and another coup to usurp complete power on October 20, 1958. The coup
brought the country again under dictatorship. Martial law was declared, the constitution
was abolished, the National Assembly was dissolved, newspapers were closed down
and all mass—based progressive organizations were banned. All mass movements were
prohibited and a large number of patriotic and democratic-minded were arrested in
the cities and rural areas. Further, the Sarit regime employed “Acticle 17" of the
constitution to murder a number of people. These experiences definitively convinced
the party that the only path to be taken for the liberation of the nation and the
people was through armed struggle, using the countryside to encircle the cities. and
the main force of the revolution must be the peasantry.

Eventually, on August 7, 1965, the first gun was fired in Ban Nabua,
tambon Renoo, That Phanom district, Nakorn Phanom province. It was then that
the revolutionary war of the Thai people began.

But far more important were the socio—economic changes which had taken
place in the couniryside since the early 1960s. As mentioned already a number of
“national development” programmes to strengthen the administration and integrate
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hither to isolated villages had a new fuel to the tensions between the state and the
peasantry. Under the conjuncture, the peasantry will be forced to choose between
the revolutionary army and the Bangkok regime, or in another word between social
change and social preservation.

To obtain the villagers' support the Communist cadres approached them in
several ways. Armed propaganda tecams, operating out of the jungle, were [requently
used. Its primary aim was to politicize villagers and finally creating a party nucleus
in the village. (35)

The most two important texts used by the party’s cadres as a guide line
are ‘How We Can Be Revolutionaries’ and ‘How to work among the Peasants ..
However, it was a pity that we know very little about these things. Thus, it is

much more difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of mass political education given
by the CPT.

2.3 Peasants’ complaints : The last form of peasants’ reaction in con-
temporary politics to the state.

Though the CPT had expanded into the whole country particularly after
the first broken Ffire in 1965, it seemed likely that there was no peasant movement
in the sense of mass movement at all. Various local peasant associations organized
by the CPT (36) limited their activities only in the party’s line, i.e, armed struggle.
It was probably that the CPT had liitle experience in working with the popular
front. Moreover, from the concrete situation that the Thai people had never experienced
in political struggle particularly in violent form since after 1932 continuous political
in-fighting always occurred within the ruling group, which resulted in frequent transfer
of power from one to another by way of coup d'état. These situations brought the
country under military rule. In addition, U.S. imperialist's indirect control over
Thailand was not very obvious to the people. In consequence, it was not possible
for people’s political class consciousness to develop. Because there was no viable
political environment under which people could gain their political experiences. Then,
there was no peasant organization movement at all in Thailand during the [950s.
(37) However Thai peasants did not live quietly. From time to time, they came (o
complain for the aid of government as we will see later on.

It should be remembered that one of the most crucial problems in rural
society of Thailand after the 1850s was land problem. Despite their growing serious-
ness, land problem did not receive any attention from the ruling elite until after
1932. Unfortunately, Pridi's Economic Plan was strongly opposed by many conservative
politicians and by those with vast interests in the existing system. A reform of the
land system was therefore completely ruled out. It was after the Second World War
that the peasanis demanded solution to problems of land tenure, rents and interest
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rates, For example, in 1949 under Phibun’s regime, peasants from two provinces
near Bangkok namely Nakornprathom and Samutprakarn made collective petitions
for having lost their land to grand proprietors in that region. In 1950, Phibun's
government promulgated a Decree for controlling rents within 22 provinces in Central
Plain. Unfortunately, this act was a ‘dead lewter’. Ceiling of the Size of Land Holding.
This decree was abolished in 1960 under Sarit’s regime since it would obsiruct eco-
nomic development of the country. (38) In the 1960s, peasant petition cases occurred
from time to time. For example, a land ownership dispute over Thungsarn Self Help
Setilement in 1967-68. Peasant tries sevcral times to petition higher echelons in the
government bureaucracy to correct the situation. But their demands were consistently
ignored. The peasants, therefore, turned to what they saw as their last resort, the
King, who they thought could pressure government officials into some concrete action.
It was in 1970 when they asked for and were granted an audience with the King,
who gave them permission te return to their formerly cultivated land in Thungsarn.
(39) And it was in 1971 that the idea of land reform was reviewed for discussion
at the national decision making level as peasant discontent and complaints about land,
especially in the north central region was growing, in the hope of using it to preserve
the government in power. (40) However the Thanom-Prapass regime did not survive
long enough to carry out its pledges, an it was overthrown in the events of October
1973.

To sum up, the political situation during the time when peasants by thousands
in the north and central plain were becoming bankrupt was quite peculiar. No go-
vernment had seriously pursued any strategy for land reform. If they had it each time
they failed to survive. (41)

3. Modern Thai Peasant Movement : The Farmers' Federation of Thailand 1973-19786.

3.1 The Events

Though many analyses showed that the event of October 14, 1973 had
not been elfective in eliminating the tyranical power and had not touched the funda-
mental social structure (42), it had at least one significant meaning on Thai political
history. The event, for the [irst time pointed out that the time for people to make
their own destination has begun. The most crucial impact of this event was that it
was against a myth that Thai government had been chased by “Pounoi” while
“Pouyai’” had to leave the country. Consequently, the politics on the privilege class
became that of the masses.(44) On the part of the peasants (hemselves, many
peasanis--the most intelligent one--became aware of the degree to which the political
situation had changed for them. With good experience of students’ fighting in Obtober
14 and their committed support as rural allies as well as their accumulated grievances
neglected for years, several protests and demonstrations organized by peasants on their
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behall began to take place during this period. The immediate problems needs and
grievances of the peasants such as:rent, morigages, interest, landlessness, and so on
became important means for mobilizing the rural mass. It was the students who ook
the peasants to Thai national political scene. These incident started from March 1974,

Some important protests and demonstrations by peasants which took place
in Bangkok during March-November 1974 were as follows. (45)

Mareh 1, 1974

- peasanis from several provinces in the central plain with support from
NSCT led by Chai Wangtaku staged their first large-scale nation-wide proiest
demanding for higher paddy price, at least 3,000 baht per kwien.

May, 1974

- hundreds of peasants petitioned to the Sanya government to help them
on debt’s problems and land they formerly owned but had been confiscated by land
owners or money lenders because of default on loans, This pressure lorced the regime
to hand these problems to the “*Farmers’ Debt Investigation Committee™ (FDIC) with
an attempt to reduce the growing tension. This comittee sent its members to the
provinces in which peasants had made urgent requests or had filed petition. These
provinces were Nakornsawan, Pichit, Pitsanulok, Petchabun, Kamphaengpet, and
Angthong.

June, 1974

- About ten thousand peasants with support from the NSCT got together
at Sanam Luang and submitted a six point demand to the prime minister. Several
activist groups announced their formal support of the peasants demand. This time
the peasants staged a week-long sit-in demonstration.

August 9, 1974

- Representatives of peasants from 7 provinces in the central plain and
the north organized themselves again at Sanam Luang and charged that the government
had not been sincere in the efforts to help the peasants., The peasant leader threatened
that this was their last time to come to Bangkok for help. If there were no help,
they would burn their government identification cards and set up their own liberated
areas in the countryside.

November, 1974

= This sit=in demonstration of the peasants at Sanam Luang and Thammasat
University lasted seventeen days. This time the peasants and students were able 1o
rally support from 2,000 people, including some members of the Young Buddhist
Monks group of Thailand. It should be noted that this was the first time that monks
had ever joined openly in a political demonstration. In the same period, peasants in
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the north got together at Chiangmai to support the Bangkok’s demonstration. It was
important to note that there were 2,200 strong and included participants from all
over the country. And this rally resulted finally in the creation of the Farmers’
Federation of Thailand on November 19, 1974, with the objectives at initial stage
as follows :

1. To protect the peasants interests;

2. To mitigate the peasants troubles and hardships ;

3. To educate the peasants to understand the Land Rent Control Acl.
Under the popular pressure the government agreed to accept the peasant demand.
And the National Assembly passed “The Land Rent Control Act 1974" on December
14. 1974 and the “Land Reform Bill” on January 17, 1975.

It was in this “liberal” atmosphere that the peasantry who had hiterto
been a weak and uninfluential majority organized themselves, and began to make
demands on the government to alleviate their long-drawn hardships. As more pressure
was exerted by the peasants, so more measure were announced by the government.

Ultimately, series of peasants demonstrations ended with the establishment
of their own organization--the FFT, After having the victory in November 1974 till
the beginning of 1975, there were no peasanits’ demonstration at Bangkok. During
this time, the most important activity of the FFT was to inform mass peasants
about the content of the new law on rent and organized those peasants for immediate
application of that legal right. Since district officers and village headmen had failed
to inform them. The movement grew rapidly, especially in the North in which the
rent problem was most crucial. At the same time, the FFT had set up coordinating
committee at provincial level aimed at recruiting and politicizing peasants in every
provinces. The duty of the committees were:

1. To help peasants solving their problems.

2. To collect data and information concerning peasants’ grievances and to
submit them to the government to solve.

The FFT also issued their own magazine called, Thai Peasants (Chaona Thai)

It should be noted that the concrete action of the FFT members and leaders
in enforcing the new land rent act made the organization well respect by the peasants
as their representatives to protect their interest. This also made the network of the
FFT expanded rapidly. In terms of membership,*** it was estimated that by mid-
1975, 100,000 farm families had joined the FFT in Chiangmai alone. For all the
country there were about 1,500,000 farm families. The above figure of the success
of the FFT was not exaggerated if we looked at the fact that most of the peasants
in the North of Thailand where the FFT was quite active had great tenant
problems with the standard of “sharing half the produce with landlords™ and serious
landlessness,
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Of course, the FFT’s activity as a real protector of the peasants’ benefits,
in informing them about the new rent law and in demanding the enforcement according
to the law, were obstacles to the exploitation ol local landlords and capitalists. This
time, the conflict between the peasants and the FFT on one sidé and landlords,
capitalist and local olTicials, who joined hand in hand to protect their interests, on
the other side became severe. The disputes between tenants’ and landlords were
brought to court. Assassination of peasants’ leaders began brutally by various right-
wing groups: “The Village Scouts”, “The Krating Daeng”. “The Nawaphol”. These
assassinations were also caused by the FFT involvement in Kukrit Pramoj's tambon
development fund scheme’ by denouncing corrupt officials for misappropriating this
fund. (46) From March, 1974 to August 1975, there were about 32 assassinations
including those injured. This included the FFT’s active leaders. Most of the killings
were in the north where the FFT gaining strength. These murders seemed 10 have
been part of the organized plan of political intimidation. (47) Therefore, no arrests
of suspects were made except in the case of one of the two hired killers of Intra
Sribunrueng, but not their instigator. (48) However, this assassination struck a fatal
blow to the FFT's activities and capabilities. The organization ceased growing, and
rapidly dwindled as an important element on the political scene. This experience made
some active leaders of the FFT joined armed struggle with the CPT soon after the
bloody coup d'état of October 6, 1976.(49)

Conelusion

It can be said without exaggeration that the so-called scientific researches
on Thai peasant socicty bepan during the early 1950s after the Second World War
by American scholars which was known very well as *The Cornell-Thailand Project”
it is worth noting here that the contribution of John F. Embree whose famous article
entitled “Thailand-A loosely Structured Social System™ (1950) had profoundly
influenced many students of Thai society. The concept of *‘loosely structure™ protrayed
the Thai as a rather easy-going, unconcerned, apolitical individual who is not
restricted by particular social response. (50) Also such a notion leads quite easily (o
the suggestion that classes do not exist in Thailand. (51) Pursuing this line of
argument, the history of Thailand has always been considered a non-conflictual
history., That is to say the society without tensions. In the words of an American
scholar”...there has been an absence of peasant revolts in Thai history...” . (52)
Another confirmed this statement, by put it thus”...there is no evidence of the kind
of social unrest which would indicate class conflict...”.(53) Then, it can be said
without doubt that the concept of “loosely structure” of Thai society was going well
along with the old myth of the society mentioned carlier, i.e. “the happy peasant™.
David A. Wilson concluded that, *the Thai peasantry must be considered a funda-
mentally conservative element in Thai society”. (54)
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Therefore, we can conclude that social sciences researches on Thai peasantry
by American scholars is one form of ideological practices. As a result, only a few
works had been carried out on the subject of politicization or political socialization
of Thai peasm;tr:,r. However, it can be said without exaggeration that the ideological
practice of the “loosely structure” of Thai society was destroyed by the social fact
after the important political event of October 1973. Since within the course of
conflict, the Thai peasantry creates ils own nationwide organization (FFT), works
out its own ideology, aims and symbols and produces leaders from within.

In order to keep thing in the track, the Thai state, then, had to use another
apparatus, instead of the ideological one, i.e. the repressive apparatus. Hence, it was
not surprising why a large number of peasant leaders as well as some student
activists and intellectuals were killed cruelly. So the autonomously organized group
such as the FFT could not live any more. This was so since interest groups in
Thai society usually flourish as appendages to the ruling group, and are allowed to
grow as long as they are not imagined by the ruling group to pose a direct challenge
to itself. Under such domination, interest groups would then become depoliticized
and demobilized. (55) The FFT was an exceptional case.(56)

Although the FFT had short life and gained very little in terms of material
benefits during the course of the struggle, it had made a significant ideological
change by rejecting the old ‘dominant’ ideology and developing the new ones.
Nevertheless, the FFT composed of competent and conscious characters. Its competence
came from the fact that the FFT was the junction between a progressive theory
from the student sectors and material force of the peasants. On the other hand,
since the FFT was the only authentic peasant organization, i.e. the organization
created by, run by, and worked for the benefits of peasant class. So it was the
expression of peasant consciousness. It is hoped that this invaluable experience will
be worthy of consideration to the peasant themselves as well as to those who want

to work with the peasants.

Postscript : 1976-1985

1. The 1976 bloodly coup, with the associated violence, led hundreds of
student, worker and peasant leaders as well as supporters to the jungle-—into the
arms of the CPT movement——in order to escape repression. But the Thanin Kraivichien
government had lasted only one year. Since on October 20, 1977, Thanin was ousted
in a bloodless coup by the same group of generals who had staged the 1976 coup.

Kriangsak Chamanan, in contrast with Thanin, who became Prime Minister
began to relax tensions within the society. As he called for the resumption to com-
petitive politics, the easing of press censorship, general elections in 1978 to pave the
way for the transfer of power to civilian government. And the most dramatic action
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was Kriangsak's granting amnesty in September 1978 to the “Bangkok 16 arrested
in October 1976 along with some 3,000 other on charges of communist subversion
and less majesty. This included students, intellectuals and other involved in the
events of October 6, 1976, who had gone to jungle. In response, alSo coupled with
the conflict between the CPT and the students (57) on the issue of Vietnam's invasion
into Democratic Kampuchea in December 1978, a number of student leaders and
intellectuals decided to return to Bangkok. It was under liberal policies of the
Kriangsak government that gave chance to the growth of non-governmental develop-
ment movement in Thailand (58) in order to participate with a more or less “semi-
democratic” of Thai style.

2. On the economic side, it was noticed that after October 6, 1976, the
Thanin government made a great show of backing land reform. As Thanin announced
that his government had carried out land reform on one million rai of land and
that thousands of peasants will have benefited from the program. Also. Kriangsak
announced at the end of 1978 his intention to make 1979 the “Year of the Farmer'".
This step was seen as necessary (o ensure the allegiance of larmers toward the
government and deny opposition politicians as well as communist cadres a potentially
inflamable issue that might have adverse consequences for internal stability.

However, government policy toward the countryside seemed to be more
lip-service, for instance, a land reform policy in particular. Since the establishment
of the Agricultural Land Reform Office in 1975 through 1980, according to government
sources, some 600,000 rai or about 10% of a total Jand reform program (within
such period) consisting mostly of public land had been carried through the final
stage. And this benefited only 18,000 farm households or about 1.2% of total tenants
which is around 1.5 million houschold. (59) What is worse, in the “Year of the
Farmer”, Chamras Muangyam, President of the FFT, who was arrested after Ociober
6, 1976, for six months, was shot on the night of July 21, 1979, at his house,
Rayong.

Under severe economic and political pressure Kriangsak resigned from his
post at the end of Febeuary 1980. From March 1980 on, the country is under the
direction of Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanon. A new government which in effect
was a coalition of political, military, and business leaders drawn from the country’s
major political groupings had been set up. During this period up to the present,
peasants voiced out their grievance through their representatives in the Parliament.
It should also be noted that during the final quarter of 1985, there was a flierce
debate both in the cabinet and in newspapers between Kosol Krairuek, Ministry of
Commerce, from Social Action Party who supported the guarantee of paddy price
at least 3,000 baht per kwien and Veeraphong Ramangkul, an economic adviser of
the Prem government, and scholars from universities who supported the abolition of
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rice premium. In final, Kosol, the politician, won. Nobody know whether farmers
will have to “sell their paddy to the radio station” as it had happened under the
Kukrit regime the years ago. It is very unlikely that the government will be able
to interfere sufficiently in the market to be able to shore up falling prices, especially
since the international prospects for rice has deteriorated this year. What is worse,
this time the peasants have no organization of their own to defend their interest,
but depend on officials who, for the most part, are very remotely concerned with

villagers’ problems.
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Resistance and the Commoditization of Peasant
Household Production : Everyday Choices Among
Palm-Sugar Producers in Satingpra, Thailand”

Peter Vandergeest

INTRODUCTION
Framework

In this study I present an interpretation of a case in which contrary
to the usual conception in the political economy literature, peasants
initiated commodity relations as an act of resistance to local large
landowners, by intensification of production which utilized fuactors
not controlled by the landowners. The consequence of the initial
intensification of commodity production was degradation and
partial valorization of these formerly free factors of production,
and the emergance of a new class of capital-owners who use
their control over money capital to extract a surplus from the

peasantry.

The transition in peasant household production from a subsistance orienta-
tion to incorporation into the capitalist world economy is a persistent theme in the
study of peasant societies. In this paper 1 am concerned with why and how peasants
begin to produce commodities, and the mechanisms by which this process occurs.
Following a number of writers who have used the concepts of household production
and simple commodity production to analyze commoditization in peasant socCieties
[ Friedmann, 1980; Bernstein, 1979; Kahn, 1980, 1982, Chevalier, 1983; C. Smith,

* 1 would like to thank Fredrick Buttel, Laura Reynolds, Nancy Peluso,
Melanie DuPuis, and Johanna Looye for reviewing drafts of this paper, and Paul
McLaughlin and Jill Belsky for helping me with some of the ideas presented here.
My appreciation is also extended o the villagers of Satingpra for their interest, time,
and hospitality. The research on which this paper is based was conducted through
a [ellowship from Canadian International Development Agency, and with the support
of the Prince of Songkla University in Haad Yai, Thailand.
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1984a, 1984b, 1984c; G. Smith, 1985]. | look at production relations in independent
household production for the case of the palm sugar and rice producers of the district
of Satingpra in the South of Thailand.

Methodologically, 1 argue for historical-inductive approaches with respect
to substantive questions, and for an undersianding of the strategic actions of peasanis
as members of households incorporated into national and world systems. | shall argue
that commoditization in Satingpra was initiated as an act of struggle against local
landlords by poorer peasant 1o counter and dissolve precapitalist institutions of domina-
tion and exploitation. Present patierns of access to the factors of production are
interpreted as an outcome of struggle, siruggle in which poor peasants participate
through everyday choices in economic activity. Struggle thus conceived occurs not
only as overt resistance in revolt and revolution, or struggle over meaning [Scott,
1985], but also in the day-to-day choices and strategies of poor peasant seeking to
attain reproduction of independent household production.

The literature on household production has produced a number of deductive
models, which, while perhaps heuristically useful, generalize the experience of parti-
cular cases into ostensible laws regarding simple commodity producers and peasantries
in general. This approach obscures the wide variety of trajectories the development
of capitalism has taken in the periphery, and suppresses an accounting of the role of
agency in affecting these historical trajectories. For example, Gavin Smith [1985]
builds a heuristic model of a “moral economy” which in effect ignores exploitation
by pre-capitalist dominant classes, at least insofar as such a class inlluences commo-
ditization and production relations. Commoditization in this model is initiated by
advantaged peasants who achieve some sort of labour productivity advantage. Friedmann
[1980: 177] similarly draws on Marxs discussion of usury [Marx, 1967, 111 :593-613]
lo state that usury cannot lead to commoditization for the case of independent household
producers, and determines that for definitional reasons, surplus cannot be extracted
in the sphere of exchange even in the case of peasant producers [ Friedmann, 1980 :
174]. By replacing deductive models by an inductive and contextualizing approach,
and by specifying the nature of class and exchange relations in each empirical case
of interest, we will be able to account for how peasants actively participate in shaping
economic transformations, and are not passive recipients of changes which either
emanate from dominant classes and the center, or are struciurally and economically
determined.

The emphasis here is on the effective hisiorical agency of the members
of all classes, which in turn implies a degree of historical indeterminacy and mitigates
against application of deductive theory, except, perhaps, for heuristic guidance. For
the purpose of this analysis, agency, and thus power, is articulated as siruggle for
control over resources which are a source of power, in particular, the means of
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production. Control over such resources is both a source of power and an object of
struggle. Existing social institution governing access to the factors of production can
thus be simultanously considered as an outcome, a medium, and object of struggle
[Giddens, 1981 :19]. In agrarian societies, these institutions include the distribution
of ownership and the right to use land, water, trees, and other means ol production,
which are at any moment the outcome of struggle. The same is true of institutions
of control over money capital where the market mediates circuits of social reproduction.

Commoditization

Particularism and agency have been dealt with in different ways in marxist
writings on commoditization and the development of capitalism. Very little of the
early writings on the transition to capitalism in non-Western societies took much
account of either particular circumstances or peasants’ conscious decisions in influencing
change in pre-existing formations. Marx’s well-known assertion that “the country
that is more developed industrially only show, to the less developed, the image of
its own future” [Marx, 1977:61] captures well the tenor of thought which runs
through Kautsky, Luxemburg, and Lenin, and through “differentiation” approaches up
to the present. According to these frameworks, variation occurs only within the
confines of an ultimate progression through differentiation from a “mass of homogeneous
economic units” [Lenin in Ennew et al., 1977 :297: see also G. Smith 19791 to
rural classes articulated into capitalist forms of commodities production.

The emergence during the 1960 of the dependency school in Latin America
and the articulation theorists in France signalled a realization that after several
centuries of capitalist expansion, subsistence production and non-capitalist forms of
production were not everywhere being converted into capitalist forms. Although differing
in their conceptions of capitalism and appropriate categories of peasant production,
theorists in both schools sought to explain the persistence of “underdevelopment”
(dependency term) and “precapitalist modes of production” (articulation term) by the
alleged functions these played for capital, in this way giving an account of particu-
larism in the periphery, which was, however, structurally determined. They also tended
to produce conceptions of capitalism, the peasantry, and other categories, which began
from theorizing ““essences,” and how these were articulated. The outcome of such
essentialistic approaches were ungrounded and unfruitful debates over what in lact
constituted essence.

The turn to forms of production as the unit of analysis developed in an
explicit attempt to avoid essentialism and functionalism, [Bernstein, 1977 : 60]. The
shift from structural categories such as modes of production to production units such
as households has tended to bring both particular production relations and people
back into the picture, allowing Ffor the possibility of peasants having a hand in setting
the course of the development of capitalism in a specific region.
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Carol Smith [1984c] has exploited this possibility to its fullest in her study
of peasant preference for simple commodity production and resistance to attempts
by the state to enact forcible prolelarianization in Guatemala. Carol Smith, however,
has differed from Bernstein, Friedmann, and Kahn in emphasizing not only economic
compulsion but also agency and a political conception of the social world. In the
following, 1 will describe and critique these theories of the analysis of the commo-
ditization of peasant production, particularly as formulated by Bernstein and Kahn.

The seminal contribution on the subject of commoditization of household
production is still probably that of Bernstein [1977), in which he develops a concept
which he calls the simple reproduction “squeeze” 1o explain the deepening of commodity
relations within household production through economic compulsion. He notes that
compulsion in the form of taxes, corvee labour, and so on, was frequently used to
initially break into the reproduction cycles of “‘natural economies,” but he goes on
to focus on economic compulsion in the extension of peasant commodity production.
When households already partially depend on goods obtained in the market to satisly
subsistence needs and obtain the factors of production, and therefore produce commo-
dities to obtain money to purchase such goods, a rise in the cost of these goods or
a fall in the price of the commodity produced by the household implies that either
consumption must fall, commodity production must be intensified, or both. Costs of
production can rise in various ways--for example, by exhaustion of means of
reproduction or by rural development schemes which encourage or impose more
expensive means of production. Class differentiation may result as poorer peasants
are unable to purchase necessary goods on the market unless they sell a portion of
their labour. In more general terms, the struggle between peasants and “capital” is
manifested in part by attempts by “capital” to exercise more control over means of
production, up to the point of complete appropriation. Peasant resistance is concep-
tualized as resistance to “attempts’ by *‘capital” to control the means of production,
which can take a variety of forms.

Kahn [1982] demonstrates through a number of case studies that it was
not market “penetration” alone that was significant for effecting qualitative changes
in production relations. In many areas peasants produced for markets centuries before
contact with modern forms of capitalism. The significant change has been market
penetration of reproductive circuits of peasant enterprises, which occurs when access
to factors of production becomes to a greater or lesser extent mediated by market
rather than non- market mechanisms. Kahn generalizes the concept of self-exploitation
of labour in the household in petty commodity production to point out the tendency
for a more general “super—exploitation” and degradation of all factors of production
(raw materials, land and so on) not obtained through the market. On account of
degradation and the ensuing scarcity, these factors acquire monetary value, opportunities
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for super-exploitation of factors other than labour are eliminated, and peasants are
forced to purchase these factors in the market, leaving simple commodity producers.

These frameworks still lack, in my view, an adequate conception of class
struggle and peasant resistance. According to Bernstein, peasant resistance is resistance
to the penetration of production by “‘capital.” Kahn suggests more concrete historical
study based on analysis of class conflict and cycles of reproduction but retains the
assertion that we can assume that peasants are likely to resist market penetration
of production, and that commoditization occurs when peasants can no longer produce
themselves outside the market [Kahn, 1982:13]. Friedmann [1980: 170] defines
peasants “'negatively and provisionally by the resistance of their reproduction to
commoditization.” Even Scott, for whom change is politically rather than economically
driven, invokes a safety-first principle to construct an specifically peasant moral
economy, on the basis of which peasant resistance is again conceplualized as resistance
to the market in defence of the moral economy.

The tendency to assume an a priori resistance to market integration scems
to result from the tendency to essentialize and reify the market, capital, and so on.
Resistance can hardly be against “capital”, the “market”, or a “technology”, much
less a *“*mode of production.” These are theoretical constructs; they are a way of
thinking about patterns of social relations. As such, they may perhaps have a logic,
but most certainly can never have a will, and they are not concrete entities which
people resist, except as fetished abstractions. If, as Kahn and Bernstein suggest,
commeoditization should be seen as a result of economic and political siruggle, then
the particular reaction by peasants will depend on particular local forms of class
conflict. This in turn, as Bernstein notes, takes place as struggle over control of the
means of production. But if the endpoint is simple commodity production inserted
into capitalist formations, then it follows that resistance may in some cases imply
that peasants can employ the market medium to produce as a commodity a good
for which the means of production are not susceptible 1o direct control by competing
dominant classes. To conceptualize peasant resistance as resistance to the market
principle and then Lo describe the inevitable integration of peasants into the market
in effect gives and then takes back the possibility of peasant historical agency.

Freidmann [1980 : 1711 and others explicitly omit class relations in their
discussions of what constitutes peasants. A common problem with these models, leading
to ideas of resistance to “the market,” has been the omission of existence of pre-
capitalist dominant classes, with whom struggle may take place within different
institutional environments. The question is, how does the market medium enter into
pre-capitalist class relations ? Peasants may employ and shape the advance of the
market so as to shake off pre-capitalist bonds of exploitation based on control of
factors not mediated by the money market.
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Peasanis do not struggle with abstractions but with their direct exploiters :
members of local dominant classes, whether pre-capitalist or capitalist. Scott, after
earlier formulating a deductive model based on the safety-first principle as an
essentialist feature of peasant moral economies [Scote, 1976, now writes in his most
recent work (based this time on several years of fieldwork) :

Can one imagine a rural protest movement with banners proclaiming
“stop agrarian capitalism™ or “down with the cash nexus” ? Of
course not. Such undeniable facts are far too abstract and remote;
they fail completely to capture the texture of local experience.
Were they in fact the center of attention, one imagines that the
smallholders and landless labourers of the village might simply
stand aside in recognition of the apparently inextricable forces
that will shape their future. To see the causes of distress instead
as personal, as evil, as a failure of identifiable people in their
own community to behave in seemly way may well be a partial
view, but it is not a wrong view [Scott, 1985 : 348.]

Scott puts perhaps too much emphasis on struggle as mediated through conflict over
ideological constructions. Nevertheless, the point is well made that resistance is against
identifiable local people who are making clear material demands.

In this analysis, 1 interpret transformation in Satingpra as an outcome of
conflict among peasants and landlords over control of the means of production, as
well as a result of the simple commodity squeeze, super-exploitation of factors of
production, and competition from goods produced in technologically advanced industries.
The institutions which govern access to the Tactors of production are themselves a
medium and oufcome of struggle; they constitute the medium of a “peasant labour
process.”” The analysis is based on research conducted in the area during 1984,

The Study Site

The Satingpra peninsula lies of large shallow lakes and the Gulf of Thailand
some 800 kilometers south of Bangkok on the castern flank of the Malay peninsula.
It is a densely populated, flat, finger of land some 75 kilometers long and for the
most part less than ten kilometers wide.

The people in Satingpra are largely Buddhist and speak Southern Thai.
The major economic activities in Satingpra are rice cultivation and the production
of palm sugar. Sugar is produced by tapping the paimyra palm for a sucrose-rich
sap, which is boiled down in open-pan stoves and precipitated into flat cakes of
brown sugar. Palm sugar is favoured in Thailand over white cane sugar in a variety
in foods as a spice and sweetener- More recently, palm sugar produced in Satingpra
is also being consumed in large quantities in Malaysia as a candy.



54

Satingpra is one of a number of palm and rice economies in South and
Southeast Asia [Fox, 1977; Blatter, 1926, Lebeight, 1972, Romera, 1928]. They
exist particularly where there arc low sandy plains and marked dry and monsoon
seasons. The palmyras require open space, and in Satingpra they are planted on the
bunds between rice plots, so that they take little or no land out of rice cultivation.
In most cases, the palms are utilized in multiple ways-—the trunk makes highly
valued lumber: the fronds are burned on the fields for fertilizer. used as luelwood,
or woven for thatching, maits, baskets, and hais; the stem fibers are made into rope,
and so on. But in Satingpra the most important aclivity by far associated with the
palmyra palm is the production of sugar.

In this latter regard, the palmyra is a prolific and highly efficient medium
for the conversion of energy from the sun. During the peak period of sugar pro-
duction in Satingppra, tappers can obtain from one healthy tree an average daily
yield of some six or seven litres of sap, which contain 14 percent sucrose, and gives
over a kilogram of sugar. Members of a housechold working tapping 25 trees over
a four-month tapping season can produce over 1.5 tonnes of sugar. Trebuil [1983]
has estimated the overall density in the district as 10 palmyra trees per rai (60 per
hectare), and, where the rice plots are very small, the density reaches as high as
68 trees per rai (425 per hectare). Half are mature producing trees, so that at the
average density, about 2 tonnes of sugar can be obtained per hectare per year. At
maximum density, potential production reaches 15 tonnes per hectare. Annual yiclds
in sugar cane are only some 8 tonnes per hectare [Mintz, 1985:191], and cane
obviously does not allow for simultancous use of land in rice cultivation.

Sugar is always produced by a team of workers within a household. During
the season, the climber, always a male, climbs each tree twice a day to change
containers secured under the dripping inflorcscence. Women tend the stove, prepare
food, wash containers, carry containers full of sap, and, during the initial two months
of the sugar production season, harvest rice when time permits.

During 1984, 45 out of a sample of 69 households in four villages were
engaged in sugar tapping in combination with rice cultivation [Vandergeest, 1986].
OFf the remainder, another seven households were involved in trading and secondary
processing of sugar, also in conjunction with rice cultivation.

Factors of production for sugar production are easily available 10 any
prospective producing household which includes a healty adult male worker, regardless
of resources in land and cash. The ownership of palm trees is associated with owner-
ship of the adjacent land. Although ownership of land is skewed (see Table |, below),
most villagers own some land, so that even many poor villagers can by careful
planting ensure that they have a relatively large number of trees. But most important,
the number of trees in the district is much greater than those exploited for sugar,
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and annual rents for tapping trees are very low--typically the equivalent of one
day’s value of sugar production from the rented trees. These nominal rents are not
collected until late into the season, and are often taken in kind. Rent, and therefore
access 10 the trecs, is not an obstacle to the land—poor household.

Other inputs for sugar production also do not constitute a barrier to resource-
poor peasants. The quantity of palm [ronds produced by the trees is also far in
excess of that used for firewood. Larger landowners prefer to see their trees trimmed,
so land-poor peasants are able to collect fronds for firewood on most land free of
charge before the season begins. These carry producers over until enough sugar has
been sold to purchase fuelwood. Other inputs (bamboo containers, preservative wood,
boiling pots) can be purchased at a cost which is small relative to income from sugar.
The stoves are built by the villagers using clay and other materials collected from
commonland on the lakeside. Any household which includes a healthy male for
climbing can easily rent trees, gather palm fronds, build a stove, an take up sugar
production.

Rice yiclds average 300 unmilled kilograms per rai (1.5 tonnes per hectare),
varying according 1o rainfall, flooding, and available labour for fighting infestation
by weeds, especially wild rice. Flat land, clay soils, and lack of irrigation and drainage
channels create flooding problems and cause yields to fluctuate according to variations
in rainfall. Almost all land is still planted in the traditional varieties, despite many
years of extension work promoting modern high-yielding varieties. The villagers' lack
of enthusiasm for the new varieties may be partly accounted for by lack of control
over water. At least as important, however, are labour constraints. The harvest
occurs during February and March, coinciding with the first two months of sugar
tapping. Women perform over 90 percent of the harvest, but they are also needed
in sugar production, especially among the poorer households, who would otherwise
provide a harvesting labour pool for households with more land. It is therefore almost
impossible to mobilize labour in large groups in the timely fashion advantageous to
the production of modern rice varieties. By planting a large number of traditional
varieties with differing growing periods, peasants are able to stagger and take in
the harvest little by little, hiring in small numbers. Most sugar producers--including
the land-poor--must hire some labour in the rice harvest; households with many
children and few adults hire from households who include women not required in
sugar production--either because there is more than one women, or because the
household lacks a male for tapping.

As in any smallholder structure, landholding patterns are skewed. For the
purposes of analysis, the 69 peasant houscholds surveyed were divided inte three
groups : those whose major income was derived through ownership of capital (“capital-
owners”--explained below) were separated from those whose major income was
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derived through realizing some of the value of their own labour (“peasants”). Peasanis
were further divided into middle and poor peasants according to landownership and
access (0 other resources in the family. Table 1 shows the structure of landownership
by class in Satingpra.

Table 1 : Land Distribution

Middle Poor

Capital-Owner Peasant Peasant
I. Total Land Area #rai (BHH) #rai (BHH) 8 rai ($HH)
Area owned 187 (19) 208 (300 g (2m
Cultivated o4 (14) 238 (29) 82 (19
Il. Mean Land Arca #rai (BHH) #rai (#HH) #rai (BHH)
Owned over all HH's 0.8 (19) 7.0 (30) 1.9 (20)
Cultivated over cultivating HH's 6.7 (14 8.2 (29 4.3 U9

The shift in distribution between land owned and land cultivated shows
how members of households who own very little or no land are easily able to obtain
additional land by renting or pawning, Land rents are very low in Satingpra. Land
use rights are most commonly transferred through an annual rent of 200 baht per
rai, which, at the average vield of 300 kilogram per rai and prevailing selling prices
for rice in the district, is equivalent to only 24 percent of the net value (afier cash
costs) of rice produced. In most regions in Thailand, rents are 40 to 50 percent of
the gross value (before cosis) of production.

Most poor peasant household owned between zero and four rai, but 70
percent rented in a small plot of land, so all but five poor households cultivated
between four and six rai. The four largest landowners (three capital-owners, one
middle peasant) controlled over 100 rai between them, but almost all of this land
was rented out in small plots. No one household cultivated more than 13 rai, and
only six households cultivated more than ten rai--all of these had a surplus in female
labour. The majority of households cultivated four to ten rai--enough or slightly
more than needed for self-sufficiency in rice. Again, the explanation lies in the
competition for labour during the sugar production: large landowners have difficulty
in hiring labour for the harvest. Overall among cultivating households in the district,
the average surplus of production over consumption was about 40 percent, just
equivalent to the average cash cost in rice cultivation.

Of the two major activities, income obtained from sugar production was
Far greater than that from rice cultivation. Houschold income for a pair of workers
tapping and boiling palm sugar for a four to eight-month season was 10,000 to
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20,000 baht, all of which was in cash. Net return from rice cultivation was both
lower than that for sugar--averaging 3,000 baht per year for poor peasant households,
and 6,000 baht for middle peasant houscholds--and was consumed directly rather
than converted into cash. Moreover, while the rice harvest was subject to great
unceriainty, a minimum seasonal houschold income of 10,000 baht is almost assured
in sugar production. Sugar production was the major source of cash income to
purchase faclors of production for rice cultivation; consumption needs such as fish,
vegetables, eggs, and other foods; schooling, transportation, health services; and for
those who could afford it, other productive resources such as nets, boats, livestock,
ducks, and extended schooling for the children.

Other major livelihoods among the non-sugar producers included three
primary school teachers, four traders dealing in sugar, pigs, fertilizer, and so on, two
fishermen, a carpenter, a water tank builder, an electrician and mechanic, the owner
of a small rice mill, a barber, a motorcycle 1axi driver., a moneylender, and four
secondary processors in sugar. Wage labour, though common, is seldom a major
source ol income, although some men participate in occasional wage labour in nearby
towns, cither in construction or on the trawlers. Some villagers also take wage
labour on a day-to-day basis within the village--for example, in the rice harvest,
on government make-work projects, and building houses.

Land is divided evenly among all children when possible, but with the
general squeeze on land, many children migrate, leaving or selling land to those who
stay in the village. The tendency 1o stay with or near parents, possibly forming
larger extended households, is proportional to the level of productive resources parents
have to offer an inducement to stay. These tendencies are illustrated in Table 2
by the working composition of the surveyved houscholds :

Table 2 : Number of Adult Workers per Houschold by Stratum
Average Number of Workers

Class Male Female
Capital-Owner 1.21 1.37
Middle Peasant 1.30 1.37
Poor Peasant 1.00 1.05

The lesser number of working members among poor peasant houscholds
as compared to middle peasant households is equivalent to 117 less available days
of female labour and 110 less days of male labour annually. These labour days
are removed from production for own use activities such as rice cultivation and
fishing, rather than production of commodities such as sugar. The poor, on account
of their lack of productive resources which might be utilized for own-use production,
are necessarily more integrated into factor markets.
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COMMODITIZATION
The National Context

The expansion of commodity production in Thailand (formerly Siam) was
accompanied the breakdown of feudal saknina relations. Under sakdina, all males
of slave and serf ranks had corvée labour or in-kikd obligations to either royalty,
a rcgional lord, or a monastery. The transformation to relations besed on money
and international trade began at least as early as the late Ayutthaya period in the
18th century [Vithi, 1982]. The evidence is that during most of the eighteenth
century monetization was restricted to trade rather than production, and confined to
ruling sakdina classes and Chinese merchants. Sakdina obligations continued to be
used by lords to appropriate a surplus from the peasantry for the purpose of trade.
Peasants also exchanged produce directly for consumption goods with local Chinese
traders [Nithi, 1982).

The destruction of the Ayuttayan regime with the defeat of the old center
Ayutthaya by the Burmese in the late 18th century brought to power a family whose
wealth and power derived in part from merchant capital. This family was not as
tied to sakdina as the disposed rulers, and were later able 1o bend to the demands
of Europeans and effect changes which completed the destruction of sakdina without
the imposition of direct colonial rule.

Through the early Bangkok period, money become more and more common
as a medium of exchange. Peasants began to sell some goods for money, and many
were increasingly able and encouraged to pay sakdina obligations in money [Suwit,
1982]. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Siamese rulers were forced, under military
threat from Europeans, to agree to treaties giving up control over import and export
duties. The immediate effect was rapid intensification and specialization in rice
production in the Central Plains of Siam, and the spread of foreign textiles, meial
wares, sugar, paper, and so on throughout the country [Fan der Heide 1906:90;
Chattip and Suthy, 1981]. Chinese entering the country in large numbers as hired
labourers to replaced corvée labour, and corvée labour obligations and slavery among
the Siamese peasantry were dissolved in favour of intensification of rice and agricul-
tural production. The dominant classes turned to surplus extraction through sharecropping
land in the Central Plain [Chattip and Suthy, 1981] and through merchant capital,
especially in the export of rice.

In the face of territorial expansion by the colonial powers, the Siamese
royal family sought to consolidate their rule by building railways, telegraphs, schools,
and bureaucratizing the government. In part to pay for these state projects, a variety
of agricultural taxes in cash were imposed on peasants and traders and collected
by Chinese tax farmers. Around 1900, local lords throughout Siam were replaced
by salaried officials. Peasant corvee labour obligations were formally abolished in
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favour of a head tax, although if peasants failed to pay they were still required
to work for a month. Revolts in the Northeast were put down by the expanding
central state.

The head tax, derived from the institution of corvée labour, continued to
be assessed until shortly after the coup against royalty by a reformist bourgeoisie
in 1932. The new regime, faced with increasing difficulties collecting the head tax
from a resistant and impoverished peasantry, lifted the tax in 1938.

The expansion of market relations, however, was partial through most of
Siam. The tax forced peasants to produce commodities to sell in the market, but
did not necessarily force valorization of the factors of production. Except in the
heavily commercialized central plains, peasams purchased few factors of production
or consumption goods, and peasant production remained oriented 1o use values.

But after World War II, the peasant economy throughout Thailand, including
Satingpra, underwent a rapid transformation to commodity relations. Concepts for
understanding the dynamics of these changes can in part be generated through a
study of the dramatic changes experienced by Satingpra peasants during this period.

Satingpra: The 1930s

Interviews with local people enable me to draw a sketchy picture of rural
Satingpra as far back as the 1930s. It should be noted that the world depression
had severe effects in Thailand [Andrews, 1935], largely through limiting the market
for commodities, especially rice. and constraining the circulation of money. In
Satingpra, the combination of the depressed circulation of money and the unabated
imposition of taxes brought extreme hardship to a large number of peasants, despite
the subsistence orientation of the ecomomy, and law level of need for valorized
factors of production.

Although life for the average peasant during the 1930s was hardly a “moral
economy,” Satingpra peasants produced most of what they needed themselves without
the purchase of any factors of production, and traded inkind for the remainder.
Apart from the cultivation of rice, all women weaved, the men fished in Songkla
Lake, fuelwood and vegetable greens were collected, and cattle let to graze in nearby
fallow and forest lands. Medicine was a matter for the traditional practitioner, and
government primary schools for boys had only just begun to be built. Some articles
were traded from nearby areas; these included roof tiles and cooking pots from
down the lake near Songkla and mats from up the lake near Pattalung. A few rich
peasants bought cloth in the Satingpra marker.

Most villagers produced sugar, but only in limited amounts and in conjunction
with a myriad of other activities. Exploitation of five to ten trees was typical.
During the tapping season, the men could finish climbing relatively early in the
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morning and engage in other subsistence activities while women tended the siove
during the middle of the day. Fish was a major dietary complement to rice and
could be obtained without major labour costs even during sugar production; the
lake was nearby and shallow, so that peasants could wade out and catch what they
needed with home-crafted equipment. During the rainy season, before sugar tapping
and between the planting and the harvest of rice, villagers would collect fuel for
boiling sugar. Fuelwood requirements were not high, and there were still plenty of
common-land wooded areas in Satingpra and on jsland on the lake. Traders living
in Satingpra villages bordering the lake bought sugar as syrup to take across to
Pattalung in sailboats, where most was converted into illegal liquor in the Forest.
This is not intended to build a romantized piciure of an idyllic peasant

moral economy, self-sufficient and free from wanis and worry before a “‘penetration
of the market.” On the contrary, peasants speak of the 1930s as a period of great

hardship ; this hardship is spoken of largely in reference to relations with local
landowning classes.

Older peasants remember the 1930s as the time “‘when money was hard
to find.” Whereas income for sugar was some 8 baht per year per climber, the
price of rice was 10 baht per 100 rian--equivalent 100 to 200 kilogram unmilled
rice and less than half the annual consumption requirement for a working adult.
When a household was unable to produce enough rice becauee of a crop failure or
previous debt, they would borrow rice from those who were “land-rich.” The debt
would be repaid in labour in rice cultivation on the fields of these landowners,
leading to chronic shortages of labour and a circle of indebtedness.

Although the actual area of land owned by landlords then may now be
subject to uncertainty and interpretation, it is clear that these local elites were
considered to be large landowners. Peasants say that some owned 200 or 300 rai
and that there were typically about ten large landowning families in a subdistrict
of about ten villages.

It is also difficult to know what proportion of peasants were caught into
the debt-labour trap. Villagers refer also to a third broadly-defined group: “My
parents were okay, they didn’t have debts, they grew enough rice for themselves.”
This group of peasants were neither a landlord class appropriating labour through
debt, nor were they poorer peasanis caught into debt-labour obligations. But even
for this group, peasants producing enough from year to year to be self-sufficient,
there were still taxes.

In 1900, when the head tax was instituted, able-bodied males aged 18 1o
60 in Satingpra were required to pay an annual four baht. Somewhat later a so-
called “education’ tax of two baht per able-bodied male was added. There was
also a variable tax on cultivated rice land, and a 0.25 baht tax for each sugar
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palin tree tapped - —older peasants say that officials from the local administration
followed them around to check how many trees they were tapping. A young household
with one adult male tapping eight palm trees was required to pay some ten baht
in taxes; an older houschold with tapping sons aged over 18 might be required 1o
give up 20 or 25 baht, depending on the number of trees climbed and rice land
cultivated. Upon payment of the head tax, male peasants were issued a card (by si
baht : the “four baht card”); if they were unable to pay and were caught in town
without the card, they were required to work for a period of time in lieu of paying
the tax.

A houschold with one adult male climber tapping eight trees for a three
to four-month secason could produee about 600 kilogram of sugar, which could be
sold as syrup for a total of eight baht-—roughly equivalent to tax obligations. For
larger households with more than one climber, taxes increased proportionately with
sugar production. Other cash income was negligible, so we can surmise that taxes
drained away all peasant cash income.

In the post-war period, the transition from feudal sakdina relations to
independent commeodity production articulated into a capitalist world system continued
in Satingpra. The initial step in commoditization was taken by peasants as resistance
to cxploitation by the landlord class. The change did not occur exactly as the local
dominant classes would have liked, but in the end, the consequences were not all
what the peasants would have chosen.

The World and National Contexts

A number of developments on the national and world levels set the context
for commoditization and specialization in Satingpra household production in the post—
war period. In 1938, the state abolished head and agricultural taxes. Then, during
and after the war, a shortage of imported suger created a new market for plam
sugar. The increase in the market circulation of foodstuffs which accompanied
specialization, commoditization, and proletarianization on a national scale in combina-
tion with a relatively siable and high domestic price of sugar maintained the market
during the ensuing “development” period after the war.

During the war, sugar imports were cut of T in Thailand and on the Malay
peninsula. To make up the shortfall, local production of non-centrifugal sugar (cane,
coconut, and palmyra) increased throughout Thailand. Official records for the Bangkok
port show an increase in the export of non-centrifugal sugar from less than 100
tonnes before the war to over 5000 tonnes in 1944 ; most went, it seems, to the
Malaysian States [Pitsanes, 1977]. It is certain that some palm sugar from Satingpra
would also have found its way south, although at that time the growth of the local
market in Songkla and nearby South Thailand was probably more important.
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In the immediate post—-war vyears the shortage of sugar continued. The
first sugar mills for processing cane were state enterprises built in Northern Thailand
to alleviate the shortage. During the 1950s several wealthy Chinese families entered
the sugar industry, building up large lucrative sugar empires in North and Central
Thailand. Cane sugar became an important target of government import substitution
policy, which maintained the domestic price of sugar on the average somewhat above
the world price [Wilaiwan, 1981), More important for Satingpra producers, the Thai
government acted to ameliorate the impact of fluctuations in world sugar prices on
prices within Thailand, in order to protect capitalist production of sugar. By the
1960s, capitalist production of cane sugar in Thailand had grown far larger than
domestic consumption. To appease the powerful sugar cane planters and industrial
capitalists, the state moved into large-scale export subsidization, while continuing to
maintain a stable internal price.

The Emergence of Indepedent Commodity Producers

In Satingpra, production of palm sugar increased during the war-time
shortages. In the southern subdistricts of the Satingpra peninsula, peasants began to
sell syrup to buyers who came from villages nearest Songkla town. These buyers,
formerly small-scale peasant producers themselves, set up expanding businesses
converting the syrup to solid sugar cakes for sale 1o Songkla merchants. As syrup
was diverted southward, pre-war traders who sold syrup across the lake to the forest
distillers purchased more syrup from the producers in the central and northern parts
ol the Satingpra peninsula, The price rose, and sugar production increased throughout
Satingpra.

In the following decades, the eastern road was upgraded and some better-
off peasant tappers along this highway - - those who were able to accumulate capital
- —also 'stopped climbing o engage in a new livelihood - - the purchase of syrup
from peasants for processing to solid sugar and sale to regional traders- - creating
a new class of merchant-processors of sugar. The network of highways in Southern
Thailand was improved, the towns grew, and more merchants obtained trucks and
working capital, so that the market for Satingpra sugar had by the 1980s expended
throughout the South of Thailand and into Malaysia.

The lifting of the head tax in 1938 potentially left many villagers with
a free cash income. In addition, the high price and expansion of the market for
sugar permitted sale of more sugar at a higher price than was possible in the 1930s,
so that peasants could obtain a unprecedented high cash income.

But to understand how this rapid expansion of sugar, production occurred,
it is not enough to describe reaction to external changes. Rather, we should account
for how the peasants made choices through political struggle in both the changing
world context and in the context of local class relations, and thereby shaped the
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trajectory of commeditization and the development of new institutions of access to
the factors of production. In what follows, 1 outline the emergence of new class
relations in which the pre-capitalist landowning elites lost the basis of their power,
and in which the wealth and power of the new local dominant class came to be
based on access to money capital.

Because the factors of production for sugar could be accessed outside of
the market and not valorized, they were available to any member of the village
community in unlimited quantity. Poorer peasants could increase production subjsct
only to labour and marketing constraints. The producers built stoves themselves and
collected fuelwood from common or state land. The bamboo containers, pots, knives.
and preservative wood could be obtained at a small cost relative to income during
the season. Access to the palm (rees was not mediated by access to land - - overall,
land which was owned by peasants and therefore out of the control of the large
landowners easily included enough palm trees for peasant sugar production. Thus
there was in the beginning almost no cash cost to sugar production, and larger
landowners were not able to exercise control over the means of production, as they
could in agricultural production based in land,

Moreover, by producing sugar for a good income during the war and
postwar period, poorer peasants were able to escape landlord control over labour
by dissolving the institution of debt labour. High cash incomes obtained from sugar
production were applied to debt obligations, and debts were rapidly monetized and
paid off. The practice of working on another's fields as repayment of debts in rice
disappeared.

The effect went beyond peasant resistance to landowners over debt labour
and control of the means of production in commodity production. As indicated above,
the rice harvest in February and March just coincides in Satingpra with the first
two months of sugar production. After the war, peasants could turn to the independent
production of sugar for a good income as an alternative to working in the Fields
of the large landowners under any arrangement. For a while large landowners were
able hire peasants in return for payment in kind, but by the 1950s they were unable
to mobilize labour for the harvest, and were forced to rent or pawn out their land
to peasants. Land rents were forced down, and remain low to the present.

Thus, by turning to independent sugar production, peasants werc able to
reshape institutions of access to land for rice cultivation in their favour. The old
elite, unable to maintain its source of power, has by and large disappeared from
the villages of Satingpra, turning its initial advantage into schooling and access to
occupations outside of Satingpra.

Sugar production and the resultant low land rent have also lessened the
importance of differentiation based on differential access to land among peasants,
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precluding the emergence of a proletariat in the district. Every peasant houschold
with a healthy male has the option of producing sugar for a good income and
renting land at a relatively low price - - with easy access to the means of production,
there is no reason to engage in wage labour in the district. Although there continues
to be internal stratification among peasants based on differential access to productive
resources (land, boats and nets, money capital). the degree of stratification within
the peasaniry has probably lessened. 1 would note that stratification in Satingpra is
not the result of a process of differentiation from a formerly homogenous mass of
peasants; rather, the poor and middle peasants of today are desendants of members
of corresponding poor and middle strata of the 1930s. The question is less how
advantage has been created, then it is whether and how advantage has been reproduced,
with respect to what material basis.

In summary, in the initial post—war period. poor peasants were able o
gain a degree of control over the product of their own labour by specializing in
commodity production of sugar, taking advantage of a favourable price set outside
the conditions of their own production to extract themselves from ties to local
landlords. Sugar production allowed all peasants to achieve indepencent commodity
production regardless of land ownership. The independence of the factors of producion
for sugar from land ownership was the key, for in sugar production landowners
could not control the means of production. The same could not have occurred had
the choiee of productive activities been Ilimited to agriculture, given the limited
quantity and unequal distribution of land. Moreover, peasants were able 1o act to
counter the power of the landowners by emphasizing sugar production and there by
were able to reshape the institutions of access to land resources in their favour.
Through sugar production and low land rents, the advantage of middle peasants was
lessened, and differentiation was correspondingly curtailed. Although peasant stratifica-
tion did not disappear (as Kahn 1980, claims for the case of the Minangkabau),
further differentiation and proletarianization of the poor based on differential access
to land did not occur.

Most of all, the initial step in the commoditization of peasant housechold
production was not imposed from the outside or by dominant classes against the
resistance of the peasantry; rather, the decisive turn to specialization in sugar was
taken by the peasants. and at every level these changes favoured the less advantaged.
The concept of resistance to the market clearly does not apply to the case of
Satingpra. Understanding the commeditization of the peasant economy in Satingpra
resides in an understanding of local forms of class conflict, of concrete struggle
over control of the means of production, in the context of changing national and
world system contexis.
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One will find very few villagers in Satingpra who would claim to prefer
the “‘traditional” village, the so-called “natural economy’ of feudal obligations and
debt labour. That is not to say, however, that the present conditions do not present
their own relations of domination and exploitation. In the following section, the
deepening of commodity relations and the consequences for relations of production
are outlined.

The Deepening of Commodity Relations

So far, by interpreting the initial step in the commoditization of houschold
production as an act of effective resistance by peasants in a struggle over the
institutions of control over means of production, | have addressed how the changes
were “not exactly as the local dominant classes would have liked.” In the following,
by outlining the development of new class relations based on controt of money capital,
in which peasants have become newly disadvantaged, 1 trace how the *‘consequences
were not all what the peasants would have chosen.”

Peasants chose to specialize in production of a particular commodity, sugar,
giving up other activities to buy consumer goods in the market. What they did not
choose, however, and what is perhaps inevitable in any competitive environment of
independent commodity producers - — capitalist or household - — was super-exploitation,
degradation, and valorization of non-market factor resources. The stages involved
in the commoditization of the production and consumption of fish provides a good
illustration,

Perhaps the largest cash expenditure for poor peasants is now to purchase
fish as a complement to rice consumption. A few decades ago, new fishing tech-
nology - -~ motored boats and nylon nets designed for commodity production - - allowed
villagers to take from Songkla lake many more fish than needed for own consumption,
At the same time, urbanization and development of the local marketing infrastructure
created an outlet for sale of the surplus, so that the new technologies provided
peasants who could afford the new means of production an opportunity to make
extra income. As villagers began to utilize the new methods and equipment, fish
populations dropped, so that traditional methods and equipment were rendered
ineffective. Modern methods became less productive, which implied increasing
investments in nets and motor boats for a decreasing return. By the 1980s, only a
limited number of middle peasanis could purchase these new means of production,
means of production utilized with a new intensity so that profits could be maintained.
Fishing has become a specialized livelihood undertaken by fewer and fewer peasants.
Total production from the lake has dropped, and much of the fish consumed in
Satingpra outside of the rainy season is now supplied from trawlers and Muslim
fishing villages based around Songkla, who fish in the Guif of Thailand off the

east coasl.
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In sugar production, fuelwood and bamboo (for containers) were formerly
collected by the producers themselves in nearby forested areas on the peninsula and
on islands on Songkla Lake. According to peasants, in the 1930s “fuelwood could
not be bought, it had no price.” Fuelwood, among other factors, was not at the
time subject to exchange calculations. With intensification of production, these sources
have been depleted. Rubber wood purchased out of the government rubber replanting
program is now sold to peasants by truck owners; this wood now provides some
two-thirds of the fuel requirements for sugar processing in Satingpra, and takes 20
to 30 percent of gross peasant income from the sale of sugar. Palmyra fronds
collected locally supply the remainder. Most producers say they “make no profit”
in the boiling stage of sugar production, and would happy give up the step and
sell freshly collected sap directly to a local processing factory, if such a facility
were built.

Producers also buy bamboo containers, kiam wood for preservation of the
sap, knives, and pots for boiling from itinerant traders. Since the 1970s land-poor
producers have begun to pay a small rent lor tapping rights to trees they do not
own themselves.

Rice cultivation now requires a cash investment of 35 to 45 percent of
the gross value of production, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Rice: Average Cash Flows by Stratom

1 2 3 4 5
Gross Value Cash Value of Rice Net Cash
Produced Costs Consumption Sold Flow
Class (baht) (baht) % of | (baht) (baht)
(baht)
Capital-Owner B507 4039 47% 4452 4055 16
Middle Peasants 9500 3360 35% 4744 4756 1406
Poor Peasants 5037 2339 46% 4252 785 -1554

Because of lower labour and land availability, poorer peasants tended to
use a higher proportion of money inputs. Poor peasants experienced a money shortfall
of 1500 baht in rice production and consumption, money which they were obliged
to obtain through cash income-producing activities, largely sugar production. These
results, combined with the evidence of higher labour productivities in sugar production,
contradict the idea common in the political economy literature that peasant subsistence
production subsidizes peasant commodity production [de Janvry, 1981; Deere and
de Janvry, 1979; Bernstein, 1977].
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To undertake rice production, peasants need cash for fertilizer, plowing,
for labour in the harvest, and for rent. Many sugar producers are too busy with
sugar to harvest all their own rice; instead, they hire help little by little through
the season, spending between 500 and 2,000 baht. Those hiring labour include the
poorest households, which seldom include a third working adult (Table 2 above).

In recent years the Japanese mechanized handplow has replaced the use
of cattle for plowing in Satingpra. At the present, these are owned by just a few
middle peasants, and they generally hire themselves out to plow at 200 baht per
rai. Plowing follows immediately after the main sugar season, and many villagers
now extend sugar production far beyond the traditional four months. Commoditization
of plowing also follows upon increasing cost and insecurity of keeping cattle with
the loss of fallow land for grazing and the danger of cattle theft. Cattle have become
as much a movable savings account as a means of production, as their meat fetches
a good price, both for the owner and for thieves. The number of cattle has been
dropping rapidly, as villagers transfer their savings into less movable and less labour-
consuming investments.

Villagers are replacing cattle dung and other labour and land-intensive
fertilization techniques with the application of chemical fertilizers. Palm fronds are
still burned on the fields, but in the event that these also become valorized as fuel,
even this practice will probably be replaced by additional purchased fertilizer. Because
the season for rice cultivation is before the sugar production season, fertilizer must
be purchased and applied three to five months before sugar tapping begins to produce
cash income. In many villages, fertilizer was sold on credit with effective interest
rates of eight percent a month (as compared to institutional credit available at rates
of 14 percent per annum).

With intensilication of sugar production, peasants have dropped activities
in which they were at the greatest technical disadvantage relative to outside producers.
In the case of those activities still undertaken in the village, there has been an
increase in the degree and type of specialization. A variety of specialized occupations
predicated on the ownership of valorized means of production have emerged, together
with the widespread contracting out of tasks or the hiring of labour for money. For
example, rice is now milled at the small local rice mill ; professional carpenters,
bricklavers, and so on build houses; motorcycle owners supply local taxi service,
all for a fee. Traders hire their sons to drive a truck, and the sugar merchant-
processors, hire daughters, brothers, and cousins to work on their sioves.

New consumption needs have been added. Immediately following the war,
foreign cloth and other commodities appeared in quantity for the first time in the
Satingpra weekly market. Accompanying foreign cloth were foreign ideas regarding
dress: every man should have pants and a shirt, women must cover their upper
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bodies, and children needed school clothing. Modern drugs and a small local hospital
are becoming indispensable to health care. Finally, for some middle peasants the
largest single expenditure is investment in schooling, as they seek expanded security
by sending at least one child through school into a government job.

New Class Relations

Mention has already been made of a new class of “‘capital-owners” whose
income is predicated on the control of the newly-key factor of production, moncy
capital. This group represented about one third of all households in the surveyed
villages. Most originate not in the old district landowning class, but amongst the
most advantaged of the middle peasantry. Half had parents who tapped for sugar,
and many were tappers themselves in their youth. At some point, they were able
to accumulate enough money to stop tapping and take up an occupation which
required as a precondition access to money capital. Since sugar is the dominant
commodity of the district, the majority of the group engages in some way in trading
and processing sugar. They also deal in rice, the factors of production for rice and
sugar (firewood and fertilizer), and to a lesser extent in pigs, pigfeed, fish, eggs,
transportation, and sundry consumption goods. Also included in the group are owners
of productive enterprises such as the secondary processing of sugar, rice milling,
local contracting for construction, and fishing in the Gulf of Thailand in larger boats
with hired labour.

Access to money capital is the necessary resource for entry into the class,
although some derive income through direct capitialist exploitation of hired labour.
In general, those who had less capital and depended more on direct exploitation of
hired labour obtained incomes on the order of 50,000 to 100,000 baht annuaily,
while those depending purely on ownership of capital made an average rate of return
of about eight percent a month. This latter group obtained incomes ranging up to
one million baht annually. Most peasant houschold incomes were 10,000 to 25,000
baht, including the value of goods they consumed themselves.

An example of the means by which the owners of capital appropriate
surplus from direct producers is provided by analysis of the economics of sugar
speculation. Along the highway near the Satingpra district center in 1984, the price
of syrup was 120 baht per 20 litre container at the height of the season in April
and May. As palm sugar becomes more scarce in the offseason, this price rises. By
September the price is 150 or 160 baht, and it reaches 200 baht in early January
——an average increase of some eight percent per month over seven months. The
aclual rate of increase is uncertain from year to year, but over time, through
mobility of capital between various investment options, the rates are maintained near

the district average rate of return, which was about eight percent per montn
in 1984,
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Middle peasant tappers store away as much syrup as they can spare money
capital, while poor peasants are forced to sell immediately to obtain money for cash
needs such food, labour in the rice harvest, fuelwood, and interest and debt payments.
Merchant-processors turn over sugar as quickly as possible, as their incomes are
obtained by expioitation of hired labour in processing, and are limited largely by
their capital resources and thercfore by how quickly they can buy, process, and sell
sugar. Speculators (who may be traders) employ their money capital to buy, store,
and later sell the syrup at a profit.

If we iake as a reference point some average price over the year, then
we can say that the tapper sells below value, and the speculator sells above value.
Mobility of moncy capital adjusts commodity prices to maintain the return on
capital. The relation is made possible through the dependence of peasants on money
capital to obtain factors of consumption and necessary consumption goods.

The going rate of return is also obtained, for example, by the owner of
a truck (a 300,000 baht capital investment) who derives an annual profit of

200,000 baht on his investment after operating expenses. His workers buy wood in
rubber-growing areas to sell to Satingpra peasants for over double the buying price.

Such a profit could hardly be said to derive from the labour of the driver, whose
monthly wage is [,800 baht, and two loaders, whose monthly wages are 1,000 baht
each. Rather, by virtue of access to capital, and thus the truck, the truck owner
obtains a price for wood from peasants which ensures the going rate of profit on
money capital,

Moneylenders were among the first of the new class of capital-owners,
and are particularly indicative of how peasants cash requirement for factors of
production and consumption has enabled the capital-owning class to extract surplus

value, Although the institution of debt labour disappeared after the World War II,
monetary debl has begun to entrap many villagers. Moneylenders are generally the
teachers who arrived in Satingpra in the 1950s, when government salaries were still
very high relative to the circulation of money in the district, salaries which they
turned into an increasing pot of money by lending. Other potential lenders had
reason not to enter the profession. The landowning class was capital-poor, and
traders choose to speculate in sugar. Most debts to the professional lenders carry
interest rates at the going rate of return to capital, eight percent per month, although
actual rates may vary from zero to ten percent per month, depending on the particular
relation of the borrower to the lender and the poverty of the borrower. The lenders
account for risk by charging higher rates to the poorest borrowers and for second
loans. In the surveyed villages near the lake, about 40 percent of sugar tappers
were in debt to the private moneylenders.

The povernment moved into credit during the 1970s. The government
agricultural cooperative was in 1984 the most important institutional lender for
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villagers. These loans generally carry an annual interest rate of I4 percent, paid
annually, plus a 3 percent penalty if the principal is not repaid within the specified
time period, usually three years. Middle peasants generally borrow to invest in
production, while the poor are frequently forced to borrow to obtain necessary
consumption goods or because of medical emergencies. Institutional lenders will not
provide loans for consumption outright, so the poor must either lie successfully with
the cooperation of the cooperative section chief, usually an influential villager. or
go to the moneylenders. In the 69-household survey, 47 percent of sugar producers
owed an average of about 14,000 baht to the cooperative.

Banks have begun lending to villagers under a government initiated program
since the mid 1970s. Most of these loans go to capital-owners who borrow at
institutional rates to invest in productive goods such a rice mill or a truck. In the
most prosperous of the four villages surveyed, a bank cooperative organization has
spread to some sugar tapping households.

Rural interest rates, exploitative as they are, are also the outcome of
struggle. That is they are set not by pure economic forces, but also through siruggle
between capital-owners and peasants - —sel every lime a peasant haggles over the
price of syrup, or a borrower over interest rates with a moneylender, If the govern-
ment were to make more credit available to peasants, local rates would likely drop
as capital-owners control over money decreased. Peasants can resist exploitation by
avoiding money—mediated exchanges through which surplus is taken. or by the treat
of simply leaving the district without paying accumulated debts.

Unequal exchange and usury lead to a deepening of commedity relations
by several mechanisms. Where peasants attempt to avoid exploitation by turning to
utilization of the remaining unvalorized factors of production, these factors also
undergo super—exploitation, degradation, and valorization. Moreover, insofar as the
rate of exploilation is constant across all activities mediated by money, and peasants
are dependent on cash income for consumption and factors of production, exploitation
cannot be avoided through mobility of labour. Where peasants achieve no more
than simple reproduction, then increased exploitation will tend to force peasants into
increasing intensity of labour in commodity production to maintain the minimum
income necessary for simple reproduction, while paying for use of capital - —the
simple reproduction “squeeze.” This tends again to reinforce degradation of non-market
factors of production.

The debt relation has a particularly pernicious effect on the efforts of the
household to maintain a subsistence level of income. In trade, the extraction of
surplus is a one—time affair, a simple ratio on the price of the commeodity exchanged.
But when a villager borrows from a moneylender or the cooperative and cannot pay
back the principal, interest becomes a fixed monthly or annual charge on their
money income.
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Summary

The stage for the commoditization of the Satingpra economy had been
set by the wrn of the last century with the replacement of ancient Thai sakdina
by a bureaucratic state dependent on money income. The head tax imposed in place
of sakdina obligations left peasants with no legal choice but to produce sugar for
a cash income which was appropriated by the state. But there is no evidence of
the purchase in cash of any factors of production or of any necessary consumption
needs. The tax did not cause a break in the circuits of social reproduction; it merely
represented a surplus appropriated off the top by the state. Locally. poor peasants
were tied to large landowners through debt—labour for debts in rice. Surplus extraction
through taxes and debt-labour made the 1930s a extremely difficult period for the
Satingpra peasantry.

After World War II, intensification of sugar production for sale in the
market enabled peasants to regain a degree of control over the means of production
for their major income, and therefore over the disposal of their own labour. Initially,
the inpwis for the production of sugar could be locally obtained by the producers
themselves; there was no cash requirement for sugar production, and the cycles of
reproduction in production of sugar were not yet mediated by money capital. But
as peasants intensified use of common-owned faciors of production so as to produce
for the market, these factors were depleted, acquired monetary value, and became
private property. By increasing market production, peasants also ceased a variety of
use-value-oriented activities, while access to cash permitted a shift in consumption
to goods obtained in the market. Increasing valorization of factors of production has
also led to specialization of activities within the village, so that these activities have
now become “livelihoods” predicated on ownership of the relevant means of production,
and carried out in a village and global market.

Peasants in Satingpra turned to commodity production of palm sugar as
an act of resistance to local large landowners. By intensifying sugar production, they
were able to evade the landowners' control over labour and land in rice production.
Low land rents were also the outcome of struggle in this sense, a struggle in which
the land-poor, through the medium of their access to factors of production of sugar
and the option to emphasize sugar production over rice cultivation, have maintained
a relative advantage.

The consequence of the peasants’ choice to utilize non-market factors to
intensify production for the market has been the depletion, privatization, and valoriza-
tion of these factors. Production and consumption can now only be undertaken
through the medium of capital. Capital has become a factor of production in its
own right, necessary in order to set into motion the cycle of production. A new
class based on the ownership of money capital has emerged and gained ascendancy
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in Satingpra; the members of this class of “capital-owners’ are able to use their
ownership of capital to extract a surplus from the peasant labourers who require
capital in order to set into motion and realize income from their independent
commodity enterprises. They include traders, merchant-processors of sugar, moneylen-
ders, and speculators in sugar. The condition of entry into these activities is access
to money capital. Surplus is obtained through “exchange” with peasants, and through
the provision of capital at a cost through moneylending. Capital earns a going rate
of reiurn--a “‘rate of exploitation”--a rate which is kept relatively consiant
across the activities of the capital-owners by mobility of capital. Bui, as Burawoy
[1978] has pointed out for the case of production relations in a capitalist firm the
rate of exploitation is the outcome of struggle; it is politically as well as economically
determined, in this case, through day-to-day strategies in economic activities. Other
acts of resistance —-such as haggling or struggle in day-to-day ordinary discourse
[Scott, 1985] are also operative.

The case presented here with respect to Satingpra imply a set of processes
which might be transferable to other times and places, and which may therefore
provide some heuristic assistance in interpreting other cases. The specific trajectory
might considered one of many possible alternative trajectories of commoditization
to that outlined by Gavin Smith [1985). This is:

Where there is the option to utilize unvalorized, community-controlled
factors of production to produce a commodity for sale in the market, peasanis may
counter landowners’ precapitalist institution of exploitation by turning to such
activities. Such activities will tend to be those independent of land or of that land
controlled by large landowners. It may also be important that there be some clement
of mutually exclusive choice.

This choice will give peasants increased power, and enable them 1o force
relatively favourable institutions of access to land and productive resources controlled
by larger landowners. Production from land will remain relatively under-commer-
cialized, and the landowning classes will not make a transition to capitalist
production.

The increased exploitation will lead to degradation and valorization of
formerly free factors of production, and a new dependence on money-capital by
peasants. A new and separate class of “capital-owners,” those with relatively advan-
taged access to money capital (merchants, moneylenders), may emerge as a new
exploiting class (separate from landowners).

A final comment is that the dynamic to commoditization is a complex
process, and that a variety of struggles——shaped by a variety of precapitalist class
relations, in the context of different national and world system locations - —account
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for a particular direction taken in particular place-—and not always with a deter-
minate outcome. Kahn [1982: 14] provides a useful checklist, some of which were
clearly operative in the case of Satingpra. What is required in future work is less
deductive theorizing on the mode of integration into the market from the point of
view of the logic of the center, and more inductive research “from the periphery”
through which we can more clearly understand how peasants have a hand in shaping
the trajectory of capitalist development. The analysss of production relations -~
the peasant labour process, so to speak - —as the medium and outcome of struggle
could especially serve to enhance understanding of the various ways in which tenure
institutions, wages, land rents, usury, and other production retations constitute a
realm of political struggle through which peripheral capitalism is shaped.
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Thai Studies in Thailand in the 1980s:

A Preliminary Remark on the Current
State of the Arts.’

Somkiat Wanthana

Introduction

This paper has a particular purpose of bringing about for discussion the
current state of the arts of Thai studies in Thailand. For us in Thailand each study
that relates mainly or partly to the Thai people. society and history seems to be a
“Thai study” in one way or another. Seeing in such manner, it is obviously impossible
to incorporate all or most of those “Thai studies” into any single article or book.
What | intend to do-in fact, what 1 “can™ do-is, hence, to identify and situate
some interesting features and trends of Thai studies that I believe have come into
being in Thailand in the 1980s.

The words “Thai” and “arts” in the title and subtitle of this article are
not unproblematic. In fact there is no legitimately single definition of each of them.
Both terms have different meanings according to different spatio-temporal contexts.
The terrain of things called “Thai” can be defined by various criteria such as ethnic,
linguistic, cultural, political, or an amulgamation of all said before. Any attempt to
define the “Thai” proper is in essence a reflection of the changing nature of this
social figuration known as Thailand, at least no less obvious than those of some
other countries.

What are the “arts” in this context? From its root word in Latin —artem—,
art refers to any kind of skill. In the medieval university curriculum the seven
arts were grammar, logic, rhetoric, arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy. In
another way of grouping the arts were know as the seven muses: history, poetry,

* A paper presented at the International Conference, “Thai Studies in ASIAN:
State of the Arts,” September 21-23, 1987. Bangkok, Thailand. The author wants
to thank Dr. Kanoksak Kaewthep and Suphaphorn Charunphat for lending him some
valuable materials and Chirati Tingsaphat for reading, and giving thoughtful com-
ments on, the manuscript.
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comedy, music, dancing, and astronomy. But for us of this century the arts refer
to certain skills and purposes where forms of general use and intention are not
determined by immediate exchange.! In a more general understanding, the arts are
something in which imagination and personal taste are more important than exact
measurement and calcution.®

Thai studies of any sort need skills. imagination and personal teste and
have purposes. But these gqualities are not egually employed in each piece of Thai
studies. It is my contention that some studies have more of these qualities than the
others. In this paper, purpose, perspective, approach, theoretical grounding. finding,
implication and ideological underpinning of three selected works will be treated as
illustrations of the current state of the arts of Thai studies.

The main body of the article will be divided into three parts. The first
part deals with the Thai intellectual and political contexts of the 1960s, 1970s and
1980s. The second part discusses the contributions made recently by Saneh Chammarik,
Nidhi Aeusriwongse and Chatthip Nartsupha, to the realm of Thai studies. The third
and final part discusses some general features of Thai studies in the 1980s in terms
of purpose, perspective, approach, theoretical grounding, finding, implication and
ideological underpinning.

1. Thai intellectual and political contexts from 1957 to 1987
1.1 The 1960s : One Ideal Image.

Thailand under military rule from 1957-58 to 1973 was in a broad sense
percieved as a stable and pacified polity. To start with, Wendell Blanchard and
others in Thailand (1957) asserted that by then “there is no history in Thailand
of general social oppression.”® David Wilson, in his influential study of the era
— Politics in Thailand (1962)- confirmed that:

The stabiliiy of Thai society which is the bedrock of That politics
is to be explained by its simple large agrarian segment and a
small ruling segment. These two groups interact in a tenuous
manner so that the smaller does not irritate the larger.’

For Riggs, the Thai “bureaucratic polity” was cast as an immensely stable system
because it was impervious to appeals and pressures from outside and below. He
described in his Thailand : The Modernization of a Bureaucratic Polity (1966)
that :

What I have termed a ‘bureaucratic polity’ is in a sense a nameless
system. It is nameless because no one dares to ascribe to it a
basis of political legitimacy which corresponds to the facts of
effective control.®
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A Thai political scientist, Kamol Somvichien, in his article “Political Culture and
Political Development™ (in Thai, 1971), provided the concept of hierarchy as a key
organizing principle of the stable political system. He said:

The Thai accept the fact that there are two categories of people :
the powerful and the powerless, the important and the unimportant,
the older and the younger. ...The Thai social system has managed
to survive by relying on this principle of inequality. The Thai
deep understanding of the truth about power relationships and
their lack of National ideology contribute to a flexible value system,
features on which can easily be adapted to the changing envi-
ronment and made relevant to where the power is located or who
possesses it.”

The notion of a ‘flexible value system' was developed at length by a
sociologist, Adul Wichiencharoen, in his famous article “‘Social Values in Thai Society”
(in Thai, 1972). Adul contended that values unique to Thailand were individualism.
nuclear family, pragmatism and female activism. As far as ‘pragmatism’ is concerned,
he wrote:

In the process of trying to understand abstract concepts, the Thai
will link them with something concrete- As a result, we will study
any doctrine or theory just for the sake of knowing but we do
not internalize it. We will not put any doctrine into practice if
it is against our interests. There is no doctrine that is able to
create enough altruism among the Thai, especially if it demands
sacrifice of their lives. Therefore, it is very difficult to use
ideology as a source of attracting in getting the Thai to join
any political party to political movement. If one wants to succeed
in attracting people to any movement, or by the same taken,
repelling them from any movement, reinforcement by the interest
will be the best method.’

These reflections on the flexible and conflict—free nature of Thai society
were justified by a series of events during that period. The annual growth rate of
the gross national product was higher than 7 %. The dynamization of the Thai economy
was actively fuelled by the Vietnham War boom of the 1960s when Americans (in
the peak year of 1968 there were almost 50,000 U.S. servicemen on Thai soil, and
the Americans had been allowed to build and operate at least eight major aircraft
bases as well as dozens of minor installations) and American capital poured into the
country, followed rapidly by Japanesc money, on an unprecedented scale.” Between
1960 and 1972, 32% of registered capital was foreign, controlled largely by multi-
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national corporations. Among foreign sources of invesment in the period, U.S. capital
was the most significant, at 6.4 billion baht of direct investment and suppliers’ credits.
Japanese firms followed at 6.2 billion baht for the same period.’

Under the era of ‘development,” the First National Socio-Economic Devel-
opment Plan commenced in 1960; the Sarit regime and then Thanom and Prapas
adopted, according to Peter Bell, the key American concept of social engineering
known as ‘counter—insurgency (COIN)" which involved both a military presence and
rural pacification (the Green Berets and the Green Revolution went along hand in
hand).’® Thai peasants, the majority of the population, were for the first time
systematically politicized. As Bell has argued :

They were subjected to American anticommunist propaganda
through Mobile Information Units, given new highways and privies
through Mobile Development Units, taught how to defend themselves
through Village Security Teams, protected through Border Police
Patrols, offered whole scale ‘development’ through Accelerated
Rural Development, ‘swept’ by raids of special forces to ‘flush
out' subversive elements, surveilled by electronic devices, and
napalmed and intimidated."

In the long run these strategics of development’ provided sources of social
change that soconer or later or later would undermine the military dictatorial rule.
However, for the observers of the 1960s the general situation of the country, or of
the regime in particular, was undoubtedly peaceful, united and promising. No one
would doubt, 1 think, the truth of Hindley's remark on the Thai intellectual atmosphere
of the 1960s. It reads:

University is a place to obtain a diploma and to make friends,
both of which are expected to lead to civil service positions and
steady promotion. Learning is by memorization ; there is no expec-
tation or stimulation of debate, enquiry or discussion.'

One of the October 1973 student leaders, Seksan Prasertkul, explained
that during the yuk mued (dark era) the university studemts (who had numbered
about 46,000 in 1964), blocked from outside political activities, turned inwards to
organize a series of on-campus entertainments, and immersed themselves in inter-
university competition.'® The students of Chulalongkorn University (the first and
biggest university of the country), for example, began at that time to institutionalize
what they called rabob avuso (seniority system). Seniority, order, tradition, unity
and spirit made up the SOTUS system which was used as an ideology for imposing
a kind of mechanical solidarity among the students along hierarchical lines. In short,
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it served to numb the critical faculties of the students, and to immerse them in
parties and other extravaganzas, and most inportant of all in internal conflicts."*

It is under the context described above that the understanding of Thai
society was thought at that time and even least among the academics, to be next
to nothing without drawing upon foreign names such as Riggs, Siffin, Embree, Hanks
and Skinner.'® For the Thai ruling power bloc, this was the period of consolidation
of the twentieth-century Thai tripartite ideology of cha:—sasana‘phm maha kasat
(Nation-Religion-Monarchy). The European principle of constitutionalism brought
about by the 1932 potitical change was rejected on the ground that it was not
appropriate to the special characteristics and realities of the Thai. Instead, Sarit, and
then Thanom and Prapas, claimed to build a Thai way of democracy (prachathipatai
baeb Thai), which according to Thak Chaloemtiarana was nothing but a form of
the politics of despotic paternalism.!® Unifying authority was portrayed as the genius
of the Thai race.!” Political dissidents were severely suppressed. For example, about
one hundred and fifty political prisoners were immediately rounded up after Sarit
staged a coup on 21 October 1958.*®* In short, it appeared as if there had been
only one ideal image of Thailand : the one that was hierarchically well-ordered,
unifying, growing and conflict-free.

1.2 The 1970s : Two Ideal Images

The incident of ‘14 October 1973" in itself, when it happened, was
unexpected even by most of its participants. The ‘surprise’ at the rise and success
of the student-led uprising needed explanations that differed from the "bureaucratic
polity’ paradigm, the ‘flexible and pragmatic’ Thai value system, the theory of ‘the
politics of passivity’, the ‘loosely-structured’ system theory, and the like.

Benedict Anderson has pointed out that the class structure of Thai society
has changed rapidly since the late 1950s. Whereas the economically active population
aged 11 and over increased by 21.7% from 1960 to 1970, the population engaged
in agricultural and traditional economy (farmers, fishermen, hunters, logger and related
workers) was diminishing in relative terms, increasing by only 16.6%. The absolute
size of the middle and petty bourgeoisie and their relative proportion of the population
as a whole, however, was increasing extraordinarily. Administrative, executive and
managerial workers increased by 914.6% ; service, sport and recreation workers 72.7% ;
professional, technical and related workers 63.3% ; and miners, quarrymen and related
workers 62.2%.1" It is true that the changing class structure was not the single factor
that accounted for the ‘14 Oct.' event. Yer it should be emphasized here that such
factor has become more and more pivotal to our understanding of Thai society and
Thai studies of the 1970s. and after.

Shortly afier the event, many participants realized that the incident was
in fact evidence of an important and progressive movement. Its momentum and
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potentiality were grasped and developed by students and lefi-wing intellectuals. The
most active of these had a vision of a socialist Ffuture, encouraged and enhanced
both by their own political and cultural activities and regional situations. The pro-
gressive wing of students and intellectuals saw the years since 1958 or so a ‘dark
age fjru.‘:: mued)', remarking that its last five years (c. 1968-1973) was ‘the period
of seeking the meaning of life and the world (yuk haeng kan sawaeng ha).*®
Now they thought of their times as ‘the age of breaking through (yuk rao cha fa
kham pai)’, seeing their historical mission as putting an end 1o the semifeudal-
semicolonial Thai society by replacing it with a socialist one.™

During the latter part of the 1970s the polarization of conflicting social
forces in Thai society led to the formation of two ideological camps: the Left and
the Right.

After 14 October 1973 political affairs had gone in an abrupt reverse of
their course in the preceeding decade. For example, in the whole of 1972 there were
only 34 strikes. In 1973 there were 501, mostly in two and a half months that
followed the incident. Strikes broke out in several places everyday. In terms of
urban politics, labour now became a significant factor. Though the numbers of strikes
and the workers involved began to decline in 1974, the increasing number of working
days lost indicated that the process of labour struggle intensified in 1974 and reached
a peak in 1975.*

The seemingly peaceful rural life of the years before 1973 was also torn
asunder, A hugh number of students, with government support, went into the country-
side to propagate the ideas of building up a truly democratic regime. As a consequence
of the more ‘open’ political atmosphere, many peasant organizations were formed.”
The more fundamental needs and problems of the peasants were also for the first
time expressed through modern means of political organization and communication.
From March 1974, the day the first large-scale peasants’ protest took place, until
some time before the right-wing military coup in October 1976, there were seven
major peasant protests, each of which involved hundreds and sometimes thousands

of the peasants from different parts of the country moving to stage a rally in Bangkok.
During the 11 days of peasants’ protest in Bangkok in November 1974, the Peasant
Federation of Thailand was founded. Though the peasants could achieve very few
of their demands (i.e. higher prices for their paddy, government control of land rent,
and government intervention to solve disputes with the usurers or landlords over
mortgages and titles to land), their pressures forced the state to pass the Agricultural
Land Rent Control Act in December 1974 and the Land Reform Act in March
1975. Nevertheless, the peasants had to pay a high price for these legal achievements.
In 1975, 21 leading members of the Peasant Federation were killed ; very likely

the orders came from local powers whose interests had come under threat, while
the state failed to find traces of any assassins.®*
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The position of Thailand in the regional economic and political order was
another vital factor that justified the need felt by the radicals for a break from the
past and present situations. The global oil crisis had broken out almost simultancously
with the October 1973 demonstrations, and by early 1974 the impact of the disorder
in the world capitalist economy began to make itself felt in Thailand. The American
withdrawal from Indochina with stunning speed in the spring of 1975 aggravated
the crisis of the underdeveloped Thai capitalist economy, as well as for her political
and military position.

These three factors—workers, peasants, and American involvement in
Southeast Asia (the presence of many military bases in the case of Thailand) provided
the real basis for the radicals to formulate their social revolutionary programme.
They advanced the slogan : prathet tongkan ekkarat-prachachat tongkan pracha-
thipatai-prachachon tongkan patiwat (The country wants independence; the nation
wants democracy; and the people want revolution). The three protesting social
forces—students, workers and peasants-did not move disparately. By the middle of
1974, for example, the most politicized sectors of these social forces had formed
what they called sam prasan (a tripartite alliance of workers, peasants, and students
and intellectuals). Such alliance was regarded with alarm by authorities in Bangkok
who saw it as the basis of a communist strategy of inciting urban riots supported
by an organized peasants’ uprising. From that time on the elements on the Right
(e.g. rural land owners, urban industrialists as well as military and governing bureaucrats)
began to formulate their own strategies for counter-attack. The Dusit Thani Holel
strike in May 1975 turned out to have disastrous results for the workers. After
closing the hotel for over a month, the management reopened it with a completely
new staff; the Labour Department ruled that the strike was illegal; and the slogan
of the day was spread by the establishment: “We want law (kot mai), not mob

rule (kot mu)*

By the middle of 1975 the political polarization of Thai society had reached
its full stretch. The Communist Party of Thailand's weekly magazine, Asia, called
for armed struggle (“Only guns can destroy the yoke in order to gain state power )
since the beginning of the vear. The Peasant Federation of Thailand’s magazinz,
Chao Na Thai, on July 20, 1975 declared that: “The murder of our leaders by
capitalists and landlord gangstes teaches us another lesson of our struggle: that in
our fight, violence is inevitable.” Another radical monthly magazine Puthuchon,
published a revolutionary poem called songkram prachachon (The People’'s War)
in its October 1975 issue. *

It did not take long after October 1973 for the right-wing forces to foresce
what was going to happen to their status quo, and 1o fight back. While the Lefi
nominated capitalists, warlords, sakdina (in the sense of Thai feudalism) and imperialisis
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as the four enemies, the Right strengthened their own triad of chat-sasana-phra
maha kasat. An article in a monthly magazine of the army, Senasan, vol. 22,
no. 585, August 1974, was entitled “Do we now come to the end of the road?”
In countering many leftist revolutionary songs, the most popular rightist song, Nak
Pean Din (lit. = Those who are the heavy loads of the land), was composed in
in 1975 by Boonsong Hakritsuk, an army officer working at the army television
station. The well-organized paramilitary rightist forces such as the Nawaphol (The
New Force), Krathing Daeng (The Red Gaurs) and Luk Sua Chao Ban (The
Village Scouts) played this song daily on radio and television during 1975-76 and
after, and distributed the record to schools all over the country. As Morell and
Chai-anan have noted, the song had enormous impact in crystallizing pervasive,
latent attitudes toward the leftists on the part of many Thai, helping to identify
them with the communist threat and increasing acceptance of violent repression of
such 'scum on the face of Thailand. *

Political polarization also penetrated deep into the Buddhist sangha. When
the peasants and students staged a demonstration on November 29, 1974, several
monks from the Young Buddhist Monks Group of Thailand led the demonstrators
in the front line, holding their hands together. They argued that monks should help
people rather than serve the rich and powerful, citing examples of senior monks who
gave blessings to soldiers and warplanes or presided over ceremonies opening massage
parlours and so on. But the rightist monks thought differently. One of the most
militant rightist monks, Kittiwuttho, made it known to the public that killing
communists was not killing persons because whoever destroyed the nation, the religion,
or the monarchy were of beatial types and were not complete persons. He continued
to say that while any killing was no doubt demeritorious, the demerit was however
very little and the merit very great for such an act which served to preserve the
nation, the religion, and the monarchy-institutions which he concieved of as being
in critical danger after communist governments were established in Cambodia and
South Vietnam in April 1975 and the communist government of Laos abolished the
Lao monarchy in December of the same year. **

1976 was the year of the rightist political forces. During the nine weeks
of the campaign for the April general election, thirty or more people were kilied in
sporadic events, including Dr. Boonsanong Punyodyana who was secretary-general of
the Socialist Party of Thailand. Election results indicated clearly that the wind had
begun to change direction. The young rightist orator Samak Sunthornwej defeated
Kukrit in a campaign in Bangkok. Posters reading ‘All socialists are communists
appeared in many public places around Bangkok and outside. The two socialist
parties, Socialist and Socialist Front, dropped from 25 (in the 1975 clection) to 3 seats,
and the progressive New Force Party declined from 12 to 3 seais. It seemed that



the answer to "when will the army finally intervene?" had become only a matter of
time.

In conclusion, the ‘cultural revolution’ period of 1973-76 brought into being
the two opposing ideal images of Thai society. On the onc pole, the real Thai
were those who were unconditionally loyal to the indissoluble pillars of nation, religion
and monarchy. No study of Thai society was possible without relating to such exclusive
trind. On the other pole, it was widely believed among the Ileft-leaning radicals
that there was nothing exclusively Thai. The point was not that of Thai vs Non-Thai
but those of oppressing vs oppressed, subjective vs objective, reactionary vs progres-
sive, and the like. In short, the latter part of the 1970s was the process of ideological
struggle between the two extremities of particular and universal. No sensitive student
of Thai society of those days could ignore such intellectual atmosphere.

1.3 The 1980s: No Ideal Image

As far as overall politico-intellectual development is concerned, events of
the years that followed the ‘October 6, 1976' coup provided two important corner-
stones. First, the one year of civilian authoritarian rule of the Thanin government
(22 QOcrober 1976-20 October 1977) proved that the ultra-rightist regime was not
a satisfactory alternative to the period of political turmoil that had preceded it.
Second, the equally extreme vision of the CPT and its adherents was by the beginning
of the 1980s also exposed as unsuitable in the Thai context.

In his speech to the nation of October 13, 1976, Thanin Kraiwixian, a
right-wing Supreme Court judge, compared his civilian government to an oyster
and the military junta that put him in power as its protective shell. He vowed to
eliminate what he called *five major dangers’ to the country : (1) Communism which
feeds on hatred; (2) Corruption in the government:; (3) Oppression of the People
by government officials ; (4) Poverty; and (5) Ambitions persons who want to be in
a political system which is not a democracy with the King as Head of the State.
He devised a plan for the development of step-by-step democracy whereby after
12 years what he called ‘democracy with the King as Head of the State’ would
be matured. He and his Cabinet members, many of whom lacked calibre and
experience, repeated these ideas and beliefs so often that they irritated and bored
people and were eventually dismissed by the listeners as pure propaganda.®® When,
on October 20, 1977, the Thanin government was overthrown by the same military
group which staged the coup a year earlier, the coup group described its intervention
as follows :

There were disunity, divisiveness, and lack of cooperation, Go-
vernment officials felt insecure in doing their work. The economy
of the country has been deteriorating. ...(Thanin’s, 12-to-16-
year) democracy development programme was too long and was
not according to the wishes of the people.*
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General Kriangsak Chamanand was appointed prime minister. His two-and
-a-half-year tenure of premiership was, in comparison with the Thanin regime, a
period of relative liberalism at home and detente with neighbouring communist
countries. He reduced the level of suppression of dissident political forces and
announced an amnesty to all those who fled to the jungles following the paramilitary
massacre of students at Thammasat University on October 6, 1976. By the middle
of 1979 Kriangsak had managed to secure, to a certain extent, quite favourable
relations with the foreign backers of the CPT : China, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.
By contrast with the government, the CPT witnessed heavily setbacks during the
same period. Its insurgency activities which reached a peak in 1977 and 1978,
began to decline. Two factors contributed to this. First, when the dispules between
China and the communist regimes in Indochina became public and bitter in the late
1970s, the CPT followed closely the political changes in Peking. The CPT’s ideology,
strategy, organization, and movement as a whole were seen by its post-1976 recruits
or sympathizers as too rigid and overwhelmingly Chinese-dominated. The government’s
more liberal policies helped motivate radicals to return from the jungles. With the
operation of the Prem government’s policy of ‘struggle to defeat the communists’,
known as the order of the Prime Minister’'s Office No. 66/2523 which commenced
in 1980, the CPT was pushed back onto a defensive role. According to Ross Prizzia,
the Prem government’s ‘open arms’ programme was successful in encouraging, by
July 1981, the defection of nearly half of the estimated four thousand students who
had joined the CPT movement in 1976.*' By July 1984 the Far Eastern Economic
Review reported that “Striken by mass defections and selective military actions over
the past four years, the party (CPT) has seen its liberation army fall from a peak
strength of more than 12,000 in the late 1970s to little more than 3-4,000 today.*

By the early 1980s the progressive students and, to a lesser extent,
intellectuals began to talk about their era as ‘the second era of seeking the meaning
of life and the world (yuk haeng kan sawaeng ha krang thi song). Looking
back on the experience of the 1970s they concluded that during the early years of
the decade they were secking something meaningful for their lives and society. After
1973 some believed that they had found it. For them, socialism seemed 1o be the
most promising answer. They even believed that ‘the wheel of history (kong lor
prawattisat), was inevitably moving that way. However, by the early 1980s a
talented young poet, Wat Wallayangkun, gave the reason for his leaving the jungle:
he was afraid that the wheel of history would roll onto his big toe, instead of
grinding the oppressing classes as he had once been told.*

The mentality of the age, if we are allowed to use the term, was inert.
Among the progressive sector it was melancholy. The glass that cracked, the idol
that felll from the shelf, the world that turned upside down, and so on, were the
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images that many students and intellectuals surely had on their minds. “Alasi the
dinner party is sooner or laler to come to its end” became a widespread saving.
From now on there would be no simple ideal image of Thai society, past or present
or (uture. One writer entitled his book in 1982, on the same occasion of the celebration
of 200 years of Bangkok, Chan Chueng Ma Ha Kwam Ngoi (Thus I Come to
Live in Solitude).” Another writer wrote in 1983 that we were in the age that one
tended to mind only one’s own business and to ridicule the others' concerns.®

2. Sanch Chammarik, Nidhi Acusriwongse and Chatthip Nartsupha and Thai studies
in the 1980s

Prof. Sanch Chammarik (b, 1927) just retired from his teaching position
at the Faculty of Political Science, Thammasat University, few months ago. after
he had been teaching there since 1960, Nidhi Aecusriwongse (b. 1940) is currently
a professor at the Department of History, Faculty of Humanities, Chiang Mai
University. Chatthip Narisupha (b, 1942) is an associate professor at the Faculty of
Economics, Chulalongkorn University. These academics, in contrast with most of the
other Thai academics, have been consistently active in their studies throughout the
last decade. Sanch’s Ken Muang Thai Kab Phatthanakan Ratthathammanun
(1986), Nidhi’s Kan Muang Thai Samai Phrachao Krung Thonburi (1986) and
Chatthip’s Setthakit Mu ban Thai Nai Adit (1984) are indeed the products of
the labour of love. Certainly they are not commodities that can be easily determined
by immediate exchange. They were created by distinctive ‘arts.

Kan Muang Thai Kab Phatthanakan Ratthathammanun (Thai politics and
the Devolopment of Constitutionalism) is a part of the wider research project,
“Development of Human Rights in Thailand”, which was commenced in 1978. Nidhi
told us that he spent more than five years in order to bring about Kan Muang
Thai Samai Phrachao Krung Thonburi (Thai Politics during the Reign of King
Taksin, 1767-1782). Chatthip also spent about six years to write Setthakit Mu
Ban Thai Nai Adit (Thai Village Economy in the Past). In this section I will
summarize the principal findings of these works, and in the next section I will try
to explain the sort of arts that made those findings possible.

2.1 Ratthathammanun

Since the revolution of 24 June 1932 the Thai had already tried twelve
constitutions. The present one is the thirteenth, being promulgated in 1978. Saneh
sees a constitution as a reflection, or rather a part, of the power relationship of a
given state or society.”® This is not to undermine, Saneh argues, the legality of the
constitutions, but it is misleading to see constitution exclusively from the legal point
of view, as legalists or lawyers normally do: i.e. conceiving of a constitution as
the supreme law of the land. In this way Sanch is able to explain the so-called
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within the wider context of historical development which commenced after Siam
established relations with Western powers by the middle of the nineteenth century.

For many students of Thai politics the ‘vicious cycle' seems to repeat
itself endlessly. Saneh is also rather pessimistic in the sense that for him, the future
of Thai political direction is still not clear. But in the long-term historical perspective
(i.e. from 1855 to 1985) the succession of one ‘cycle’ after another clearly expressed
some qualitative marks.

During the period from 1855 to 1985, the development of Thai political
system, and constitutionalism as a part of it, can be divided into three phascs. The
first phase started in 1885 when princes and officials in London and Paris proposed
to King Chulalongkorn the opinion of changing the government of Siam from an
absolute monarchy to a constitutional one. The end of the first phase and the
beginning of the second phase was the revolution of June 1932. Since then the
written constitutions have becomes major elements albeit the legal-formal ones, of
Thai political life. The ‘14 Oct. 1973" marked the end of the second phase. Finally,
the last phase commenced by the constitution of 1978. To use Dankwart Rustow’s
terminology, Saneh thinks that all of the three phases mentioned above fall within
the ‘preparatory phase’ of European transition to democracy."”

To explain in another way, Saneh has an opinion that Riggs' thcory of
*bureaucratic polity’ or Jacobs' theory of ‘patrimonial society’ is valid for analysing
Thai society upto the end of the 1960s. Then. the constitutions of 1968, 1974 and
1978 must be closely analysed in order to see how the contemporary Thai polity is
beginning to slip away from the ‘bureaucratic polity’ paradigm.

The constitution of 1968 was a device that the bureaucratic politicians
used to maintain their superior status over the rising professional politicians (the MPs).
According to the constitution, the executive is obviously much more powerful than
the legislative. For example, the Cabinet did not have to come from the House of
Representatives, that is-Cabinet members were not required to run for election; they

were just ‘bureaucratic politicians'. Moreover, the Speaker of the Parliament was the
Speaker of the Senate. Senators were appointed by the government, and most of

them were military officers.

The constitution of 1974 was somewhat the opposite of the 1968 constitution
because of the pressures of ‘open’ politics that followed the ‘14 Oct.' incident.
According to this constitution, the Prime Minister must come from a member of the
House of Representatives. The Speaker of the House of Representatives is the Speaker
of the Parliament. But this constitution was short-lived, very likely because it was
against the interests of the appointed bureaucratic politicians and other bureaucrats.

The constitution of 1978 is basically similar to that of 1968. The only
difference is that the exccutive powers after 1978 have had much more liberal
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attitudes and measures than those of the period from 1968 1o 1973. Saneh gives
the experiences during the ‘open’ politics of 1973-76 and the civilian autheritarian

regime of 1976-77 as the causese of the change.”

The most interesting message of the book, 1 think, is the argument that
Thai politics has entered a new stage since the end of the 1960s. The percentage
of the MPs who were businessmen in the clections since then clearly shows that
they have come to participate more and more in the political decision process.*®
After thc 1969 general election they came up with a share of 45.7%, but were not
really well organized. By the 1983 election they had a share of 49.7% and were
rather well organized through the three biggest parties : Kitsangkhom, Chat Thai and
Prachathipat.

2.2 Phrachao Krung Thonburi
Nidhi Acusriwongse is one of the most critical, if not subversive, historians
Thailand has ever had. In his article of 1978, "“The Early Bangkok Chronicles of
Ayutthaya” (in Thai), he declared that all complete versions of the royal chronicles
of Ayutthaya had been revised by the Bangkok dynasty, and he called for caution
in accepting the chronicles at face value,

Apart from this valuable point, Nidhi's article made a splendid contribution
to Thai historiography on another issue, concerning King Naresuan the Great (r.
1590-1605). Up until now, as far as 1 know, no one, Nidhi excepted, has dared 1o
express a critical attitude however mild towards this heroic king. Left-wing writers,
from Jit Phumisak (The Real Face of Thai Sakdina Today, 1957) 10 Saithai
Thoedchutham (The New Face of Thai History, 1976), chose to ignore Naresuan
aliogether, The most important drive underlying the revision of the chronicles of
Ayutthaya during the early Bangkok period, .Nidhi proposed, was to create or re-
emphasize the image of Naresuan as the ideal Buddhist hero. Two related stories
confirm this argument.

In early 1594, according to the Luang Prasoet Chronicle (1680), King
Naresuan procceded to take Lovek. At that time Phraya Sisuphan was captured and
taken to Ayutthaya. Early Bangkok chronicles, however, related that at that time
Phraya Lovek was executed by the royal order of King Naresuan. Before the execution
the ceremony ‘Pathommakham’ was performed, during which the Thai king had his
feet washed and let the water pass down over the head of the Khmer king. After
the head was cut, blood of the victim was brought to bathe the feet of Naresuan
again. Checking against contemporary sources such as a letter of the Spanish de
Morga, we know that Phraya Lovek fled to Vientiane and stayed there uniil his
death. Nidhi suggested that the intentional revision of the episode intended 1o teach
a lesson to those members of the Khmer royal family who came to pursue their
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‘education’ in 1the Bangkok Court in the 1780s and 1790s. In other words, they should
learn from this ‘historical’ lesson what the result of betrayal was and, by implication,
would be.

Another aspect of the revision of the chronicles was that the Bangkok
writers often interpolated literary passages into the text to produce the ingredients
of a heroic cult. Thus, amidst his encmies, Naresuan was said to tell that the gods
had “asked me to be born (a king) to keep up Buddhism, now amidst the dust why
do they not help clear my sight so 1 can see the enemies?” In another place, while
Naresuan was ready for his expedition against the Khmer but heard the news that
the Mon were approaching Ayutthaya he was made to say :*let us go first 10 have
fun with the Mon™, Nidhi stressed that historians should doubt the veracity of these
narrations. Instead, we should be aware that the revision served its purpose of rousing
a feeling of militarisms which was badly needed among the early Bangkok upper
class. By casting it in religious terminology, the chronicles here explicated a teaching
that the dhammic polity (the rightcous one = the peace-loving Ayutthaya) had to
fulfil the kammic law (the law of actions and consequences of actions) of defeating
an a-dhammic polity (the unrighteous one = bloodthirsty Burma).

Two years later Nidhi turned to examine another *Great King' of Ayutthaya-
King Narai (r. 1656-1688) in the article “Thai Politics during King Narai’s Reign™.
Nidhi argued that Thai historical studies in the past had been influenced, in this
case, by French sources which exaggerated the conflicts between Siam and the Dutch
during that period. Knowing the disastrous ending of Narai's reign in retrospect,
historians thus turned to make Phauklon the scapegoat. Yet, Nidhi asserted, there
was one question that historians had never dared to raise : how can we explain why
King Narai, the ‘Great’, bad for six to eight years been fooled by an uneducated
Greek sailor? He proposed that the episode of Narai's foreign policies had to be
analysed not in terms of the present perspective of international relations among
nation-states but in terms of the Ayutthaya internal politics.

According to Nidhi's analysis, Narai inherited a legacy of animosity between
the Court and the nobility, which became an obvious fact since Okya Kalahom
ascended the throne as King Prasat Thong in 1629. Before ascending the throne
Narai had the two preceding kings, his brother and his uncle, executed. His power
came from lower officials, his own men from the Front Palace, and most importantly
from the foreign inhabitants in Ayutthaya such as the Mon, the Japanese, the Malays,
and the Moors (most probably Iranians). Nidhi cited several contemporaneous foreign
accounts to indicate that Narai was in fact not popular among his subjects. When
he was in Ayutthaya he preferred to stay in the Front Palace, his stronghold, rather
than in the Grand Palace, the customary residence of a king. During the last decade
of his reign he spent more time at Lavo (Lopburi) than in Ayutthaya itself, Lavo,
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instead to being a strategic place (modelled after Versailles) to keep a royal seat
of power safe from the threatening Dutch sea-power as asserted by conventicnal
historiography (which was in fact groundless), was the place that the King felt free
from the constraints of plots and conspiracies smouldering among the governing
officials at Ayatthaya.

Also from several foreign contemporaneous sources, one can learn that while
Narai's rule caused widesprcad hostility among his own subjects-officials, monks and
the peasantry in general-it obviously favoured the foreigners. After having difficulty
with the Muslims, resulting in the Iranians' recent loss of power and the Macassar
uprising of 1686, Narai turned to seek another base of power among the foreigners.
Bringing French troops to occupy the strategic ports of Bangkok and Mergui, no matter
who had originally proposed this plan, suited the situation. With the King maintaining
control from the north (Lopburi) and the south (Bangkok), Nidhi argued, the nobility
of Ayutthaya would not have a chance to carry out a conventional palace coup.
However, things did not continue as expected. The king’s political strategy activated
the three opponents already mentioned. The causes of their discontent may have
been different, but they had a common aim: to free the running of the country
from the domination of foreigners. Okphra Phetracha who commanded the department
of elephants and horses, beloved by the people, and being favoured by the king him-
self, rose to the position of leader of those oppositional forces in early 1688. Thus
came the 1688 revolution which brought Phauklon’s life and career to an end and
led to the withdrawal of French troops from Siam.

After ‘deconstructing’ the eulogized episodes of King Naresuan the Great
and King Narai the Great, in his last major work, Thai Politics during the Reign
of King Taksin, Nidhi turned to the next two Greats in Thai history : King Taksin
(r. 1767-1782) and King Rama I (r. 1782-1809). Although the focus is on Taksin,
the work discusses a great deal of Rama 1 since the stories of these two personalities
were mingled so inseparably that they have formed the most explicit “Gordian knot’
of Thai history. Of course, Nidhi did not cut it. Instead, Nidhi tried 10 explain
how it had come into being. Throughout the book, the clues and ingredients of the
stories, a greater part of which had been for so long deformed or lost, were lively
restored and pushed back into what Nidhi belived should be their proper contexts.

Conventional historiography, the great-man theory of Thai history in parti-
cular, regards biographies of the reigning monarchs as the basic controlling units of
historical unfolding. In this perspective, Taksin as the most meritorious and reincarnated
of the time came to restore the demolished kingdom of Ayutthaya. After a certain
period of time, when his merits ran out of the storage the king was portrayed as
being lost of his sense (sati wipalat). Chaophraya Maha Kasatsuk, the future Rama I,
returned from a campaign against Combodia just in time. Taksin was likely to die
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either by an execution from royal order or at the hands of an angry mob. For the
benefit of the country, however, Rama | opted for the former means with deep
regret. All in all, it was fortunate for Siam to have these two men in that critical
period after the fall of Ayutthaya. Taksin, because he was strong and decisive, was
needed for the restoration of Siam’s independence; Rama 1, because he was mild but
circumspect, was supplementarily more suitable when the kingkom needed to be settled
peacefully. In short, we can see that the stories of the two men are put into the
one theoretical nutshell : the ‘merit and power’ paradigm. Here Nidhi broke it into
two rivaling worlds, Taksin belonged to the politics of competing minor states (kan
muang baeb chumnum), whereas Rama 1 belonged to the politics of well-defined
kingdom or empire (kan muang baeb ratcha-anachak).

Chumnum is a social entity of any size. It can be as small as a village
or as big as the polity under Taksin's rule (1767-1782). Regardless of its size,
however, it was fundamentally temporal or short-lived by nature. Power the leader-
ship of a chumnum were based on charismatic rather than legal or (raditional
criteria.*® Nidhi proposed that Thai history of the Thonburi period was not simply
a ‘restoration’ or an ‘extention’ of Ayutthaya. On the contrary, it was a chain of
ruptures from the normal state of the Kingdom of Ayutthaya.

Taksin was a half-Chinese. His occupational background was a merchant
who led a caravan to trade to the north of Siam. Later he succeeded in bribing
for the governor of Tak, a minor town on the frontiers of Ayutthaya, Lanna and
Burma. He was exactly not a man of class, an adventurer at the fringe of the
Ayutthaya system. When he and his close followers broke away from the surrounding
Burmese forces they moved towards the southeastern seaboard provinces where the
Tacechew Chinese densely inhabited (the majority of the Chinese in Ayutthaya at that
time were the Fukien).** In this sense Taksin was in a peripheral position of the
Ayutthaya system both among the Thai and among the Chinese.

Rama I and his faction belonged to the old nobility of Ayutthaya. For
them the Ayutthaya order well backed up by the legal system and roval tradition
was their aspiration, and not the unpredictable leadership of charismatic Taksin.
Nidhi argued that members of the Chakri royal family upto King Rama III had
never tried to conceal the fact that Rama 1 and his faction usurped the throne from
Taksin. For them the reason was simply that Taksin should be dethroned by any
means. The two monarchs perceived of their roles in different ways: the one as
the militant leader of the trading caravan and the other as the Majesty of law and
order.

For Nidhi, both Taksin and Rama I were great men. Man is great only
in the context of human being, and not in the context of the reincarnated from of
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the god. Nidhi told us that the bliss he, as a historian, had long aspired for was
to sec man as a man. Man is never free from limitations. History is better under-
stood as a discourse of limitations, aberrations and contradictions.

2.3 Setthakit Mu Ban

Chatthip Nartsupha used the Asiatic Mode of Production (AMP) theory to
study Thai economic history after the traumatic events of October 1973. On December
28, 1975 the Social Science Association of Thailand organized a seminar on “The
Real Face of the sakdina”, in which Chai~anan's research paper, ‘sakdina and the
Development of Thai Society,” was presented for discussion. Chattip was invited
to be a commentator. These two scholars proposed systematically for the first time
the applicability of the AMP theory to the Thai case. But their points of emphasis
were different. Among a handful of general characteristics of the Asiatic society,
Chai-anan focussed on the overdevelopment, despotic nature of the state, whereas
Chatthip drew attention to the self-sufficiency of the villages.

To uphold Wittfogel's basic notion of hydraulic society’, Chai-anan was
forced to face the difficulty of applying such concept to the floodplain of the
Ayutthaya state, Ayutthaya was clearly not a complex hydraulic society, but Chai-
anan wanted to argue, without strong evidence, that it was at least a ‘simple hydraulic
society’, with a certain extent of state intervention in agricultural irrigation. Realising
this difficulty, Chai-anan introduced the concept of Ayutthaya as a “‘warring state’
to explain the overwhelming power of the state over its subjects. The sakdina
system was ipso facto no more than a means of mobilization of manpower for war
and public (non-productive) constructions such as palaces and temples. Explicity
disagreeing with Jit’s Chomna Sakdina Thai (1957) on the so-called sakdina as
a European type of feudalism, Chai-anan argued that to explain the development
of the sakdina society in terms of Asiatic or hydraulic society did not mean that
one was proposing that the degree of oppression and exploitation would be any milder
in the sakdina than in the feudal societies. On the contrary, as he paraphrased
Wittfogel’s assertions, the Thai people had to live under the situation of total power
and total terror of, and total obedience and submission to, the state. The lack of
centres of power (i.e. decentralised feudal domains; independent religious organizations;
and nascent bourgeois institutions) to counterbalance and finally to break off the
mediaval despotic rule which had caused the Thai to develop their self-mechanism
of ‘subject political culture’ (i.e. submissive political attitudes), which prolonged the
stagnancy of the pre-capitalist epoch and finally determined that changes in the
societal structure could come inte being only by external threats.

Chatthip criticized, correctly 1 think, Chai-anan for over-emphasizing the
theory of oriental despotism by forcing Wittfogel’s concept of ‘hydraulic society’ into
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the Ayutthaya state. For Chatthip, the studies of Pendleton (1962), Wijeyewardene
(1973), and Tanabe (1975) clearly indicated that Central Siam had never witnessed
the phenomenon of a truly hydraulic society. For these writers, state-sponsored
construction of canals in pre=19th century Central Siam aimed primarily (o serve
communication rather than agricultural production purposes.*® But Chatthip agreed
with Chai-anan that the AMP theory was useful for explaining Thai historical
development. Moreover, since he did not consider state involvement in hydraulic
works as the most imporant and universal characteristic of the Asiatic society. he
then sought to explain the apparently static pre-capitalist epoch of Thai history in
terms of the self-sufficient and self-sustaining nature of the villages. Though
Chatthip's theory before the coming of Setthakit Mu ban (1984) appealed to many
students as one of the most promising guidelines for interpreting modern Thai
historical development, one of the most controversial issues of the AMP theory itself
was still unsolved: *It is difficult to see, for example, how self-sufficient, autonomous
villages could be compatible with a centralized state which must intervene in the

village economy™**

Setthakit Mu Ban and its twin Ban Kab Muang (Village and Town,
1986) solved the above question. The apparently static nature of pre-capitalist Thai
society and the state intervention that went on without destroying the village economy
can be explained now by the three specifically ‘Thai’ factors: (1) the richness of
natural resources and the abundance of fertile lands in the past; (2) the security
of village life; and (3) the specifics of the state and capitalist development in Thai
society.* The Thai state did not intervene in the production process of the villages.
It went only to the rims of the villages, appropriated the surplus, and left. So far
it has been rather flexible in dealing with changes both from within and outside.
Capitalist development in Thai society has never been so independent enough to
create a counterbalance to the centralized state. In fact, the growth of the pre-
dominantly merchant and financial capital accumulation was protected, if not
facilitated, by the siate. And finally the Ffirst two factors explain why, until recently,
the village and the state could live in parallel although the latter claimed the formally
total domination over the former: to relieve the burden of tributary and taxation
topped down from the state the villagers could open up new frontiers and exploit
the richness of natural resources.

3. Some leading features of Thai studies in the 1989s

Art, from its root word in Lalin —artem—, means ‘skill', whereas science,
from its Latin root -scientia—, means ‘knowledge’. Although art and science cannot
be completely separated in any excellent work, I will treat the terms here as separate
categories for amalytical purpose. The gaining of genuine knowledge (scientia)
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presupposes the possession of genuine skill or skills (artem). In this section we will
analyze the sort of arts that helped produce the works on Thai studies by Saneh,
Nidhi and Chatthip. 1 make no claim that these arts are inclusive, but 1 insist that
at least they illusirale the current state of one of the most exciting sector of Thai
studies.

3.1 Purpose

Under this heading 1 refer to the art of knowing oneself and what one
is doing. Saneh, Nidhi and Chatthip are certainly academics in the strict sense of
the term. Saneh does not expect that his work may have a direct influence over
the drafting of a new constitution. It is unlikely that Nidhi expects that in the near
future the history textbooks used in secondary and high schools will be rewritten
along his line of arguments. In the same manner, Chatthip does not expect that his
analysis of the nature of Thai village economy will be adopted by the government
organization responsible for the rural development programme. The purpose of these
three studies is to aim at social understanding, and at best—social criticism, rather
than social engineering. In short, what these works modestly expect is only to stir
or creale a sense of awareness that things of societal importance cannot be mono-
polized and manipulated by persons of narrow-viewed or infantile activists of all
political colours,

To know oneself and the society in which one lives, one needs to be
critical of his role in the changing society. In the past academics had less difficulty
in justifying their roles as the government policy makers or as the sympathizers of
oppositional movements or as the ‘pure’ academics who stayed aloof from the current
social conflicts. Political realities of those days classified them in a very formalistic
way: the reactionary, the progressive and the non-concerned scholars respectively.
Reactionary scholars were thought of as those who saw Thai society as the natural
ideal entity which had to be preserved at any cost. Progressive scholars were thought
of as those who wanted to sce Thai society changed overnight by the all-comprehensive
revolutionary programme. And the non-concerned scholars were those who closed
their eves from the conflicts altogether. MNowadays, however, that rigid system of
classification does not work anymore. Thai society and those who study it cannot
be superficially categorized in a black-and-white manner. Underlying behind this
statec of mind is unmistakably the quest for ‘critical’ faculty of those who study
Thai society. In other words, from now on nothing can be easily treated as a
presupposition in Thai studies.

3.2 Perspective
How can we, keeping in mind the purpose of social understanding mentioned
above, look at Thai society and its people? To answer this question from the
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perspectives of Saneh, Nidhi and Chatthip, we are invited 1o consider another two
arts: the art of seeing things synchronically on the one hand and the art of secing
things diachronically on the other.

Saneh focussed his study on constitutions and modern Thai politics. Nidhi's
scope of study covers the rise and fall of King Taksin the Great. Chatthip locussed
on the Thai village economy. But these works are not simply the discourses on
politics, history and economy in the strict sense of conventional scholarship. Under
the rubric ‘power relationship' Saneh brought into his analysis the legal aspect of
that relationship as manifested through the constitutions, the formation of economic
classes that had direct influence upon the changing paces of the system ol power
relationships, and so on. Apart from being a superb piece on Thai politics of that
period, Nidhi’s book can be looked from many other angles such as intellectural
history, economic history and social history. Chatthip did not limit his analysis only
within the spheres of the villages but he.always related the village economy 1o the
wider social figurations such as the region and the state. Remarkable is the fact
that the three writers did not see Thai society as an isolated unit of analysis. Both
Sanch and Chatthip pointed to Western economic and political influences upon Thai
society in their studies. Nidhi also discussed the Southeast Asian situation during the
period under discussion. In short, these works aim at presenting the holistic picture
of Thai society from their own specialized ways.

In terms of diachronic perspective, the three writers did not cut things
out of their ‘historical' processes. Instead, they regarded historical transformation of
the subject-matter as the central cord of their studies. In order to study the writien
constitutions promulgated in Thailand since 1932, Saneh traced back the process of
transformation of power relationships in Thai society to the latter part of the
nineteenth century when modernization, which was at times the same as Europeaniza-
tion, was strongly needed by the ruling elite. Nidhi also traced back to the last
century of the Ayutthaya period when the self-defending sysiem of Ayutthaya became
more and more ineffective before he discussed the career of Taksin in foto. Chatthip's
account of the current Thai village economy, gathering data from interviewing the
villagers, aims to trace back to its present origin since Siam opened to the West
by the middle of the nineteenth century.

3.3 Approach
The disciplines of social sciences and humanities in Thailand in the 1960s
and 1970s were severely sufferred from the problem of over—specialization. Scholars
of some major 'subjects such as economics, sociology and political science were
interested only in their own present-oriented specializations. The things past were
almost exclusively assigned as the private property of historians and archaeologists.
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Scholars of each discipline were warned by a hint not to cross their own ‘empire’
or ‘sphere of influence’ into those belonged to the others. Thus there was no subject
in Thai studies in those days that was a combination or an integration of two or
more disciplines such as economic history, political economy, political sociology and
historical sociology.

Saneh, Nidhi and Chatthip are among the protagonists who believe that
the multi-or interdisciplinary approach is the better alternative for Thai studies. For
them, the true understanding of any society cannot be achieved through the practice
of any single discipline, because human relations are in reality multidimentional,
However, the point is not merely to collect articles written by scholars of different
disciplines under the same cover, or to bring such scholars to work disparately under
the same roof. The point is at ‘least to combine, if not to integrate, different
disciplines into one approach. Saneh did not need a legal scholar to tell him that
a constitution was in fact more than a legal document. Above all, as the director
of the research project on Human Rights in Thailand Sanch had to discuss the legal
aspects of the constitutions himsell because he could find no legal scholar who could
look at the constitutions beyond the reach of legal perspective. Nidhi did not need
a political scientist to endorse his concept of the politics of chumnum. In the same
manner, no political scientist ever told Chatthip that the apparently overwhelming
power of the Thai state did not destroy the village autonomy because the former
did not intervene at the production base of the latter. These achievements, 1 think,
stemmed from another sort of art: the art of seeing things from many dimensions;
or, in other words, the art of breaking away from any single and rigid disciplinary
nutshell,

3.4 Theoretical grounding

It is clear from their works that the three writers employed theories or
theoretical notions built outside Thai society. Most obvious in Saneh’s work is the
reference to Rustow's theory of ‘Transitions to Democracy® and Bottomore's distinction
of ‘Power Elite’ and ‘Ruling Class’. Nidhi's analysis of Taksin's charisma is undoubtedly
an application of Weber's political sociology (i.e. charismatic domination, traditional
domination, and legal-rational domination). Chatthip explicitly told us often that his
theoretical framework was the Asiatic Mode of Production theory. But the way in
which these writers made use of theories is by no means naive. In essence, 1 would
like to call this the art of seeing theories as heuristic devices,

Theories and facts were at times in the course of Thai studies thought
of as belonging to the two opposing realms: theories in one way or another were
imported in the same manner that the modern education was; facts of Thai society
existed in Thai society. At one extreme scholars would try to let the facts speak
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for and by themselves, without being imbued with any theoretical camouflage. At
another extreme, another group of scholars commenced their studies with certain
theoretical blueprints and then selected the facts to suit their frames. Saneh, Nidhi
and Chatthip, at least in their last major works, rejected such opposition. The
distinction between theories and facts is acceptable for the three writers only for
analytical purpose. The facts are not just something that already existed there but
in some cases, as Chatthip had demonstrated, they must be invented. All in all,
facts cannot speak for and by themselves, but they must be asked to speak by
someone who has a theoretical notion in a sort. Any theory that helps them to see
more, the three academics would not hesitate to employ. The point is that one should
not fall into a trap of theory because in its original meaning theory (Classical
Greek: theoria) was made by man to enrich and enlarge, not to enslave, his
mental conception.

3.5 Findings
The findings of Saneh, Nidhi and Chatthip reveal to us another art of
Thai studies: the art of stepping down from the ivory tower and seeing things
heretofore neglected.

In modern Thai political life a constitution is an iceberg. There is nothing
wrong for us to pay attention to the constitutions as such. But it is obviously
misleading, Saneh would argue, to devote our attention exclusively to the formal-
legal aspect of the constitutions. His finding is in essence that he urged us to look
at the more fundamental things lying behind such iceburgs. Nidhi has discovered for
us how the down-to-earth appreciation of Thai history is possible even through
those stories of the great kings themselves. In a sharp contrast to most neo-classical
economists who like to pay more attention to the offensive sector of the economy
(i.e. the bourgeoisie of all types), Chatthip has tried to bring about the lives and
fates of those who have been left behind in the defensive sector such as the peasants
and villagers. These studies helped to fill the gaps neglected by Thai studies in
the past.

3.6 Implications and Ideological Underpinning

‘Thai’ and ‘study’ are old terms. ‘Thai studies’, on the contrary, is a
rather new phrase, being used for the first time in Thailand in 1971. Thai studies,
now as well as before, have never been value-free activities. In the 1970s Thai
studies were either a search for Thai uniqueness or a deny of Thai uniqueness on
behalf of the general characteristics of mankind, We have already argued that such
a black-and-white contrast is being rejected in the 1980s.*® But the rejection of
the two extremes does not mean that the truth is lying at the half-way point between
them. Saneh, Nidhi and Chatthip are not interested in the meaning of ‘Thai’ in the



09

sense of universal-vs-particular dichotomy. For them ‘Thai’ can mean many things,
provided that, and this should be emphasized, one is able to provide them their
spatiotemporal contexts. The catchword of Thai studies in the 1980s is ‘context’
(boribot in Thai). On the basis of the achievement of the three selected works it
is very likely that any serious study of Thai society in the future would never fail
to ask the following set of contextual questions: what is the matter?: when did it
happen?; where did it happen?; how did it happen?: why did it happen?; who said
that?; and why did he say so? The same set of questions can also be applied to
the matter that is happening or likely to happen. Scrutinizing the matters in this
way it is hoped that any pretensions, regardless of their origins, would lose their
grips on the minds of concerned scholars. This does not mean, however, that scholars
should be arrogant. On the contrary, they should be modest, since only being modest
ones can feel how disgusting the pretensions are. I think that to be modest is in the
Thai context an art. In the context of the 1980s the art of being modest and the
art of being Thai are the two sides of the same coin. This coin is a prize for those
who have engaged in Thai studies in Thailand in the 1980s.

Conclusion

] do not think that we really need a conclusion. Thai studies in Thailand
as a conscious movement has just started. Saneh, Nidhi and Chatthip do not think
that their works are final or perfect. Yer if we want to have a tentative conclusion,
I would repeat, along with the sub-title of this seminar, of the current state of the
arts we have already discussed above. These arts, if not to be emulated, should not
be overlooked by those who are interested in Thai studies in the future. They are:

(1) The art of knowing oneself by being critical;

(2) The art of seeing things synchronically,

(3) The art of seeing things diachronically;

(4) The art of breaking away from any single and rigid disciplinary
nutshell;

(5) The art of seeing theories as heuristic devices;

(6) The art of stepping down from the ivory tower and seeing things
heretofore neglacted; and finally

(7) the art of being ‘Thai’ by being modest.
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