


Labour, Politics and the State 
in Industrializing Thailand

Capitalist industrialization in Thailand has had a revolutionary impact on
the organization and structure of the society. New classes, groups and inter-
ests have emerged, including an urban-based industrial working class who
are essential to the new capitalist procedures. This book examines how
industrial workers have come to occupy a strategic place in the contem-
porary political economy and charts their long-term activism in seeking
redress for a range of industrial, social and political problems.

Labour, Politics and the State in Industrializing Thailand, unlike previous
studies, does not argue that the political exclusion of organized labour is
the result of an immature working class, but focuses on how the state has
become entangled in the processes through which workers have been organ-
ized, reorganized and disorganized as social and political actors in different
historical periods. By critically examining the themes of labour weakness,
political exclusion and insignificance of ‘class factors’, this book aims to
bring back workers from the margins by demonstrating that both in the
present and past the state has been involved in processes that determine the
forms of their struggles.

Utilizing new empirical data and largely neglected historical material,
Brown highlights how the working class has emerged as an enduring 
facet of Thai society. Providing an innovative approach to workers and
politics, this book will appeal to scholars of South-east Asia as well as those
with research interests in politics and employment in rapidly developing
countries.

Andrew Brown is a Research Fellow in the Department of Political and
Social Change in the Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies,
Australian National University.
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Series editors’ preface

The Asian Economic Crisis that began in 1997 struck down some of the
major economies of the region and had global economic and political con-
sequences. In Hong Kong, the economic downturn also caused economic
instability and coincided with the end of colonialism as Hong Kong became
a Special Administrative Region of China. The conjunction of these events
meant that the launch of the South-east Asia Research Centre at the City
University of Hong Kong in late 2000 was propitious.

This new book series reflects the Centre’s research agenda that seeks to
advance research and understanding of the political, economic and social
forces that are shaping contemporary South-east Asia. This series reflects
the Centre’s emphasis on multi-disciplinary, comparative and holistic
research. It also recognizes that the Asian Crisis marked a further water-
shed in the often turbulent development of the constituent nation-states of
South-east Asia.

Through the turmoil of the Second World War, decolonization, inde-
pendence and the cold war, great power rivalry and nationalist aspirations
shaped the development of post-colonial South-east Asia in significant 
ways. The long struggle for national unification in Vietnam exemplifies 
the significance of the local in global contestation.

As the region emerged from these turbulent times, rapid economic devel-
opment reconfigured the societies of South-east Asia. From the mid 1970s,
a number of South-east Asian economies entered extended periods of 
significant economic growth. The economies of Singapore, Malaysia, Thai-
land and Indonesia benefited from a more generalized development in East 
Asia, and made rapid advances, becoming some of the most dynamic econ-
omies and societies in the world. Huge flows of foreign capital and the
development of relatively powerful domestic capitalist classes transformed
these societies in just two to three decades. The World Bank and other
international financial institutions celebrated the region’s economic success
and urged a continued unfettering of markets.

But the 1997 economic crash, and especially its negative social conse-
quences, posed new challenges for the development models of the region.
This led to increased questioning of the processes of capitalist globalization.



Further, the economic crash confronted the region’s political regimes with
significant challenges. The most notable of these was the collapse of the
New Order in Indonesia. This confluence of economic and political turmoil
stimulated a reassessment of the multiple impacts of globalization and
associated ideas about regionalization. Nowhere has this reassessment 
been more vividly revealed than in the rise of China as an economic power.
The regional reconfigurations that are under way indicate that multiple
globalizing and regionalizing processes must be conceptualized to encom-
pass economic, political, social and cultural processes.

Understanding how South-east Asians are negotiating the broad and
multiple challenges posed by globalizing forces, and how they are reinvent-
ing their societies, are elements of the South-east Asia Research Centre’s
research agenda. Another focus is the divisions of class, ethnicity, gender,
culture and religion that appear as fault lines underlying South-east Asia’s
post-colonial nation. Such rifts shape diverse patterns of conflict and frag-
mentation in the region. While much recent attention has been directed to
Islamic ‘fundamentalism’, this is but one type of conflict in the region. 
A third area of interest involves regional interactions, including those
between states, civil society, business, labour and migration. Finally, atten-
tion is given to the ways in which South-east Asian political economies 
are being reinvented following the Asian Crisis, examining new patterns 
of accumulation and allocation, and how these are shaped by political
struggles in the region.

In this context, Andrew Brown’s analysis of the development of Thai-
land’s working class is an appropriate first book in this series. Dr Brown’s
study is the first English-language study that focuses on the history and
politics of labour in Thailand. Thailand’s working class emerged over a
long period. Initially, the working class was small and dominated by
Chinese immigrants. However, as the economy has grown, so the working
class expanded and diversified. In 1960, more than 80 per cent of the
economically active population worked in agriculture. Four decades later,
this had declined to just 45 per cent. The expansion of the manufacturing
workforce was especially rapid. The working class is now dominated by
ethnic Thais, with women prominent in the export manufacturing and
service sectors. Of course, these developments were associated with Thai-
land’s rapid economic development that brought many benefits to its
participants. However, as the economic crisis demonstrated, capitalist
globalization also means that workers are increasingly tied to the vagaries
of international markets.

While the economic significance of Thailand’s working class has
increased, it is common for these workers to be considered insignificant
actors in pressing for political change. Utilizing new empirical and
important historical data, Dr Brown indicates that workers and their strug-
gles should be located at the centre of our understanding of political change
in Thailand. This book shows that the long-standing struggles between
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labour and capital have been central to the development of capitalism and
the forms of political activism in Thailand. Dr Brown also draws atten-
tion to the interactions between labour and the state, and reveals that the
state has been entangled in processes that have determined labour’s
economic and political struggles. This is reflected in the logic of the 
state’s operations, the development of its administrative and bureaucratic
structures, and in the very nature of the political regime and associated
political space.

Kevin Hewison, Director
Vivienne Wee, Associate Director

Southeast Asia Research Centre
City University of Hong Kong
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Preface

Few would argue against the proposition that Thailand’s capitalism is
having a revolutionary impact on economic, social and political life. Despite
this, scholarly analyses of the relationship between capitalism transforma-
tion and processes of political change have largely ignored the economic
and political role of the industrial working class. This book aims to partially
redress this situation via an examination of the contested political processes
through which industrial workers in Thailand have become organized, re-
organized and disorganized as social and political actors in changing
socio-historical contexts. Through this focus, the study draws attention to
the manner in which the political control and accommodation of industrial
workers and their activism have emerged as enduring historical concerns
for that specific amalgam of social forces and interests involved in the
struggle for political dominance through the agency of the state. From the
period of the absolute monarchy, through military dictatorship and into
the era of parliamentary rule and globalization, the question as to whether
and how labour should or should not be accorded an organized and legiti-
mate political voice will be shown to have attracted the recurring
entanglement and interest of all. This fact suggests that, rather than being
of peripheral importance, an understanding of the politics of the working
class has much to contribute to the political science of Thailand’s transition
to capitalism.

An appreciation of the enduring historical and problematic character of
the state’s relationship with the politics of the working class is particularly
timely given the contemporary Thai political environment. Thaksin
Shinawatra and the Thai Rak Thai Party electoral victory in January 2001
signalled the rise to state power of a new complex of economic, political
and ideological interests. Dominated by big domestic capital, Thaksin’s
administration has over the past two years been involved in a process of
entrenching a new developmental ‘social contract’ that replaces that estab-
lished by the government of Sarit Thanarat over four decades ago. Under
the old developmental model political stability and security would be guar-
anteed by military government, private capital would be encouraged and
domestic entrepreneurs would generate growth with the working class and



peasantry benefiting through a trickle-down effect (Hewison 2003: 11).
However, rapid industrial expansion in the broader context of globaliza-
tion, the emergence of a more complex society and pluralistic social
structure, together with changes in the political area, marked especially by
the growth of a civil society and the embedding of a parliamentary system,
have combined to fundamentally transform the conditions that gave rise to
the older development model. The final nail in the coffin of the model was
the onset of economic crisis in 1997 (Hewison 2003: 12). It is in this envi-
ronment that Thaksin and his government have been confronted with the
challenge of dealing with the lingering socio-economic effects of the crisis
and reigniting domestic processes of capital accumulation. Although yet to
be fully established, a new social development model is emerging where a
government dominated by the wealthy will provide assistance and protec-
tion to a reformed domestic capital class while at the same time offering
increased social assistance to the poor (Hewison 2003: 13).

It is in this general context of entrenching a new social contract and
development model that Thaksin’s government appears to be on the verge
of reorganizing the state’s relationship with the industrial working class.
To date, the government has moved slowly on matters of labour reform
and the older exclusionary and repressive policies geared to providing a
cheap, disciplined and weakly organized industrial labour force remain very
much in evidence. However, pressures are building and substantial change
seems inexorable. Internationally, competition from cheaper wage-labour
competitors as well as trends that link market access to support and respect
for labour rights and standards are forcing a rethinking of past labour
relations policies and practices. At the same time, sections of big domestic
capital, in their bid to engage in higher-value-added production and develop
a more sophisticated globally engaged economy, are cognizant of the need
to create a more highly skilled and motivated workforce. In this the ques-
tion of better wages, improved and safer working conditions and a reformed
and more efficient industrial relations system are becoming issues for signifi-
cant policy debate. Alongside this are also pressures being exerted by
workers and their families, as they have been challenged, particularly since
the 1997 economic crisis, by an ever-widening gap between the theory 
and practice of industrial labour laws and the political promises of greater
inclusion and participation within a system of parliamentary rule (Brown,
Bundit and Hewison 2002). Just how the Thaksin government will respond
to these pressures in the building of a new social contract is not clear.
Nonetheless, very recent undertakings to establish an unemployment bene-
fits fund in early 2004 (Bangkok Post, 27 February 2003), moves to finally
ratify the International Labour Organization (ILO) 1973 Minimum Age
Convention (Bangkok Post, 7 March 2003) as well as the provision of extra
budgetary resources to labour skilling and training would appear to presage
a period of substantial change. In all this the question of how labour
organization might also be reformed to have an improved institutionalized
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voice in industrial and political arrangements also looms large (Athibodi
krom sawatikan 2003: 10–14).

This study places these contemporary problems in a broader historical
context, demonstrating that, while some issues are new, others represent
dilemmas that have been part and parcel of the politics of the working class
for over a century. If an understanding of this past sheds some light on
present dilemmas then this book will have served a useful purpose. In
Chapter 1, the study is located in the context of a body of research and a
number of themes are discussed that serve to structure the narrative
contained in subsequent chapters. Chapters 2 to 7 provide an empirical
examination of the interplay between processes of working-class formation,
the state and politics. The demarcation for each of these chapters is estab-
lished by events that mark significant changes in the character of the
political regime. Within each of these periods, the nature of working class
struggle is explored, focusing especially on workers’ attempts to build their
organizational capacities. These struggles are located in the broader
political dynamics of the time. In essence, each of the chapters examines
working-class politics in action within specific episodes of regime transi-
tion, emphasizing a more central place for workers, but at the same time
showing how different regimes have created varying opportunities for
labour’s political space and hence its organization and/or disorganization
as a legitimate social, industrial and political actor. In Chapter 8, some of
the main arguments contained throughout the study are drawn together
and concluding comments are made.

Essentially this book charts the rise of a working class politics and
suggests that an understanding of this politics enriches broader scholarly
knowledge of Thai political history.
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1 Introduction

Labour has not figured prominently in the scholarship concerned with the
political consequences of Thailand’s transformation through capitalist
industrialization. For much of the twentieth century, absolute monarchs,
and later military leaders and civilian officials, presiding over a state that
was insulated from extra-bureaucratic interests, figured in the academic
literature as the principal shapers of historical and political changes (Wilson
1962; Riggs 1966). In these elite-focused analyses, industrial workers and
their struggles were deemed largely irrelevant and often simply ignored.
Over the last two or three decades, however, alongside industrial expan-
sion, the development of a more complex division of labour and pluralistic
social structure, it has been the bourgeoisie and middle class that have
attracted the attention of political commentators. It is argued that the
domination of the state machinery and policy processes by small coteries
of civilian and military bureaucrats has now passed into history. A vibrant
civil society comprised of diverse social interests, led by representatives of
the aforementioned classes, has emerged and demonstrated an intention to
bring the bureaucratic state to heel and force it to take account of popular
aspirations for a more open and participatory political system. While no
longer entirely ignored, labour’s involvement in, and contribution to, these
recent political transformations is seen to have been peripheral (see, for
example, Vichote 1991).

Not surprisingly, for that relative handful of scholars who have focused
their intellectual energies on labour history, the thrust of research has been
directed towards accounting for the enduring weakness of organized labour
and the underdeveloped character of a working class politics. As Samrej
(1987: 2) has noted, in addressing themselves to this task, researchers have
built their studies on models that posit a certain inevitability about the
political forms, roles and demands that working classes are assumed to
develop during the transition to industrial society. While there is consider-
able variation in the literature, two broad clusters of views predominate.
The most influential of these is a liberal-pluralist perspective, associated
with broader modernization approaches to the study of development
processes. This approach has projected a role for Thailand’s workers that



would more or less conform to the historical path taken by working 
class movements in western liberal democracies. There organized labour
was accorded a legitimate, albeit contested, place in both industrial and 
broader political structures and arrangements via the granting of a range
of rights guaranteed and enforced by the state itself. A second approach,
linked with a more radical scholarship on Thailand’s political economy, has
drawn heavily on Marx’s class-in-itself/class-for-itself model. Through the
experience of capitalist exploitation and domination, workers are projected
to emerge as a united class-for-itself confronting employers and the state
and in the vanguard of a progressive and emancipatory politics. A range of
positions that draw upon a mix of these two broad approaches may also
be identified. The problem is that, in neither case, has the Thai experience
conformed to such theoretical models. Scholars have thus been confronted
with the task of identifying those economic, social and cultural factors that
have formed impediments to the realization of the projected outcomes.

As a research strategy, constructing an historical account of Thailand’s
working class politics via the employment of models that embody notions
of the course and forms that a labour politics has either taken elsewhere
or might otherwise be expected to take, is not without its merits. In an
academic context, where workers and their activism have been largely
neglected, many of the studies conducted along such lines have produced
pioneering investigations into Thai economic, social and political history
and brought to light invaluable empirical material in what is an inherently
difficult and complex area of intellectual research. More especially, this
research strategy has indeed drawn attention to some of the very real
difficulties that have confronted Thai workers as they have strived to build
and maintain collective industrial and political responses to the challenges
of class, and has thus accounted for, at least to some extent, why the liberal
or more radical outcomes have not been historically realized. In doing so,
these studies have effectively highlighted the very different levels of organ-
izational and political capacities that have accrued to workers, the state
and other classes as a result of the particular character and course of
Thailand’s industrialization experience.

Nonetheless, in building their analyses upon certain normative views as
to what a real, proper or developed form of labour organizing and 
struggle should or should not look like, scholars have been limited in their
ability to identify and explain the occurrence of labour activism in the Thai
context that may not have assumed or corresponded with such forms.
Moreover, this particular research strategy has also promoted a tendency
to decentre the concept of class and, in extreme cases, has led to a denial
that class and class analysis have any relevance whatsoever to an explana-
tion of the historical relationship that has emerged between Thailand’s
workers, the state and broader processes of political change (Wilson 1962:
51, 57; Mabry 1977: 932; Sungsidh 1989: 264).1 A major consequence of
this is a fundamental inability to appreciate the way in which labour’s
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organizational weakness and exclusion from formal political arrangements
and policy-making processes may be understood not as marking the
absence, distortion, immaturity or underdevelopment of class, but rather
as the product of a class politics as this has manifested itself in the specific
Thai context. Moreover, rather than being of peripheral importance, it
could be argued that an analysis of this politics is necessary if not sufficient
to explain and account for the occurrence of patterns of social conflict and
contestation that, as this study will empirically demonstrate, have emerged
as enduring structural features of Thai political life.

Class as structure and process

In advancing these views, this study draws a distinction between the notion
of class as a particular kind of relation and process that is the object or
source of struggle, and a class formation, that is, an organized, conscious
and collective social and political actor, which is the subject or agent of
struggle. As a relation and process, class is defined by the specific manner
in which ‘surplus labour is pumped out of the direct producers’ in capitalist
societies (Wood 1995: 76). It was, of course, a fundamental proposition of
Marx’s method that it is through an understanding of the structure and
dynamics of class relations and the struggles they generate that we are able
to explain processes of social and historical change in specific socio-histor-
ical contexts (Isaac 1987: 47; Dow and Lafferty 1990: 24). Thus, as Wood
writes, the view of class as both structure and process stresses:

that objective relations to the means of production are significant be-
cause they establish antagonisms and generate conflicts and struggles;
that these conflicts and struggles shape social experience ‘in class ways’
even when they do not express themselves in class consciousness or in
clearly visible class formations; and that over time we can discern how
these relationships impose their logic, their pattern, on social processes.

(1995: 82)

Such observations are especially germane for approaching the Thai case.
Because of the apparent absence of ‘class consciousness’ or a ‘visible class
formation’, writers have questioned the relevance of class and class struggle
for understanding the relationship between industrial workers, politics and
the state. Implicit in this is the view that, in order to ‘make history’, workers
must become a self-consciously constituted, corporate entity; unless and
until they reach this stage, workers will remain a ‘mere mass’, something
still not properly formed or mature (Miliband 1988: 23). This assumes that,
in the absence of classes acting as ‘quasi-individual’ subjects (Metcalfe
1988a: 132), class conflict does not exist and hence there has been a
tendency to argue that class per se is an irrelevant category of analysis in
the Thai context.
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