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Political Crisis in Malaysia 

• Mahathir vs. the US/IMF 

• Mahathir vs. Anwar 

• Mahathir and the “War on Terror” 

• Mahathir vs. Badawi 

• The decline/persistence of UMNO 

• Economic liberalization 

Political Crisis in Thailand 

• The Thai political cauldron 

• The class basis of the red shirt movement 

• The erosion of royalist hegemony 

• The 2010 massacre 



11/22/2011 

2 

• Thailand at the Margins: Internationalization of the 
State and the Transformation of Labour (Oxford 
University Press, 2004). 

• “‘The Provinces Elect Governments, Bangkok 
Overthrows Them’: Urbanity, Class, and Post-
Democracy in Thailand,” Urban Studies 47, 6 (May 
2010): 1301-1323. 

• “Cracking Hegemony in Thailand: Gramsci, Bourdieu, 
and the Dialectics of Rebellion,” Journal of 
Contemporary Asia 41, 1 (February): 25-46. 

The Thai Political Cauldron 

From economic to political crisis I 

• 1986-96: economic boom, royalist hegemony 

• 1990-97: resurgent social militance 

• 1996-99: Thai/Asian economic crisis 

• 1997: Democrats take power, implement IMF 
structural adjustment program 

• 1998-99: formation by Thaksin Shinawatra of 
Thai Rak Thai (TRT, Thais Love Thais) Party 

• 2000: TRT populist, anti-neoliberal platform 

• 2001: wins in electoral landslide 
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From economic to political crisis II 

• 2001: TRT implements populist/social welfare 
state policies; Thaksin survives asset 
concealment case, harasses media 

• 2002: Thaksin begins restructuring Southern 
Border Provinces Administration Center 
(SBPAC), established by Prem in 1980s 

• 2003: “war on drugs,” more than 2,000 deaths 

• 2004-06: southern violence escalates 

From economic to political crisis III 

• 2005: TRT wins larger parliamentary majority; 
opposition to Thaksin forms (Sondhi 
Limthongkul, state enterprise workers) 

• 2006: People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) 
protests Thaksin’s sale of Shin; TRT calls snap 
elections; elections nullified by courts (King 
intervenes); military coup of September 19 
(pre-empting new elections and military 
reshuffle); 1997 constitution nullified; SBPAC 
restored 

From Thaksin to Red Shirts I 

• 2007: opposition to coup regime among 
Bangkok taxi drivers, groups in North and 
Northeast; new constitution narrowly ratified; 
courts dissolve TRT; TRT re-formed as People’s 
Power Party (PPP), wins December elections, 
with Samak Sundaravej made PM 

• 2008: Democrat/PAD destabilization campaign 
(no confidence hearings, Preah Vihan incident, 
Government House and airport seizures); PPP 
dissolved, Democrats form government 
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From Thaksin to Red Shirts II 

• 2009: Growth of United Front for Democracy Against 
Dictatorship (UDD, red shirts); April (songkran) rally 
attempts to force Democrat resignation, put down by 
force; Democrats refuse to call new elections, accuse 
Thaksin of funding opposition 

• 2010: courts order Thaksin’s assets seized; red shirts 
hold more rallies, increasingly identify the enemy as 
“aristocracy” 

• 2011: Yingluck Shinawatra/Peua Thai elected 

The Class Basis of the Red Shirt 
Movement 

Table 1 Bangkok demographic primacy ratio, 1960-2000 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Municipality  Population, by year; primacy ratio (P)
a
 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

  1960 P 1970 P 1980 P 1990 P 2000 P 

________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Bangkok  1,299,500  - 1,867,297 - 4,697,071 - 5,882,411 - 6,355,144  - 

Korat  19,600 66 66,071 28 78,246 60 208,133 28 204,641 31 

Hat Yai  35,500 37 47,953 39 93,519 50 142,592 41 187,920 34 

Chiang Mai 41,000 32 83,729 22 101,594 46 166,883 35 174,438 36 

Khon Kaen 65,600 20 29,431 63 85,863 55 126,059 47 141,202 45 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

a
 Primacy ratio (P) = Population of Bangkok divided by population of secondary municipality 

Source: NSO, Population and Housing Census (1960-2000) 
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Table 2 Regional shares of national population and Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP), 1960-2000 (% of national total) 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Region  1960 share 1970 share 1981 share 1990 share 2000 share 

  ____________________________________________________________________________ 

  Pop GDP Pop GDP Pop GDP Pop GDP Pop GDP 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Bangkok  8.1 23.8 8.9 28.7 10.5 35.8 10.8 39.3 10.4 35.2 

Central  23.4 29.3 22.0 27.7 21.7 28.2 22.1 29.9 23.3 35.8 

North  21.8 15.8 21.8 15.3 20.1 12.6 19.4 10.0 18.8 8.9 

Northeast  34.2 17.0 35.0 15.9 35.2 13.5 34.9 11.8 34.2 11.1 

South  12.5 14.1 12.4 12.3 12.6 9.8 12.8 9.0 13.3 9.1 

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Sources: NSO, Statistical Yearbook (1978-1995); Population and Housing Census (1990; 2000); NESDB, Gross Regional 

Product Accounts (1981-2000) 

Source: NSO (1981, 1986, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994 1996, 1998, 2000, 2002, 2004) 

Figure 1 Thai Class Structure, 1981-2004
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Source: calculated from NSO (1981, 1988, 1996, 2004) 

Figure 2 Households in Dominant Classes, by 

Region, 1981-2004
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Figure 3 Households in Middle Classes, by 

Region, 1981-2004
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Figure 4 Households in Working Classes, by 

Region, 1981-2004
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Source: NSO (1981, 1988, 1996, 2004) 

Figure 5 Inactive Households, by Region, 1981-

2004
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Shares of Classes, by Region, 1981 and 2004 

Dominant Classes Middle Classes Working Classes 

Region 1981 2004 1981 2004 1981 2004 

BMR 6.8 4.9 23.7 37.9 49.8 46.8 

Central 2.1 3.8 18.5 25.4 16.1 35.9 

North 2.4 2.5 12.8 20.4 14.5 23.8 

Northeast 1.4 2.1 9.3 17.5 8.0 19.3 

South 2.2 4.9 17.9 21.5 12.9 20.2 

Source: calculated from NSO (1981, 2004) 

Likely and Actual Electoral Support for TRT/PPP, 
Based on Class Structure, by Region, 2001-2007 

Region Likely* 2001 2005 2007 

ref** 

2007 

Bangkok/

BMR 29 78 86 34 25 

Central 56 49 81 33 50 

North 67 71 92 44 59 

NE 72 50 93 62 71 

South 63 2 2 11 0 

Sources: calculated from NSO (2004); Pasuk and Baker (2004, 89); Wikipedia 

(2008); Thai Election Commission (EC, 2008); Roberts (2008) 
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The Erosion of Royalist 
Hegemony 

Re-education 

 “If they win what they have dubbed their “final 
battle,” Bangkok-based People’s Alliance for 
Democracy members say they will start a campaign 
to tell “the truth” to the country’s rural majority, 
which has elected parties linked to former Prime 
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra four times since 2001. 
‘Rural people have good hearts but they don’t know 
the truth like we do in Bangkok,’ said Noppakoon 
Lagum, 37, a surgeon helping to occupy the main 
international airport. ‘It is our duty to re-educate 
them’.” 

- Bloomberg.com, 1 December 2008  

 

Embodied Knowledge 

 “The Bangkok protesters have a bad 
impression of the northeast, but they never 
come to see for themselves what it's like,” said 
Angkana Duangaew, 32, as she herded buffalo 
through a muddy, fly-filled pasture in Udon 
Thani. “Poor people were very happy under 
Thaksin.” 

- Bloomberg.com, 14 October 2008 
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Democracy and Antipoverty 

 “I used to think we were born poor and that was 
that…I have opened my mind to a new way of 
thinking: We need to change from the rule of the 
aristocracy to a real democracy.” 

 

 - Thanida Paveen, “who grew up in the provinces but 
now lives in Bangkok and rents out rooms to factory 
workers in the city’s industrial outskirts”, quoted in 
Thomas Fuller, “Young Thai Protesters Shed Culture 
of Restraint”, The New York Times, 31 March 2010 

 

 ...We’re denied many things. We’re denied 
justice; respect in the way governmental 
bodies treat us; accurate and direct reporting 
about us in the media. We’re denied the 
chance to openly declare our fight – to openly 
and directly declare, with our clarity and 
sincerity, what it is that we are fighting for... 

 ...What’s most important for us all to 
remember, brothers and sisters, is that we are 
the salt of the earth. We are the people with 
no privileges. 

  

 We were born on the land. We grew up on the 
land. Each step that we take is on this same 
land. We stand, with our two feet planted 
here, so far away from the sky. 

 Tilting our heads fully upwards, we gaze at the 
sky, and we realise how far away that sky is. 

 Standing on this land, we only have to look 
down to realise that we are worth no more 
than a handful of earth... 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/01/world/asia/01thai.html?hpw
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 But I believe in the power of the redshirts. I 
believe our number is growing day-by-day, 
minute-by-minute. Even though we stand on 
this land, and we speak out from our place 
among the earth, our voice will rise to the sky. 
Of this I have no doubt. 

 The voice we’re making now – our cries and 
shouts – is the voice of people who are worth 
only a handful of earth. But it is the voice of 
the people who were born and grew up on 
this land, and it will rise to the level of the 
sky... 

 We, the redshirts, want to say to the land and 
sky that we too have heart and soul. We, the 
redshirts, want to remind the land and sky 
that we too are the Thai people. We, the 
redshirts, want to ask the land and sky 
whether we have been condemned to seek, 
by ourselves, a rightful place to plant our feet 
here... 

“Reconciliation” 

• Redshirts in prison after events: 400-500 

• Arrest warrants for redshirts: 819 

• Prisoners in South: ~500 

• DSI lese majeste cases since 2006: >230 


