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project from my MA thesis, entitled: “People’s Participation and the State: A Study of
the Role of the NGOs in the Thai Development Process”, completed at the Asian
History Centre, the Faculty of Asian Studies, Australian National University. While the
MA dissertation is about development debates, human-rights NGOs, the ‘people’ and
the Thai state, the PhD project is based on an area-study approach. It examines
transformation and intervention in three selected villages in Thailand where a
multiplicity of social actors from the spheres of ‘the state, economy and civil society’
compete to control productive resources through various means; and a group of ‘people-
centred’ Thai NGOs working in the areas are some of the actors in a complicated social
theatre. This thesis does not claim that the NGOs can do everything, or that their
alternative development strategies are the most progressive. Rather it encourages
readers to see complicated social relations and to consider the development practices
carried on by different actors and organisations, including the NGOs, in perspective.
To do this, I believe, helps us to find new meanings, new actors and new agendas in

creating a law-based society.

My interest in NGOs began after I left a revolutionary movement led by the Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT) in the early 1980s. Human rights NGOs impressed me by the
way they committed themselves to represent the leaders of farmers and workers who
stood up to protect their rights and freedom and were in trouble with the authorities. On
the one hand, many grass-roots NGOs have helped recover the voice of the powerless
(e.g. small-scale and landless peasants, wage workers, tribal minorities and children),
explored development alternatives to assist peasants to cope with socio-economic
changes, and formulated people’s organisations and networks to defend the people’s
interests. On the other hand, I was sometimes disillusioned by those NGO workers who
ignored political issues while focusing on socio-economic problems alone; some
behaved in a way little different from the incompetent bureaucrats they criticised.
Nevertheless, the majority within the Thai NGO movement are still active in seeking to
make Thai society functional for the underprivileged. They are important actors in
social and environmental movements in contemporary Thai politics. Whether their

significance endures will depend on their performance in the process of development.
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Abstract

This study examines people-centred Thai NGOs trying to help peasants empower
themselves in order to compete better in conflicts over land, water, forest, and capital,
during the 1970s to 1990s. The study investigates how the NGOs contested asymmetric
power relations among government officials, private entrepreneurs and ordinary people
while helping raise the people’s confidence in their own power to negotiate their

demands with other actors.

The thesis argues that the NGOs are able to play an interventionist role when a number
of key factors coexist. First, the NGOs are able to understand local situations, which
contain asymmetric power relations between different actors, in relation to current
changes in the wider context of the Thai political economy and seize the time to take
action. Secondly, the NGOs are able to articulate a social meaning beyond the
dominating rhetoric of the ‘state’ and the ‘capitalists’ which encourages the people’s
participation in collective activities. Thirdly, while dealing with one problem in social
relations and negotiation with local environment, the NGOs are able to recognise new
problems as they arise and rapidly identify a new political space for the actors to
renegotiate their conflicting interests and demands. Fourthly, the NGOs are able to
recreate new meanings, new actors and reform their organisations and networks to deal
with new situations. Finally, the NGOs are able to effectively use three pillars of their
movement, namely individuals, organisations and networks to deal with everyday

politics and collective protest.

The case studies in three villages in Northern Thailand reveal that the NGOs were able
to play an interventionist role in specific situations through their alternative
development strategies somewhat influenced by structural Marxism. The thesis
recommends that the NGO interventionist role be continued so as to overcome tensions
within the NGO community, for instance, between the NGOs working at the grass-roots
level and the NGOs working at regional and national levels (including NGO funding
agencies); local everyday conflicts; and the bipolar views of a society among the NGOs
expressed in dichotomous thinking between ‘rural’ and ‘urban’, ‘community’ and

‘state’, conflict and order, actor and system.
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The fragmentation of NGO social and environmental movements showed that there is
no single formula or easy solution to the problems. If the NGOs want to continue their
interventionist role to help empower ordinary people and help them gain access to
productive resources, they must move beyond their bipolar views of a society to
discover the middle ground to search for new meanings, new actors, new issues and to
create again and again counter-hegemony movements. This could be done by having
abstract development theories assessed and enriched by concrete development practices
and vice versa. Both theorists and practitioners need to use their own imagination to

invent and reinvent what and how best to continue.
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