
against the amended election rules, up
holding the government's view that the 
right of a secret ballot applied only to 
elections involving the general public. 
Under the court's ruling, secondary 
elections, such as those for council 
chairmen, could be held by show of 
hands if the law so provides. 

The decision to eliminate the secret 
ballot somewhat undermined the demo
cratic credentials of the PML. The rul
ing party once again appeared to . be 
leaning on the state machinery instead 
of depending on its own organisation 
and popular support. 

When Sharif first proposed elections 
by a show of hands, several federal 
ministers and chief ministers of all other 
provinces opposed it. They argued that 
the government should not risk its credi
bility for the sake of securing the elec
tion of specific individuals and pointed 
out that party control of most local au
thorities had already been guaranteed 
by the election of pro-government 
councillors. 

Other provinces refused to join Pun
jab in changing the method of elections, 
but this did not deter Sharif from imple-

menting the change. The chief minister 
is said to have no qualms about using 
such arbitrary methods in governing 
Punjab, and his colleagues justify his 
policies as simply an application of the 
power of incumbency. 

A few days before the local elec
tions, terms of employment of the pro
vince's civil servants were amended, en
abling the government to retire officials 
at its discretion. This was widely seen 
as a signal to police and other 
functionaries to assist ruling party can
didates or risk losing their jobs. 

PML activists allege that the Punjab 
chief minister's methods have made the 
party subservient to the administration 
and dependent solely on the politics of 
patronage. Measures such as voting by a 
show of hands, they say, only provide 
justification for the opposition's rejec
tion of the political process. 

Party workers say the PML should 
develop the ability to mobilise support 
through its own organisation, without 
resorting to administrative interfer
ence. If it fails to do so, key constituen
cies in the Punjab would be alienated, 
causing problems at the next general 
election. IJ 
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I THE 5TH COLUMN M.R.Sukhumbhand Paribatra 

Joy and apprehension 
over the Thai monarchy 
For the people of Thailand, Decem- and honour. Once more the monarchy 

ber 1987 was indeed a topsy-turvy became the focus of the nation's atten
month. It started with a great deal of tion, as the king and his family were al
pomp and circumstance as King Bhu- lowed to travel, not only within the 
mibol Adulyadej, whom the Thais country but also on numerous state vis
revere, celebrated his 60th birthday on 5 its abroad. 
December. However, like the fireworks Assisted by the rapid expansion 
marking the occasion, the joy of the of communications technology in the 
celebration rapidly faded - to be re- 1960s, Bhumibol and Queen Sirikit 
placed by deep apprehension. were able to gain access to the hearts 

The fear was born of several and homes of their subjects, in a way 
thousand leaflets, distributed in the that his predecessors in a less advanced 
country and containing critical material, age had never been able to do. 
not only about Crown Prince Maha Vaji- However, there is little that is for
ralongkorn but also about the monarch tuitous about the present strength and 
himself. The problem was sufficiently popularity of the monarchy. As he 
serious for the armed forces and the made clear to a recent gathering of 
police to interrupt normal TV program- all families descended from the Chakri 
mes on 8 December to assert their de- kings, Bhumibol considers kingship 
termination to put an end to these at- which is created, not by divine beings 
tacks on the monarchy in the "most de- for divine purposes, but by the people, 
cisive and severe manner." Some 'of these to be depended upon by the people and 
culprits were identified as communists. to act for the good of the people. 

The nation's This Buddhist-
joy is not at all dif- ' inspired concept 
ficult to explain. Kingship ••• is an institution of kingship is, of 
More than any of [created • • • ] by the people, course, not new 
his predecessors, to be depended upon by the and can be traced 
Bhumibol, the people and to act for the good of back at least to the 
ninth in the line the people.' annals of the 
of the reigning Sukhotai era in 
Chakri dynasty, L_ ______________ __J the 13th century. 
has made the monarchy an institution But what is new is the present mon
close to the hearts and minds of the arch's strength and commitment to
people in an age when most other mon- wards it. Bhumibol considers his king
archies, either have been overthrown or dom to be besieged by a number of 
are in the process of withering away. grave challenges and is determined to 

When Bhumibol acceded to the resolve them. Towards this end, he sees 
throne after his elder brother's sudden the monarchy's active leadership of and 
and still unexplained death in 1946, he participation in the country's develop
was not prepared for the task of king- ment as necessary and desirable. 
ship. His predecessor was only a few Thus, he and his family have travel
years his senior and thus had been ex- led constantly through remote and poor 
pected to remain ruler for a very long areas, visiting people to hear their grie
time. Nor was he given much of a role vances and gauge their needs. The king 
in the beginning, for the institution of has personally initiated many develop
monarchy had been kept under firm ment projects -now numbering more 
control by a succession of political lead- than 1,000-mostly concerned with im
ers, who had participated in the over- proving water, land and human re
throw of absolute monarchy in 1932. sources. For him the key is not to draw 

That the monarchy's flagging for- up "macro" plans which may be irrele
tunes were dramatically revived in the vant to the people, but to bring to the de
late 1950s and early 1960s was initially velopmental process the human dimen- · 
due to the force of circumstances. The sion, the balanced touch and the patient 
then ruling strongman, field marshal gradualism that are generally lacking in 
Sarit Thanarat, needed to enhance the national economic strategies. 
legitimacy· of the In post-1932 
authoritarian sys- Thailand, the 
tern he was build- M. R. Sukhumbhand Paribatra is an associate monarch per-
ing and turned to professor of political science, Chulalongkorn forms vanous 
the monarchy for University, Bangkok. The views expressed functions as head 
support. Once here are his own arising from his academic ob- of state, but his 
more the king was servations of and personal connections with primary duties are 
treated with ex- the Chakri dynasty. considered apoli-
treme veneration tical - his role is 
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above politics. But popular acceptance 
of the monarchy as an institution and of 
the king as a person, combined with the 
latter's role as the catalyst of develop
ment, makes royal involvement in poli
tics more or less inevitable. 

At the present juncture, the monar
chy directly or indirectly, intentionally 
or otherwise, plays a number of roles 
which have become integral to the Thai 
political system. 

One is that of the symbol of national 
unity, essential for a society which, 
though relatively homogeneous, has its 
share of cleavages. In this connection, 
the monarchy also acts as the factor of 
continuity, when conflicts occur in other 
political institutions. Since 1932, the 
kingdom has gone through 13 constitu
tions, 16 coups and 46 cabinet changes. 
The monarchy has also become a force 
of national reconciliation, when ex
treme political polarisation takes place, 
as evident from the royally initiated 
development projects at former com
munist strongholds. 

The second major role is that of the 
last-resort conflict man
ager when the stresses 
and strains of the system 
reach a point of crisis. On 
several occasions since 
1973, the palace has inter
vened to restrain military 
groups which would have 
toppled the government, 
caused bloodshed or pre
cipitated unpredictable 
crises. In turn, this role 
creates a balance - pre
carious at times to be sure 

among the power 
groups: military, bureau
cracy, political par
ties and business in
terests. 

The nation's ap-
prehension is less easy to Thekingontour. 
explain. Certainly many 
Thais are unhappy with the purported 
contents of the leaflets. But the root of 
the matter runs much deeper. These 
leaflets came at a time of uncertainty in 
the minds of the public about the king's 
plans in the immediate future. 

Simply put, rumours have been cir
culating for some time that the king may 
abdicate, perhaps going into monk
hood, before mid-1988. And the king 
has not made any attempt to quash the 
rumours. In fact, in his 1986 birthday 
address he made some cryptic remarks 
about water not standing still but inevit
ably having to flow on. "In our life
time," he said then, "we just perform 
our duties. When we retire, somebody 
else will replace us ... One cannot stick 
to a single task forever, one day we will 
grow old and die." 

Apart from these remarks, there has 
not been any development to lend cred
ence to the rumours, but they seem to 
have been considered sufficiently seri
ous for a high-ranking prince and a dep-
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uty private secretary of the king to make 
public denials. 

These rumours, in turn, serve to put 
the spotlight on the crown prince, who 
as the only son of the king is the success
or to the throne. The Palace Law of 
1924, which is still in force, categorically 
denies the right of succession to female 
offspring of royalty. Under the 1978 
constitution, royal succession has to 
take place in accordance with the Palace 
Law concerning succession, subject to 
consent by parliament. 

Now a major-general in command of 
the Bangkok-based Royal Guards Regi
ment, the crown prince had over the 
past few years rapidly come into his own 
as heir to the throne. He has been en
trusted with carrying out an increasing 
number of royal duties both at home 
and abroad. And for all intents and pur
poses, he has his own court which is 
centred around his second wife and 
their five children, who recently have 
received extensive media coverage. 

Given the monarchy's role in Thai
land's political and economic develop

ment, as well as its place 
in the hearts and minds of 
the populace, any uncer
tainty regarding the fu
ture of the monarch in
evitably causes a great 
deal of apprehension. 
Doubts continue to be ex
pressed, mostly in private 
but now increasingly in 
the open, about the 
crown prince's capacity 
to evoke the kind of in
tense political loyalty 
from the people and the 
major domestic political 
power groupings that his 
father is able to do. 
Doubts also persist as to 
whether the crown prince 
can match his father's 
subtle and mediatory 

role in politics. 
All men and institutions go through 

processes of change and transforma
tion. Bhumibol has achieved a great 
deal for his country and for the institu
tion he inherited without forewarning, 
but by doing so, he has set perhaps an im
possibly high standard of attainment for 
his successors. Should the leadership 
provided by the monarchy become less 
effective for one reason or another in 
the future, there will be grave political 
consequences. 

The precarious balance among the 
major political groups and factions 
would certainly be destroyed. A vacu
um would be created both in the politi
cal system and in the soul of the nation. 
This vacuum is one which only the mili
tary would be capable of filling, given its 
monopoly of coercive power, organisa
tional cohesion and control of the media 
and grassroot politics. For many Thais 
this ultimately is the root of their ap
prehension. IJI 
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