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ThE COLD WAR AND RAMA IX

Introduction: The Coup of 2006 Viewed 
Through an Orientalist Lens

Historian Bruce Cumings has noted that many peo-
ple growing up in the post–World War II United States 
got their main exposure to Korea from the television show 
M*A*S*H.1 In a similar fashion many North Americans’ 
immediate post–World War II impressions of Thailand 
were mediated heavily by the 1956 movie The King and I 
(remade in 1999 as Anna and the King), but given that by 
now a large number of U.S. military personnel, govern-
ment officials, businesspeople, and tourists have trooped 
through Thailand, this corner of Southeast Asia might 
appear to be less deserving of the moniker “terra incog-
nita” than South Korea, let alone North Korea.

Yet the rather lazy neocolonial familiarity with Thai-
land possessed by most North Americans is scarcely less 
undiscerning or Orientalist than the perceptions of Korea 
discussed by Cumings—indeed, it may be more undis-
cerning. M*A*S*H, at least, portrayed some harsh realities 
of Korea in the time of war; most North Americans’ per-
ceptions of Thailand are limited to the partial and decep-
tive realities of a smiling, tourist-friendly service corps, 
easygoing, well-fed, and blessed by a benevolent or, at 
worst, benign monarch—one whom all Thais reputedly 
love and respect (see, e.g., U.A. Johnson, The Right Hand 
of Power, 266–313). The harsh realities of social polariza-
tion, rural displacement, militaristic repression of politi-
cal and social opposition, and the like, have remained 
largely off the popular radar.

In line with this particular variant of Orientalism, a 
fair amount of media commentary by the international 

political Left following the September 19, 2006, coup 
in Thailand was bizarrely sanguine about the event. A 
dispatch on the Web site ZNet averred that “The over-
night coup d’etat, which ousted the appalling Thaksin 
Shinawatra and replaced him with a military and police 
alliance, was orchestrated with such seamless panache 
that it recalls Thai Airways’ famous slogan, ‘Smooth As 
Silk’.…Oh, one hates to sound frivolous at such a time, of 
course, but the very fact that one can is testament to the 
sophistication with which the country has so painlessly 
purged itself of the heinous Thaksin, or ‘Toxin’ as he’s 
known around here.”2

Such perceptions have not been the exclusive preserve 
of North American commentators. Throughout the Cold 
War era there were always conservative Thais prepared to 
portray “their” people in the ways preferred by Thai elites 
and their farang (foreigner of European ancestry) collabo-
rators. Remarkably, such Cold War perceptions—e.g., of 
the inappropriateness of Western standards of democracy 
for evaluation of Thailand—have now become common 
currency outside conservative circles. After the coup, 
Chanida Chanyapate and Alec Bamford, writing for the 
Bangkok branch of the non-governmental organization 
(NGO) Focus on the Global South, argued that the coup 
was not really a setback for democracy because there 
hadn’t been much democracy in Thailand under Thak-
sin. As they put it, “If, as an educated outsider, you have 
little familiarity with Thai politics (and in this you would 
seem to be in company with Kofi Annan and other world 
leaders), the military coup in Thailand on 19 September 
will appear as a drastically undemocratic regression to a 
semi-feudal state, with power allocated by brute force. 
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Inside Thailand, it looks rather different.” And, appar-
ently to emphasize the inscrutability of Thai politics to 
Westerners, as contrasted to their own more informed 
perspective, they assert that “The precise motives for the 
coup may never be completely known…” in spite of the 
fact that many of the motives (the most important of 
which they fail to discuss) were known and openly iden-
tified even before the coup, let alone afterward.3

These convenient misperceptions neglected Thaksin’s 
repeated, massive electoral victories, the serious political 
and social struggles taking place during his years in office 
(both being marks of democracy), and also the discontent 
with the coup that was being voiced precisely at the time 
these supporters were writing in its favor. In spite of the 
risks involved, for example, politically active academics 
in the northern metropolis of Chiang Mai protested the 
coup by symbolically tearing up the Thai Constitution, 
after which the coup regime responded by blocking the 
academics’ Web site.4 Throughout much of rural Thai-
land, discontent was so significant that the coup regime 
banned broadcasts by some three hundred radio stations.5 
Groups in Bangkok held several anti-coup protests.6 A 
Bangkok taxi driver went much further, landing in the 
hospital after ramming a tank with his cab, which had 
been spray-painted with anti-coup slogans, then com-
mitting suicide in protest after he was released from the 
hospital.7

Rather like many conservative North American aca-
demics of the past, who tended to see Thailand through 
the eyes of conservative Thai elites, many North Ameri-
cans and international NGO activists today—of what-
ever political stripe—see Thailand only through the eyes 
of the relatively well-off in Bangkok, or through the eyes 
of those whom they encounter on their tours to “exotic” 
places. This tends to make assessment of social issues in 
Thailand, and of the effects of U.S. policies on these issues, 
a vexing process. For people inclined to see only smiling 
Thais and gracious royalty, social problems in Thailand 
may seem minimal. Some who encounter problems (typi-
cally, e.g., AIDS, deforestation) may either blame them 
simply on corrupt individual Thais (drug dealers, brothel 
owners, illegal loggers, venal military and state leaders) or 
perhaps—if they are a bit more “progressive”—on rapa-
cious transnational corporations (TNCs).

Yet it is no easy matter to draw up a balance sheet of 
responsibility for these and other social problems in Thai-

land, particularly if one takes seriously the effects of insti-
tutions and social structures, rather than just individual 
actions. To those who study Thai history in detail, there 
can be little doubt that, collectively, Thai people have far 
more responsibility than anyone else for social situations 
in Thailand. Thai business elites have not been power-
less compradors, and Thai state officials have not been 
mere lackeys of the United States, Japan, or anyone else.8 
Nor have Thai workers, peasant organizations, or student 
radicals lacked the agency and ability to shape social out-
comes.9 Yet clearly actors such as the U.S. military, the 
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), 
TNCs, and the International Monetary Fund (IMF)—
the latter backed by the U.S. Treasury Department in 
most of what it does—have had a significant effect on 
Thai history. This is evident from a simple, logical con-
sideration: it makes sense to ask what effect U.S. policies 
have had in producing or resolving social problems in 
Thailand, even if the answer is “little”; it makes no sense 
to ask what effect Thai policies have had in producing or 
resolving social problems in the United States. In short, 
imperialism is real; the challenge is to discern how—and 
to what extent—it operates.

I argue here that U.S. Cold War–era interventions 
in Thailand have had a lasting impact on Thai social, 
political, and economic structures. They have not done 
so without able assistance from large cadres of privileged 
Thais, who have been beneficiaries of the resulting struc-
tures. But the importance of the U.S. activities is that 
at a number of crucial turning points in Thai history, 
U.S. policies gave weight to the projects of social groups 
that might not otherwise have succeeded, at least not to 
the extent they did—and this in turn has had much to 
do with the social outcomes of post–World War II Thai 
development. Moreover, there are a number of legacies of 
these U.S. Cold War–era policies that have continued to 
linger long beyond the period in which the United States 
was a major actor within Thai politics (an era that largely 
ended by the 1980s). The military coup of 2006 and a 
subsequent judicial coup in 2008 are the latest examples, 
reflecting the enduring Cold War orientation of many 
conservative Thai elites. To explain all this, however, I 
will survey a history that goes back several centuries.

The Chakri Dynasty as the Thai State

The modern Thai state—that is, the territorial state 
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corresponding to what Thai historian Thongchai Win-
ichakul calls the “logo map” of Thailand—did not 
come fully into being until the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.10 This is not the preferred narrative 
of Thai nationalist and royalist historiography, which 
claims a lineage for the Thai state dating back at least 
to the thirteenth century, but the traditional Thai histo-
riography is marred by deep historical inaccuracies and 
the usual nationalist and statist political motivations 
(see, e.g., C. Reynolds, Seditious Histories: Contesting 
Thai and Southeast Asian Pasts, vii–viii). Even after the 
founding of the Chakri Dynasty in Bangkok in the late 
eighteenth century, Siam (as it was then called) was a 
Bangkok-centered and territorially unbounded imperial 
regime that dominated the central plains (the main rice-
growing region along the Chao Phraya River), but waned 
in power as one moved closer to the centers of various 
independent tributary monarchies, like those in Chiang 
Mai, Vientiane, or Nakhon Sri Thammarat. The number 
of subjects who owed allegiance to the sovereign in Bang-
kok could and did change with wars and other events. 
Thus, for example, much of the labor force controlled 
by the Lao monarchs of Vientiane, Luang Prabang, and 
Champassak was relocated by the Siamese to the Khorat 
Plateau after nineteenth-century military campaigns—
thus depriving the Lao monarchs of labor power, and 
simultaneously creating the basis for today’s dense popu-
lation in the comparatively arid land that has become the 
poverty-plagued northeast region of Thailand.11

The modern and centralized Thai state was created 
through collaboration between Siamese elites (the Chakri 
royalty and leading families like the Bunnags) and British 
imperialists. Thailand, conventional wisdom holds, was 
the only country in Southeast Asia not to be colonized. As 
Benedict Anderson argued persuasively long ago, this is 
a partially inaccurate assessment. Following the Bowring 
Treaty of 1855, which gave liberal trade privileges and 
extraterritoriality to British merchants and diplomats in 
Siam, Great Britain came to have a dominant economic 
position within Thailand, while the Thai economy was 
transformed in a fashion closely resembling that of the 
more directly colonized neighboring countries of Burma 
and Vietnam.12 Yet the argument for Thai uniqueness is 
correct in one important political sense: While colonial 
powers undermined or weakened monarchical power 
elsewhere in Southeast Asia, in Siam the Chakri elites 
maintained their position as the official state leader-

ship, with significant consequences for the forms—if not 
always the substance—of rule.13

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
the Chakri monarchs and British colonialists subdued 
unruly subjects of the tributary monarchs through col-
laborative ventures and complex maneuvers beyond the 
scope of this essay. The result was that kingdoms ruled 
by independent sovereigns were incorporated as regions 
of the Thai state. The entire project was modeled on 
forms of colonial rule, with Bangkok thus playing a sub-
imperial role in relation to these formerly independent 
regions and peoples.14 The modern state that resulted was 
highly centralized, ruled from Bangkok by appointed 
administrators who governed the regions on behalf of the 
Thai state—which implied, until 1932, the Chakri roy-
alty. (The country was renamed Thailand, or “land of the 
free,” in 1939.) 

Democratization Confronts the Cold War: 
Military Dictatorship in Thailand

The formation of a highly centralized, monarchi-
cal, territorial state has produced an important enduring 
legacy, with consequences for the distribution of wealth 
and power in Thailand that are evident to the present. 
However, this centralized, monarchical administrative 
structure—and the skewed distribution of wealth it has 
protected and extended—did not simply evolve without 
challenge. In 1932, the absolute monarchy was abolished 
in a coup led by radicalized students, who had studied 
in France, and discontented state officials, including key 
military leaders.15 The resulting constitutional monarchy 
was led by a fractious regime. One element of the coup 
group—a civilian faction of the People’s Party, led by 
Pridi Banomyong, a legal scholar and writer of Thailand’s 
first constitution—favored relatively liberal policies, 
including a statist and social democratic economic plan 
for industrial development and distribution of income to 
farmers, and it gained backing from Bangkok-based labor 
groups.16 The economic plan, authored by Pridi, generated 
discontent among both Chakri royalists and conserva-
tive supporters of the coup, and the latter helped push 
Pridi and the civilian faction to the background. This 
conservative coup group, ultimately led by Field Marshal 
Phibun Songkhram, eventually imposed its leadership via 
military dictatorship, not only to keep the liberal civilian 
groups at bay but also to ensure a dominant position vis-
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à-vis the royalists, who maintained considerable financial 
and political power and continued to fight against their 
political demotion throughout the 1930s and 40s.17

The Phibun government sided with Japan during 
World War II, but Pridi and various members of the Peo-
ple’s Party formed an underground Free Thai movement 
(Seri Thai) that cooperated with U.S. and British intel-
ligence.18 This was significant because after the war Thai 
leaders were able to argue against the imposition of repa-
ration payments on Thailand by claiming that Phibun’s 
government did not represent the true views of the Thai 
people, which, it was claimed, were better reflected in the 
activities of Pridi and the Seri Thai. The discrediting of 
the conservative coup group through their siding with 
the losing Axis powers also enabled Pridi and the People’s 
Party to form governments from 1944 to 1947. 

This was a difficult and contentious period—almost 
inevitably so, given material difficulties of postwar recon-
struction, economic problems such as hyperinflation, and 
complex issues ranging from management of changing 
currencies to the more conventional development chal-
lenges of Third World agrarian societies. The liberal gov-
ernments that ruled in this short period are widely seen 
as having failed to deal adequately with all these issues, 
but this is hardly surprising. What is at least equally 
important with regard to turning points in Thai history 
is that during 1944–47 there was a considerable upsurge 
of popular activity: labor unions became very militant 
and politicized, sponsoring large rallies and occasionally 
strikes, abetted in some cases by a (legalized) Commu-
nist Party; and village organizations and groups from 
poorer regions like the northeast made their voices heard 
in the Thai parliament, giving support to Pridi’s govern-
ment. In short, there was a brief and intensive process 
of democratization, as well as an interim period during 
which the government contemplated various social dem-
ocratic planning measures.19

This period was cut short by a 1947 military coup that 
returned Phibun to power. Although the U.S. adminis-
tration had not been delighted with the directions of pol-
icy under Pridi, it is not clear that it acted directly in the 
case of the 1947 coup.20 The conservative militarist bloc, 
on the other hand, was anxious to reassert itself, and to 
this end it both moderated its position toward the mon-
archy and manipulated one of Thailand’s more mysteri-
ous historical events to its advantage. In 1946, the Thai 

throne was held by the young King Ananda Mahidol, 
King VIII (Rama VIII) of the Chakri Dynasty. In that 
year, Ananda was killed by a gunshot to the head. It is 
still unknown whether the gunshot was a suicide, was 
accidentally self-inflicted, or was inflicted accidentally 
by someone else. In any event, in the wake of Ananda’s 
death, the king’s younger brother, Bhumipol Adulyadej, 
ascended the throne.21 At the same time, the conservative 
military group created rumors that the death was plotted 
by Pridi, who had been acting as regent, and as a result 
there was a show trial against attendants that had cared 
for the young monarch and his younger brother. The 
trial produced no evidence against Pridi—and claims of 
his involvement have since been discredited—nor did it 
produce serious evidence against the attendants, but they 
were executed nonetheless. The entire event was used 
by the military to discredit the civilian government and 
justify a return to dictatorship, with Pridi’s government 
being ousted and Pridi run out of the country.22

Pridi’s supporters were not entirely defeated, how-
ever, and continued to make efforts to bring his govern-
ment back into power as late as 1949.23 U.S. officials thus 
had crucial strategic decisions to make. Embassy staff 
argued, conveniently, that in the interest of stability, the 
U.S. government “had to go along with those who were 
in charge of the store.”24 Clearly contradicting that argu-
ment, however, was the fact that at precisely the same 
time, the U.S. government was actively creating political 
instability in countries like Italy and France to oust left-
leaning regimes.25 The simple truth was that the U.S. gov-
ernment increasingly leaned toward support for military 
dictatorships throughout Asia in this period—a policy 
articulated forthrightly in documents like NSC 48, pro-
duced in 194826—and it thus abandoned wartime allies 
like Pridi and Ho Chi Minh. Right-wing military dicta-
torships were preferred over left-leaning or social demo-
cratic parliamentary regimes, and U.S. policy orientation 
thus converged with the interests of Thai military leaders 
and also with the interests of the Thai monarchy. The 
monarchy’s status was beginning to be quietly restored, 
starting with the regicide claims leveled at Pridi.27

Consequently, after Phibun was re-installed as head 
of the Thai regime in 1947, the U.S. government recog-
nized his government and the U.S. embassy asked for 
increased military aid for the country. Beginning in 1950 
the U.S. government started pouring military and eco-
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nomic aid, along with wide-ranging forms of develop-
ment assistance and institutional support, into what was 
to become its major mainland Southeast Asian ally and 
center of military operations.28 This aid strengthened the 
military regime considerably, and it both enabled and 
encouraged it to fend off resurgence of democracy, as 
well as to ban leftist organizations, as it did through a 
1952 anticommunist act modeled on U.S. Un-American 
Activities legislation.29 Even so, popular forces struggling 
for empowerment did not disappear, and leaders like 
Phibun were opportunistic enough to play off them, as he 
did in 1955–56 by starting to open up more democratic 
forums of debate, such as his “Hyde Park” meetings with 
the media.30 This opportunistic maneuvering by Phibun 
occurred, however, in a context in which U.S. commit-
ment to military repression and Cold War intervention 
in Vietnam were on the rise31; thus in 1957 U.S. officials 
threw their weight behind a coup by one of Phibun’s sub-
ordinates, military commander Sarit Thannarat.32

U.S. involvement in the 1957 coup may have been 
indirect,33 but a subsequent 1958 coup by Sarit’s forces, 
with the intent of reorganizing the Thai state, was likely 
called for by U.S. leaders and was openly celebrated when 
it happened.34 Sarit’s 1958 coup led to a period of fero-
cious repression of basic rights and civil liberties. Trade 
unions were banned and union leaders imprisoned or exe-
cuted. Political opposition leaders, especially leftists, were 
also imprisoned or executed.35 The press was stifled. All 
this met with warm approval from the U.S. embassy staff 
and political leadership. A U.S. State Department official 
stated that “We are gratified to hear [about Sarit’s coup],” 
since Sarit was “most definitely favorable to the United 
States.”36 U.S. Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson, reflecting 
in 1959 on U.S. support for Sarit’s regime, stated an early 
version of the modernization thesis articulated later by 
Samuel Huntington as a rationalization of U.S. support 
for military dictatorships:

We need not...feel self-conscious about our sup-
port of an authoritarian government in Thailand 
based almost entirely on military strength...[because] 
aside from the practical matter of Thailand’s not 
being ready for a truly democratic form of govern-
ment...the United States derives political support 
from the Thai Government to an extent and degree 
which it would be hard to match elsewhere.

Furthermore,

Sarit’s concepts and actions as we perceive them 
approach the Department’s definition of the “happy 
medium” from the standpoint of U.S. interests as 
a situation which encompasses a military regime 
“civilianized” to the greatest extent possible and 
headed by a military leader who saw security and 
development in perspective and thereby evidenced 
political leadership of the type required in a devel-
oping society.37

With this kind of unstinting support, the Thai mili-
tary dictatorship flourished throughout the 1960s and 
played a major role in support of the U.S. war in Viet-
nam.38 U.S. development assistance, both military and 
economic, continued to pour into the country, and the 
Thai state underwent major institutional reforms to bring 
it line with U.S. planning for Third World development.39 
These reforms included the creation or transformation of 
almost all the major institutions of the Thai state devel-
opment apparatus, including the National Economic 
and Social Development Board (NESDB), the Board of 
Investment (BOI), the Bureau of the Budget, the Indus-
trial Finance Corporation of Thailand (IFCT), and the 
Bank of Thailand.40 The organizations were structured in 
accordance with the recommendations of a 1958 World 
Bank mission and took on a top-down, Bangkok-centric 
development orientation, backed by and integrated with 
Thai state counterinsurgency strategies against the Thai 
Communist Party and popular organizations in the 
countryside.41

Also of great importance, Sarit’s coup and U.S. devel-
opment strategy fully restored the monarchy to a position 
of political-ideological and, eventually, political-economic 
preeminence. The young King Bhumiphol (Rama IX), 
who had succeeded his deceased brother on the throne, 
was old enough by 1958 to begin taking a more active 
role in Thai politics. Sarit’s regime and its U.S. backers 
encouraged this, seeing the king as a potential unifying 
force that could legitimize military dictatorship and con-
servative rule.42 Thus, the king began systematically to 
tour the Thai countryside, becoming the visible face of 
the Thai state in the village—the king’s picture became 
a ubiquitous fixture in households and businesses dur-
ing this period, having been far less popular in the early 
1950s43—and a promoter of a certain, state-sanctioned 
conception of development and governance, ostensibly in 
the interests of Thai peasants and farmers.44
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The Cold War alliance between the U.S. and Thai-
land was successful enough that by the 1970s the major 
institutions and orientation of the Thai state were deeply 
entrenched and broadly backed by substantial numbers of 
privileged social groups in Bangkok, as well as by smaller 
groups of elites in secondary cities and the countryside. 
Social opposition was also growing, however, among 
various groups. Industrial workers, poorly paid in spite 
of tremendous economic growth in the 1960s, began to 
agitate for better wages and conditions; after 1973, when 
labor unions were legalized and political space created by 
the temporary ouster of the military dictatorship, work-
ers held record numbers of strikes.45 Peasants agitated for 
changed relations in the countryside, including, after 
1973, land rent control.46 Students began to take a leading 
role during the 1970s in organizing social opposition and 
fighting against both the military dictatorship and the 
presence of U.S. military bases, and in 1973 a student-led 
uprising prompted the removal of Sarit’s military succes-
sor, Thanom Kittakachorn, along with several of his key 
allies, thus providing some restoration of a functioning 
democratic parliament.47

This opening of democratic space was initially sup-
ported by business groups and by the monarchy, each 
for their own particular reasons. Business groups were 
becoming powerful enough to demand more direct polit-
ical influence.48 The monarchy, at the end of the process, 
supported the ouster of Thanom in order to try to pre-
vent more political instability.49 However, the subsequent 
opening of parliamentary opportunity and increase in 
democratic activity (worker strikes, peasant demands for 
land rent control, student demonstrations) were threat-
ening to business and royal interests, and in 1976 these 
same forces backed Thanom’s return to Thailand with a 
military coup, punctuated by the horrendous slaughter of 
student protestors at Thammasat University, the univer-
sity founded by Pridi and at that time a hotbed of “radi-
cal” activism.50 The coup restored military dictatorship 
until 1988, although the form was modified throughout 
the 1976–88 period and became decreasingly reliant on 
U.S. assistance in the post–Vietnam War era.

Legacies of the Cold War State

In the 1990s, particularly after popular opposition 
forced the short-lived military coup regime of 1991–92 
back to the barracks—albeit after yet another slaughter 

of civilian demonstrators51—democratization processes 
reemerged in Thailand, as popular organizations, includ-
ing resurgent labor and village organizations, reopened 
spaces for democratic participation.52 However, these 
attempts at democratization have faced numerous dif-
ficulties bequeathed by the Cold War state. First, the 
banning of the Left throughout the Cold War era—a 
situation continuing to the present—has deprived pop-
ular forces in Thailand of institutions within which to 
mobilize effectively. The results have included enormous 
corruption of the Thai state, as it has been reduced largely 
to an arena for competition between business interests53; 
the development of what some commentators have called 
“low-quality democracy,” at least at the level of the cen-
tral state54; and reliance of popular organizations on 
(largely state-approved) NGOs for expression of their 
interests, along with their incorporation into the projects 
of populist leaders.55 Second, the Cold War bequeathed 
an even larger divide between the material prospects of 
privileged social groups in Bangkok and an oppressed 
majority in the Thai countryside.56 The consequences of 
this disparity include not only enormous social inequali-
ties, but a range of problems, including high levels of 
natural-resource depletion (largely to fuel Bangkok-cen-
tered growth) along with intense repression and violence 
in the countryside.57 Third, and related to both of the 
above, the Cold War has passed along Bangkok-centric 
interpretations of Thai social problems, subscribed to by 
many of the socially privileged, in which capitalism, class 
relations, and other forms of social hierarchy bear little 
if any responsibility; instead, social problems are blamed 
on the corruption and sociopolitical underdevelopment 
(intellectual, moral, and political) of Thai rural society. 

Such interpretations focus on issues ranging from 
the alleged subversion of Thai parliamentary democracy 
by provincial elites—because as representatives of the 
majority they are collectively able in a parliamentary sys-
tem to gain more formal political power than Bangkok 
representatives—to the development of frontier regions 
in Thailand marked by much criminal activity.58 While 
descriptively accurate, many of these accounts are analyt-
ically weak and overlook numerous ways in which Thai 
elites based in Bangkok, along with their U.S. and other 
international backers, have helped create and perpetuate 
these kinds of problems through their unstinting support 
for a repressive state in the countryside (the foundations 
for contemporary criminal activity and rural political 
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“bosses”), as well as through their appropriation of a dis-
proportionate share of Thai resources and wealth, which 
has often left populist and illegal or semi-legal activities 
as the main mechanisms through which the underprivi-
leged can attempt to effect some redistribution.59 Nor do 
such Bangkok-centric accounts pay adequate attention 
to serious and deep struggles for democratization and 
improvement of livelihoods within the Thai countryside, 
often in forms that equal or outstrip the commitments to 
democracy or social justice evidenced by Bangkok-based 
activists and NGOs.60

As these kinds of post–Cold War struggles have 
evolved in Thailand, a fourth and final Cold War legacy 
has become increasingly important. Confronted by the 
contradiction between a putative commitment to democ-
racy and the reality of enormous social privileges that they 
attempt to maintain, many Bangkok groups—including 
some “progressive” activists—have increasingly looked to 
conservative forces, chiefly the monarchy, to protect their 
interests and impose forms of development and social 
order. This tendency was already apparent before the 
2006 coup, but became especially evident at that point. 
To explain this, however, it is necessary to briefly survey 
some major developments in Thailand since the middle 
of the 1990s.

Economic Crisis, “Thaksinomics,” the “War on 
Terror,” and the Coup of 2006

Until the economic crisis that rocked Thailand in 
1996–99, the country had a remarkable string of more 
than four decades during which real per capita economic 
growth was positive each year. Between 1986 and 1996, 
moreover, Thailand’s economic growth rates were the 
highest in the world. This growth did not benefit all 
Thais equally; it caused considerable problems for the 
least advantaged, even increasing poverty among those 
displaced by development projects. However, the growth 
during this period did benefit many Thais, and, equally 
importantly, state expenditures—motivated in some 
instances by the desire to lure popular support away from 
communists61—led to improved health, educational, and 
welfare standards, though not to the degree one might 
expect on the basis of the country’s growth record.62 Cru-
cially, these high growth rates and skewed distribution 
kept the country’s most privileged social groups commit-
ted to overall state objectives of capitalist growth.

The ensuing economic crash strained this consensus 
among the privileged.63 Throughout the 1990s, labor and 
popular militancy had reemerged without gaining sig-
nificant sympathy from those who were benefiting from 
growth. After 1997, labor militancy declined, no doubt 
in part because of the increased threat of layoffs, but 
rural activities continued, led by organizations such as 
Thailand’s Assembly of the Poor (AOP).64 The crisis also 
sent many of the formerly privileged (urban profession-
als, owners of failing businesses) into the ranks of those 
seeking significant changes in policies. The government 
in power from 1997 to 2001, the Democrat Party gov-
ernment of Chuan Leekpai, adopted a neoliberal policy 
orientation, following closely the IMF and U.S. Treasury 
Department script for structural adjustment.65 When this 
contributed to further economic decline, popular oppo-
sition to neoliberalism crystallized, bringing together a 
heterogeneous array of forces ranging from groups such 
as the AOP (opposed to specific government develop-
ment policies) and state enterprise employees (opposed 
to privatization) to business leaders (opposed to forced 
closure and restructuring of firms with foreign participa-
tion) and some government officials.

In accord with the historic suppression of the Left 
in Thailand, the popular forces that had come to the 
fore during the 1990s and were now opposing neolib-
eral restructuring were lured or forced into alliance with 
business groups and others with significantly different 
interests. One alliance that became crucial was enacted 
by business magnate-turned-politician, Thaksin Shina-
watra. Thaksin’s Thai Rak Thai (Thai Love Thai) Party 
(TRT) opposed neoliberal orthodoxy, favored modest 
Keynesian and neo-mercantilist policies to reinflate the 
economy and boost the competitiveness of Thai busi-
nesses, and held the motley assemblage of anti-neoliberal 
forces together through extensive populist spending pro-
grams. While much reviled by neoliberals, some of these 
programs constituted the post–Cold War Thai state’s first 
major—and, arguably, long overdue—ventures into the 
provision of basic forms of social welfare appropriate to 
an industrial society (e.g., state health insurance). Moreo-
ver, contrary to neoliberal predictions, they did not create 
huge fiscal problems for the state, and the Thai economy 
as a whole recovered after 2000, though arguably not 
simply because of TRT policies.66

Thaksin’s goal was not to abandon the basic export-
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led capitalist growth project but to marshal Thai state 
resources in the service of specific Thai groups. The 
populist policies were largely adjunct to the pro-business 
orientation of TRT, but they served to cultivate crucial 
electoral support. In marshaling state resources for capi-
tal, Thaksin’s regime was indisputably corrupt, yet likely 
no more so than previous (or subsequent) Thai regimes, 
since corruption has been a deeply embedded feature 
of the Thai state’s multiple incarnations—and, moreo-
ver, ought to include reference to the enormous untaxed 
assets of the royally held Crown Property Bureau, esti-
mated at US$30-40 billion. Most of those social groups 
that felt they benefited to some extent from TRT policies 
were willing to look the other way, but neoliberals in the 
Democrat Party and royalists who felt increasingly chal-
lenged by Thaksin’s accumulation of greater wealth and 
power grew restive, particularly as they saw their pos-
sibilities for success at the polls recede under a series of 
increasingly large TRT victories.67

If these had been the only forces at work, the situ-
ation would have been volatile enough. However, yet 
another complicating factor, directly related to U.S. 
imperial ventures, also came to into play. After the events 
of September 11, 2001, the U.S. government announced 
that it was extending the “war on terror” to Southeast 
Asia, and particularly to the Philippines. In the context 
of the expanded “war on terror,” Thai military officials 
announced that Thailand faced threats from Islamic ter-
rorist forces in its predominantly Muslim southernmost 
provinces. The major Thai military units involved in polic-
ing the south, particularly those of the Southern Border 
Provinces Administrative Center (SBPAC), are strongly 
linked to former prime minister and royal favorite Prem 
Tinsulanond, as well as to the Democrat Party.68 Thaksin 
at first seems to have resisted their calls to see separatist 
or terrorist threats at work in the south, instead claim-
ing that the region had standard development problems. 
However, beginning in 2003, Thaksin changed strategy 
and announced that Thailand faced increasing terror-
ist threats and needed a stronger security response in 
the south. This was part of a more general turn toward 
authoritarianism, which targeted popular organizations 
not in agreement with TRT development policies, and 
extended to local political bosses as well as to “dark influ-
ences” through a murderous “war on drugs.”69 The new 
strategy also involved strengthened bonds with the Bush 
administration, which Thaksin’s regime supported by 

facilitating the U.S. capture of alleged Indonesian terror-
ist Hambali.70

Ultimately, however, one of Thaksin’s major objec-
tives seems to have been to undermine one of the last 
strongholds of the Democrat Party and royalist political 
opposition. He began to replace military personnel con-
nected with the southern command with police forces 
(more strongly connected to Thaksin, who came through 
the police ranks himself), and closed the SBPAC. This 
led to increasingly open conflict between Thaksin and 
forces around Prem.71 It may also have contributed to a 
breakdown in the southern security system, contributing 
to a rash of violence from 2004 onward that has never 
been completely explained or attributed.72

By 2006, Thaksin’s considerable popularity in the 
countryside and among the urban poor, based more on 
his policies than on his personality, was generating pow-
erful animosity among the threatened holdouts from 
the Cold War era. In addition, a combination of state 
enterprise union leaders upset by Thaksin’s endorsement 
of Free Trade agreements, spurned former Thaksin allies 
such as media tycoon Sondhi Limthongkul, and NGOs 
and privileged groups in Bangkok disturbed by Thak-
sin’s open pursuit of power and wealth, began to mobilize 
against him, forming an organization inaptly named the 
People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD).73 By mid-2006, 
these Bangkok-based groups were openly calling for the 
king to replace Thaksin, and thus effectively for a royalist 
coup d’etat. Prem launched a series of attacks on Thak-
sin’s government before the military and naval cadets.74 
Then, in September 2006, military units led by offic-
ers close to Prem and the SBPAC charged through the 
political-ideological door opened by the Bangkok-based 
opposition groups and deposed Thaksin. The Thai courts 
subsequently dissolved TRT in a highly political ruling 
and banned 111 top TRT officials from politics for five 
years, including Thaksin. 75 Although this put an end to 
TRT and to Thaksin’s career as head of government, it 
was not to end the struggle over the state.

From 2006 Military Coup to 2008 Judicial Coup

If the events of 2006 were confusing to outsiders 
unfamiliar with Thailand’s history and politics, the sub-
sequent events of 2007-2008 must have seemed all the 
more perplexing—particularly to those who accepted 
the analysis of the 2006 coup as nothing more than a 
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peaceful expression of popular discontent with Thak-
sin’s corruption. The military coup regime of 2006-2007 
tore up the 1997 constitution and appointed a constitu-
tion drafting committee to draw up a new charter. The 
committee was headed by conservative parliamentarian, 
Meechai Ruchuphan. It wrote a charter that the military 
considered more suitable, one that ensured an amnesty 
for the 2006 coup makers, that makes half of the Sen-
ate appointed, and that allows judicial dissolution of any 
political party if even one member of the party is found 
to have been engaged in vote buying or any other form 
of electoral fraud. 76 In an attempt to give this militarily-
imposed charter an aura of popular support, the coup 
regime held a referendum on it after its drafting. The 
referendum was held with many of Thailand’s provinces 
still under martial law, and with opponents of the char-
ter being prohibited from posting materials opposing its 
adoption. Under these circumstances, the new constitu-
tion was “adopted.” Fifty-seven percent of the electorate 
turned out to vote, with 58 percent of these voting to 
accept the new charter, while 42 percent voted against 
it. The opposition vote was somewhat fragmented, since 
many coup opponents preferred a strategy of non-par-
ticipation. Even so, the vote against the charter was 62 
percent in the populous Northeast and 50 percent in the 
North. 77

With this new political-legal structure in place, and 
the hope that it—and the ongoing coup—would prevent 
Thaksin’s backers from effectively organizing to retake 
power, new elections were held in December 2007, but to 
the dismay of the military and royalists, these brought to 
power a TRT successor party, the People’s Power Party 
(PPP). The process of ousting the TRT/PPP government 
thus continued throughout 2008 in the form of protests 
by the now openly pro-royalist PAD, who donned royal 
yellow shirts to advertise their political orientation.  As in 
2006, these protests enlisted Bangkok-based representa-
tives of popular organizations such as state enterprise 
unions and NGOs. The charges the PAD brought against 
PPP consistently shifted throughout 2008, perhaps con-
fusing some observers, but reflecting the fact that the 
conflict is not really about specific issues and reflects an 
institutionally distorted, class-based struggle, overlaid by 
a struggle among elites over control of the state.78  After 
a failed attempt by the then opposition Democrat Party 
to bring a no-confidence motion against the PPP gov-
ernment just 4 months into its term, the PAD took to 

the streets throughout 2008 with an evolving series of 
accusations and demands. These included allegations of 
vote-buying and PPP corruption, protests against the 
PPP government’s attempt to change the coup regime’s 
constitution, allegations that PPP is a Thaksin “nominee” 
party, and protests against the PPP government’s initial 
decision to cooperate with Cambodia in the listing of a 
Khmer temple in Cambodia as a UN Heritage site.79

In late August, PAD upped the ante by occupying 
Government House, demanding that Prime Minister 
Samak Sundaravej and the PPP government step down. 
Samak temporarily declared a state of emergency, but the 
military—headed by Anupong Paochinda, who had par-
ticipated in the 2006 coup—took no action to remove 
the protestors.80 Indeed, some military participants in 
the 2006 coup and pro-royalist officers, such as Panlop 
Pinmanee, actively backed the protests.81 As such, it was 
clear that the PAD had protection from sections of the 
military, and thus even when violence erupted between 
pro- and anti-government protestors, with one pro-gov-
ernment protestor killed, the military did nothing to end 
the PAD demonstrations.82

In this context, the courts and other institutions 
of the bureaucracy—all of which are staffed by figures 
appointed or approved by royalists—took a part in dis-
membering the PPP government. The Election Commis-
sion of Thailand (ECT) recommended in August that 
the PPP be dissolved because one member of the party 
had been found guilty of vote-buying. Then, in Sep-
tember, several Senators brought a case against Samak 
to the Constitutional Court, alleging that he was guilty 
of corruption under a law that prohibits office-holders 
from receiving pay for commercial activities. Samak had 
hosted a televised cooking show, “Cooking and Grum-
bling,” for some time before he became Prime Minister. 
He continued to host two episodes of the show after 
becoming Prime Minister and received several hun-
dred dollars in compensation for this. The court ruled 
that this violated anti-corruption laws and that he must 
therefore step down as Prime Minister. Samak ultimately 
complied, and the PPP subsequently picked Thaksin’s 
brother-in-law to head the party and take on the role of 
Prime Minister.83

None of this satisfied PAD or ended the conflict. 
Beginning in late November, the PAD occupied Bang-
kok’s two international airports for more than a week, 
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demanding that the PPP government step down.84  The 
resulting airport closures in November-December repre-
sented a dramatic upping of the ante, causing enormous 
economic damage, estimated by the Thai Tourism and 
Sports Minister at over US$3 million in lost tourism 
revenues alone.85 The occupations were accompanied by 
occasional outbursts of violence, including against police 
sent to challenge the airport occupation. Knowledgeable 
observers concurred that the occupations could not have 
proceeded without both a green light from the military, 
as well as the organization of paramilitary forces within 
PAD to impose their operations against the compara-
tively toothless government. Moreover, the military tac-
itly backed the occupations through the open refusal of 
military leaders to remove PAD demonstrators.86 

In the midst of this destabilization campaign, the 
royally-appointed judiciary rendered a highly politicized 
December 2 decision that dissolved PPP—the basis for 
this decision being that one member of PPP had been 
found guilty of vote-buying during the 2007 election.87 
Shortly thereafter, a series of political maneuvers allowed 
the Democrat Party to assume power without having 
to run for election against PPP’s successor party, Peua 
Thai (PT).88 The key deal appears to have been brokered 
by military chief Anupong, who invited political boss 
Newin Chidchob, head of a political bloc that had been 
part of the PPP ruling coalition, to a meeting at his house 
with Democrat Party leaders.89 The resulting coalition 
government enabled the Democrats to take power with-
out winning an election for the third time since electoral 
politics opened up in 1992,  and has left the majority that 
voted for TRT/PPP to contemplate what Thai democracy 
means. 90

The Democrats had not been bystanders in the events 
leading to destabilization and the PPP ouster. A Democrat 
Party MP was a participant in the PAD airport occupa-
tions.91 While PAD actions were intensifying throughout 
2008, moreover, the Democrats called on PPP to dissolve 
the government and call new elections. Once PPP was 
dissolved by the courts and the Democrats maneuvered 
into power by the military, however, the Democrats 
stopped calling for new elections and have ruled without 
an electoral mandate. Their goal is seemingly to use their 
time to fragment the new Peua Thai political bloc, buy 
popular support (with promises of maintaining the TRT/
PPP populist spending programs), and continue decapi-

tating political opposition. Democrat Party leader and 
now Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiwa has listed stamp-
ing out disrespect for the monarchy as one of the new 
government’s major tasks, and with this as rationale, the 
Democrat government has blocked thousands of web sites 
deemed to contain material offensive to the monarchy, 
while presiding over a spate of lese majeste cases brought 
against various opponents of the coup.92 The most high 
profile of these, leftist activist and Chulalongkorn Uni-
versity Political Science Professor Giles Ji Ungpakorn, 
fled Thailand for England in December 2009, arguing 
that he cannot receive a fair trial in Thailand and that 
he is in truth being prosecuted by the military—using 
alleged disrespect for the monarchy as an excuse—be-
cause of his opposition to the 2006 coup, expressed most 
prominently in his 2007 book on the topic.93

That these maneuvers occur is evidence enough that 
there is still strong political opposition in Thailand to the 
government installed by successive military and judicial 
coups. Indeed, a popular organization formed after the 
2006 coup, the United Front of Democracy against Dic-
tatorship (UDD) has become increasingly active. By late 
2008 and 2009, its rallies—attended by both numerous 
up-country Thais and many Bangkokians—were much 
larger than those of the PAD, yet because they were 
non-violent and non-disruptive, and because the major 
Thai media have been supportive of the royalists, they 
have received comparatively little coverage. The red shirt 
UDD—adopting a color politics juxtaposed to the royal 
yellow shirts of the PAD—has called for new elections, 
hoping to show once again that they can muster a major-
ity for TRT/PPP policies, this time perhaps under a Peua 
Thai government.94 It is not clear what will result—but it 
is certainly clear by now that the royalist bloc (the crown, 
the military, the bureaucracy, the PAD, and the Demo-
crats) will systematically oppose any such outcome, using 
any means at their disposal.

Their ability to do so hinges on the historical accu-
mulation of considerable forms of power and authority 
that they have consistently used to override popular sen-
timent. US Cold War policies played no small part in this 
process of accumulation, and current US governmental 
tolerance—including relative silence regarding the air-
port occupations, even when the international financial 
press had turned deeply critical—has further abetted 
royalist reaction.  One US official, former US Ambassa-
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dor to Thailand Darrell Johnson, even chipped in openly 
in support of the monarchy during the December 2008 
imbroglio, rehashing the implausible but politically use-
ful line that the king always remains above politics.95 
Such notions not only misrepresent the present but mask 
the US government’s historical role in placing the king 
and the royalist bloc at the center of Thai politics.

Conclusion: U.S. Legacies in Thailand

In this overview of post–World War II Thai politi-
cal history, I would emphasize three turning points at 
which the weight of U.S. imperialism has made signifi-
cant contributions to the anti-democratic projects of Thai 
elites. First, in 1944–47, there was a real possibility of 
social democratic forces beginning to emerge in Thai-
land, with considerable representation for and participa-
tion by labor and village organizations. The U.S. decision 
to back the 1947 coup, and ultimately to build it into 
a deeply repressive domestic political force—one that 
supported U.S. Vietnam War efforts—set Thailand’s 
democratic prospects back for decades. Second, when 
strong resistance to military dictatorship and centralized 
authoritarian power reemerged in the 1970s, especially 
during 1973–76, it was U.S.-trained forces that sup-
pressed the student activists, peasants, and labor organiz-
ers, and returned military dictatorship to Thailand. (It is 
also possible that U.S. advisors played a somewhat more 
direct role than has as yet been revealed, but determi-
nation of what role, if any, the U.S. government played 
in the 1976 coup awaits further declassification of U.S. 
documents.) In the aftermath of the coup, moreover, the 
U.S. government quickly resumed normal relations with 
the Thai state, thus providing legitimacy for the military 
regime. Third, and finally, when new popular struggles 
emerged in the 1990s, the combination of a lack of insti-
tutional options and the neoliberal environment fostered 
internationally by the United States drove many activists 
into support for Thaksin’s populism. As this populism 
slumped toward conventional authoritarianism and 
money politics, the U.S.-led “war on terror” enabled a 
comeback by even more conservative social forces, associ-
ated with the Cold War state and the monarchy. While 
this was not necessarily a direct objective of U.S. poli-
cies, it was a rather predictable outcome, and the Bush 
administration—unsurprisingly—did nothing substan-
tive to challenge the reassertion of authoritarian rule in 
Thailand, illustrating that it was content with such an 

outcome. It seems doubtful, moreover, that there will be 
any changes under the new Obama regime, even though 
the depth of the ongoing social struggle in Thailand will 
certainly provide opportunities for the US state to influ-
ence future events

In all of this, the direct role of the United States has 
arguably declined from its peak period of influence in the 
1950s.96 In this sense, it can be argued that Thai social 
problems—notably the challenge of developing a stable 
democratic system that allows the less privileged majority 
a voice in formulating state policies—are increasingly the 
overwhelming responsibility of Thai actors themselves. 
But the point of the review I have undertaken here is 
simply that imperialism casts a long—and historically 
enduring—shadow. Thailand might well have fewer of 
the kinds of problems I have outlined had not the U.S. 
government consistently propped up and legitimized 
forces inimical to democracy.

Moreover, the Thai case can serve as a useful par-
able. In a few cases—like Vietnam from the 1940s to the 
1970s, much of Central America during the 1980s, or 
Iraq and Palestine since the 1990s—U.S. policies have 
had direct, obvious, and deleterious impacts. Cases like 
Thailand are more complex and are also ubiquitous. 
Many U.S. government analysts choose to take credit 
for contributing to successful development in Thailand.97 
This is in some ways fair enough—provided that these 
analysts are also willing to take some responsibility for 
the social problems spawned by successful capitalist 
development in Thailand, as well as responsibility for the 
devastation of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos that was 
the flip side of U.S. support for the Thai Cold War state. 
In any event, many more places in the world are likely 
to be like Thailand than like Vietnam. In these places, 
U.S. influence will be significant but less direct, overt, or 
obviously devastating than in places in which the United 
States wages war.

Most Americans are ill-informed even about the 
places in which the United States wages war; not sur-
prisingly, then, their awareness of the places less directly 
affected by U.S. policies tends to be even more limited. 
In contrast, in places like Thailand, as one might expect, 
people tend to be far more aware of the influence of U.S. 
policies on their lives. Strained protests by Americans that 
they don’t know much about foreign countries and do not 
understand animosities, real or imagined, that they sense 
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from people around the world, however, do not help. The 
most privileged Americans benefit considerably from 
imperial power; many in U.S. society benefit far less, and 
some (e.g., troops who are killed doing the dirty work) 
are clearly not beneficiaries at all. Nonetheless, imperial 
power takes a toll on many around the world, and dispro-
portionately benefits those in the seat of empire, in whose 
names and with whose tax dollars the policies are con-
ducted. The toll can extend over long periods of time—
long enough that it seems to lose its context. Such is no 
doubt the case with the 2006 and 2008 coups in Thai-
land, which, if they entered their awareness at all, prob-
ably struck most Americans as anomalous, rather than as 
reflections of the long-term effects of U.S. intervention in 
Southeast Asia. For those who do choose greater under-
standing, however, an important question might well be 
this: where are the places in which U.S. policies today are 
paving the way for outcomes like those seen in Bangkok 
during September 2006 and December 2008?

*This essay is forthcoming as chapter 7 in Mark Pavlick, 
ed., U.S. War Crimes in Indochina: History, Responsibility, 
and the American Future (Monroe, Maine: Common Cour-
age Press). It is dedicated to the memory of Wanida Tantiwit-
tayapitak, labor organizer, anti-dam activist, spokesperson for 
Thailand’s Assembly of the Poor, lifelong activist, friend, and 
inspiration.
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