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FOREWARD 

 

This discussion has been placed on the web because it is an issue of great concern 
particularly to the citizens of Thailand.  In recent months the lèse majesté laws have 
been used to make public discussion of the Thai monarchy impossible in Thailand, at the 
very time when discussion appears particularly essential. On the one hand the institution 
of monarchy has been politicized as a legitimation for moves of dubious constitutionality 
against the elected government; on the other a 60-year reign that has transformed 
Thailand’s monarchy is nearing its end, increasing anxieties about the succession.    
 
The constraints now operating in Thailand increase the obligation on friends of Thailand 
to allow that necessary discussion to take place elsewhere.  The Asia Research Institute 
convened a Round Table of three Singapore-based historians of Thailand, to allow a 
diversity of informed views to be expressed on this important subject.  Our Thai friends 
and colleagues encouraged us to take this step, even feel feeling unable to participate 
actively in the forum.  They have also encouraged us to make the symposium available 
on line.  We therefore present here two of the three papers presented; the third, by Dr 
Maurizio Peleggi, was based largely on copyright images, and is being rewritten to 
eventually join the other two in this place.   
 
 
 
Anthony Reid 

Asia Research Institute 
National University of Singapore 
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MONARCHY AND CONSTITUTION IN RECENT THAI HISTORY 
 

A/Prof Bruce Lockhart  
Department of History, National University of Singapore 

 
hisbl@nus.edu.sg 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Thailand has had a constitutional monarchy since 1932, but in many respects the system 
has been unstable. To some extent this reflects the broader political instability of the 
Thai political system, with its alternating cycles of military and civilian rule. At the same 
time, it is due to the weakness of constitutionalism in Thailand: the country is currently 
on its 17th promulgated constitution, and there have been times when none was in force 
at all. As a result, the balance of power between the two institutions of monarchy and 
constitution has fluctuated dramatically over the nearly eight decades since the end of 
the absolute monarchy. The history of the constitutional monarchy can be divided into at 
least five distinct periods based on the evolution of the specific relationship between 
these two institutions. 
 
1932-1947: MONARCHY UNDER CONSTITUTION 

 
During the early years after the coup by the People’s Party (a group of officers and 
civilian officials) against the Chakri Dynasty, the monarchy was subordinated to the 
constitution. The parameters of its power were spelled out within the charters (a 
temporary and then a permanent constitution in 1932, and then a new one in 1946), and 
it generally operated within these parameters. The People’s Party attempted to promote 
the constitution as something saksit (“sacred”), adding “Constitution” as a fourth 
element to the “Nation, Religion, King” triad which had characterized state ideology since 
the early 20th century.  
 
After the June 1932 coup, King Prajadhipok (Rama VII, r. 1925-35) cooperated with the 
new regime but was engaged in a constant tug-of-war over the extent of royal 
prerogatives. Following his abdication in self-imposed exile, he was replaced by King 
Ananda Mahidol (Rama VIII, r. 1935-46), a young boy who spent most of his reign with 
his family in Switzerland. This period is generally considered as a low point for the 
modern Thai monarchy, since the People’s Party held the upper hand by virtue of having 
seized power and rarely, if ever, felt itself obliged to make concessions to the royalists. 
This was particularly the case under Field Marshal Phibun (1938-44), who disliked the 
monarchy and was determined to minimize its political and ritual significance. 
 
The monarchy suffered a further blow with the mysterious shooting of King Ananda in 
1946. Not only did this tragedy end the life of a popular young ruler, it also led to 
dramatic changes in the configuration of Thailand’s political forces. Royalists in particular 
became once more a force to be reckoned with; their position was strengthened by the 
numerous questions surrounding the King’s death. 
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1947-1957: MONARCHY VS. CONSTITUTION 

 
Ananda’s death led to an alliance (or perhaps more properly a marriage of convenience) 
between the royalists and the military, both groups being opposed to the more liberal 
faction led by Pridi Phanomyong, whom they were accusing of involvement in the 
shooting. Pridi had been Prime Minister at the time, and the fact that the apparent 
regicide occurred on his watch provided a golden opportunity for his numerous enemies. 
The army staged a coup in 1947, inaugurating a quarter-century of military rule. 
Relations between the military and the royalists remained tense, as they had 
fundamentally different conceptions of the monarchy’s role in politics. The army, 
although by now less hostile to King Bhumibol (Rama IX, r. 1946--) than the first 
People’s Party government had been toward his uncle Prajadhipok, remained wary of the 
royalists’ agenda. The years after the 1947 coup saw a series of constitutions, some 
reflecting the royalist desire to enshrine as many royal prerogatives as possible, and 
others demonstrating the military’s preference for a constitutional monarchy with 
minimal authority. 
 
1957-1973: MONARCHY WITHOUT CONSTITUTION 

 
The year 1957 saw the final generation of the original People’s Party and their followers 
replaced by a new strongman, Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat, who had had no involvement 
with the 1932 coup. Sarit held power in various capacities until his death in 1963, when 
he was succeeded by his two military protégés, Thanom Kittikachorn and Praphat 
Charusathien. These two men held power for the next decade, until they were driven 
from power by a student-led uprising in October 1973. 
  
Sarit cultivated a close relationship with the King and Queen and took great pains to 
heighten the monarchy’s public profile while also restoring some of the prerogatives 
removed under earlier regimes. His years in power are widely recognized as a watershed 
in the history of the Thai monarchy and as laying the foundations for the expansion of its 
prestige and authority in the decades to come. For much of this quarter-century there 
was no functioning parliament or constitution, with the exception of a brief three-year 
interlude between 1968 and 1971. The King maintained a relatively low profile in political 
terms, with little overt intervention in national affairs, but the “restoration” initiated by 
Sarit enabled him to gain the moral authority which would undergird his more active role 
after 1973. 
 
1973-1997: MONARCHY OUTSIDE CONSTITUTION 

 
The period between 1973 and 1997 saw a return to the alternating cycles of military and 
civilian rule, with two high-profile interventions by the King, in October 1973 and May 
1992. In both cases he intervened to end fatal clashes between the military and civilian 
protestors, appointing an interim civilian prime minister. These interventions 
(particularly the first one) dramatically raised his public profile while creating long-term 
precedents for his role as crisis-resolver. Although Thailand had constitutions for most of 
this period, the frequent scrapping of one charter and promulgation of a new one did 
nothing to consolidate the authority of the constitution as an institution. It can be argued 
that the strengthening of the King’s moral authority and the legitimacy of his 
prerogatives outside the scope of the constitution came in direct proportion to the 
weakening of constitutionalism. 
 
The royal prerogatives as defined in the constitutions remained relatively constant and 
there was little or no public discussion of them, with the exception of the 1974 charter, 
when the King himself objected to a particular clause which he felt gave the monarchy 
more power than it should legitimately have. At the same time, however, this period saw 
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a significant increase in the influence being exercised behind the scenes by the King and 
those close to him, particularly General and former Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanond. 
Moreover, the rise of the political Left (including but not limited to the Communist Party 
of Thailand) provoked a corresponding proliferation of Rightist forces, with the protection 
of the monarchy as one of their most explicit objectives. The lèse-majesté laws, 
strengthened under Sarit but less frequently used until the 1980s, were increasingly 
wielded against political opponents and critics of the military regime. 
 
1997—: MONARCHY ABOVE CONSTITUTION 

 
The 1997 constitution, considered as one of the most significant in Thailand’s political 
history and often billed as a “reform constitution”, contained an important clause which 
was to open up a Pandora’s box of possibilities for royal intervention in political affairs. 
Article 7 of the charter stated that situations where other clauses of the constitution 
could not be applied should be handled “according to the tradition of democratic 
government with the King as Head of State”. With the rise of vocal and violent opposition 
against Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra in 2005-6, this article was increasingly linked 
to calls for royal intervention in the country’s political crisis. Thaksin’s opponents called 
for a “royally-appointed Prime Minister” (nayok phraratchathan) and for a “return of 
royal power” (thawai khuen phraratchamnat) on the grounds that he had shown 
disrespect for the monarchy and attempted to usurp royal prerogatives in specific areas. 
The “Yellow Shirts” movement made use of the royal color to link all opposition to 
Thaksin – including the 2006 military coup which drove him from power – to support for 
the monarchy. The latest constitution (2007) has retained Article 7. 
 
CONCLUSION 

 
I argue that the transition to a constitutional monarchy which began in 1932 is in effect 
an unfinished process, since the relationship between the two key institutions has yet to 
fully stabilize and since the functioning of the political system continues to involve a 
considerable degree of royal authority outside of constitutional prerogatives. The 
constitution has failed to become ‘saksit’, and thus it is unable to serve as a basline or 

foundation for the political process. At the same time, the evolution of the Thai 
constitutional monarchy has been a conceptual and discursive change from “king under 
constitution/law” (phramahakasat yu tai ratthathammanun, phramahakasat yu tai 
kotmai) to “democracy with King as Head of State” (rabop prachathipatai an mi 
phramakasat song pen pramuk). To some extent this change is linked to the broader 
discourse of “Thai democracy”, as opposed to Western-style (“farang”) democracy. 
Unlike the original phrase which clearly subordinated the monarchy to the constitution, 
this formalution makes no explicit or implicit attempt to define the relationship between 
the two; thus it can be constantly readjusted and renegotiated.  
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DEFENDING THE MONARCHY: WHY AND HOW? 

 

Dr Michael Montesano 

Institute of Southeast Asian Studies 
 

michael.montesano@gmail.com 
 

 
We have not gathered today for an academic discussion.  Rather, the purpose of this 
gathering is to bring together a number of friends of Thailand with the humble intent of 
initiating discussion of the troubling circumstances in which the country now finds itself.  
We realize that many of our Thai friends and colleagues could bring far more to this 
discussion than can we.  And, in part, our concern over Thailand’s present circumstances 
stems from their inability to participate in a similar public discussion on Thai soil. 
 
I hope that I can begin with a story … One of my favorite places in Bangkok used to be 
the Silom Club, on Soi Si Wiang near Bangkok Christian College in Bangrak.  For years, 
the club allowed non-members to stop in for a relaxed dinner in its open-air front room.  
The food was inexpensive and very good.  More recently, a mere snack bar replaced the 
restaurant, but the club’s front room remained a wonderful spot to have a cup of coffee 
in an atmosphere that recalled another era. 
The club sat on Crown Property Bureau land. There began in the past decade to be 
stories of its having difficulties renewing the lease on its prime Silom-Sathon area site. 
 
I had long looked at the names of former officers of the Silom Club listed on its walls, 
but until about two years ago I had never walked over to the entrance to the club’s 
members-only locker room to have a look at the portrait hanging above the doorway to 
that room.  When I finally did, I saw that it was a portrait of Chao Phraya 
Sithammathibet, the club’s founder, one of the leading participants in the Thai 
monarchy’s effort to reassert its prestige during its dark days of the mid-1950s, a 
sometime member of the Democrat Party, and a member of the Privy Council till he died 
in 1976.   
 
About a year ago, I decided to take a friend to see the Silom Club’s wonderful inter-war 
building and the portrait of its founder.  We found the gate locked.  The watch-man told 
us that everything had been moved out, prior to demolition of the building and the 
construction of something else on the site. I asked whether Chao Phraya 
Sithammathibet’s portrait was still hanging inside the club.  The watch-man told me that 
he did not know. 
 
I use this story to suggest several points. The most obvious is that monarchy in Thailand 
has a history.  It has always been a dynamic, rather than a static institution.  Much of its 
historic success can be attributed to that dynamism.  Monarchy in Thailand has long 
been able to reinvent itself during bad times in order to play a new, constructive role 
later on.  So it was that, in the 1870s, the combination of lingering Bunnag family 
influence and the power of the Front Palace led King Chulalongkorn to bide his time, so 
that, from the 1890s, he and his half-brothers could modernize the government of Siam 
and lift the monarchy to a previously unknown position of real power.  So it was that, 
between the abdication of Rama VII and the coups d’état of Sarit Thanarat in 1957 and 
1958, monarchy had nothing like the centrality to Thai life that it had by the 1970s, 
1980s, and 1990s.   
 
Similarly, but on a smaller scale, Chao Phraya Sithammathibet was a man of great 
importance to the success of the current reign in its first decades.  By the early twenty-
first century, however, he is largely forgotten, and the Crown Property  Bureau has 
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attached greater importance, in the wake of its losses in the 1997 financial crisis, to 
realizing the value of some of its prime Bangkok real estate than to preserving the club 
that he founded. 
 
Or we can look at Chanida Chitbandit’s impressive history of the royally initiated projects 
of this reign, which divides that history into four distinct eras: the eras of the birth of the 
royal projects, of development for national security, of what Chanida terms coordination, 
and of the emergence of a quasi-private agency.  Royal projects, Chanida makes clear, 
have been a central feature in the current reign, but their history shows that dynamism 
rather than stasis has marked the Thai royal institution. 
 
With this clear idea of the Thai monarchy’s dynamic nature in mind, it is puzzling and 
sad to learn that “defending the monarchy” is now considered a top priority of the Thai 
state, a matter of “national security”.   The house of Chakri has never thrived when it 
has circled the wagons and made its own defense its highest priority.  Moments when 
others have circled the wagons to defend it have always risked associating the Thai 
monarchy with thuggery.  That monarchy has prospered when it and those who have 
served it have understood the reality of change and found ways to play constructive 
roles under circumstances that would have been unimaginable even just a few years 
before. 
 
Thailand has changed beyond the ability of anyone to imaginein the 63 years since the 
beginning of the present reign.  Even in the four decades years since the current king 
began, during the premiership of Field Marshall Sarit, to play the active role that had 
been impossible during the Phibun period, Thailand’s population, economy, value 
systems, and level of education have changed beyond all recognition.  Just as few who 
now say that they want to defend the monarchy would be satisfied with the monarchy as 
it was in 1950s, so the monarchy of 1960—which then enjoyed the strong backing of 
Field Marshall Sarit—would have had little relevance to the circumstances of 2000 or 
2005. Likewise, the monarchy of 2006 or 2009 will have little relevance to the conditions 
of 2015 or 2025.  Setting out to “defend the monarchy” as we now know it thus makes 
little sense, even when such defense is not merely a pretext for using lèse majesté laws 
for narrow political score-settling. 
 
What makes far greater sense is considering and discussing the role that monarchy can 
play in Thailand’s future.  The absence of such discussion in today’s Thailand is a terrible 
shame.  It is a cause for great worry.  That discussion hardly requires criticism of the 
king, his consort, or the heir.  It does not require that one break the law.  But it does 
require acknowledgment that the circumstances of the current reign have been unique, 
and that for the royal institution to play the role in the Thailand of 2015 that it played in 
1965 or even 1985 is simply impossible.  The economy and society of Thailand are too 
complex now.  Better-educated Thais, in all regions and of all socio-economic levels have 
come to have different expectations of their government.  One of their expectations is to 
be taken seriously by those who oversee their affairs.  These are changes that the house 
of Chakri can embrace and and of which it can make the best.  Instead, its alleged 
defenders seek to cower before such changes or to wish them away. If the king’s evident 
ill-health causes people not only sadness for him but also anxiety for the future of 
Thailand, then the pronouncements about defense of the monarchy rather than open, 
constructive discussion of its future role ought only to increase our anxiety for Thailand. 
 
Of course, the future of monarchy in Thailand is in debated and discussed by thousands 
of Thais every day.  Much of this discussion takes place on the Web, and much of it is 
reasonable, intelligent, and constructive.  But—like any activity driven underground 
through intimidation and threat and fear—some of it is irresponsible and unconstructive.  
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Were this discussion out in the open, constructive discussion would soon crowd out 
irresponsible comment. 
 
To those who say that Thaksin Shinawatra is responsible for greater discussion of the 
future of monarchy in Thailand in recent years, or that Chakkraphop Penkhae was 
actually the author of The Economist’s article on the role of the monarchy in the politics 
of 2008, one need only ask several questions.  Are Thai people so dim-witted as not to 
wonder what the inevitable end of the current reign may mean for their country?  Was 
the intensive participation in the political show-downs of 2006 of Privy Council president 
Prem Tinasulanon not sufficient to make Thais previously unfamiliar with the Privy 
Council and its roles think more about its place in the governance of the country?  None 
of this has been Thaksin’s doing.  And the role of blind hatred of him in shaping the 
conduct of many in Thailand today is a further cause still for anxiety about the country’s 
future. 
 
If comparison across time is of value in thinking about these issues, then so too may be 
comparison across space. Thailand and the house of Chakri in effect invited such 
comparison in hosting so many representatives of brother-monarchies at the 
celebrations of the current reign’s sixtieth jubilee in 2006 and displaying the large group 
photo of assembled sovereigns in Suwannaphum airport even today.  Many before me 
have drawn comparisons between the Thai monarchy and others represented at the 
jubilee celebrations.  One comparison in particular has intrigued me.  I have wondered, I 
should say, what went through the mind of Queen Sofia of Spain during her time in 
Bangkok as representative of her husband King Juan Carlos in June 2006.  Her proper 
title is, of course, Sofia of Bourbon and Greece.  She is, on the Bourbon side, the consort 
of a man whose throne was abolished in favor of a Spanish republic only to be restored 
by a fascist dictator (and only upon that dictator’s death), a man who in 1981 defied his 
military’s attempt to tear out the roots of his country’s new democracy through a coup, 
and a man whose rapidly changing country is openly uncertain of the relevance of 
monarchy to the next generation of Spaniards.  She is also, on the Greek side, the sister 
of the former King Constantine, who lost his throne in the aftermath of a military coup 
and whose country is now a republic.  What, indeed, did Queen Sofia think of what she 
saw in Bangkok in June 2006? 
 
 

 


