
When the perpetrators of Thailand’s 19 September 2006 coup sent tanks and 
troops into Bangkok’s streets to overthrow the elected government led by Thaksin Shi-
nawatra, they portrayed their putsch as a way to solve the problems that emerged under 
the democratic and constitutional system after 1992. What was remarkable was that 
as the military set up roadblocks on the city’s outskirts, declared martial law, revoked 
the 1997 Constitution, constrained civil liberties, and controlled the media, both Thai 
and foreign commentators saw this coup as something that Thais wanted.

James Klein, director of the Asia Foundation in Bangkok, argued that the 2006 
coup was different from Thailand’s previous coups. He observed that the coup was 
“probably . . . the first time that there wasn’t some political agenda.”1 Of course, the 
idea of an apolitical coup is an oxymoron. Interestingly, the equally inappropriate term 
“good coup” has been applied to this event. Such commentary asserts that there was “no 
other way” to be rid of Prime Minister Thaksin and his allegedly corrupt government. 
In fact, the military was said to be restoring democracy.2 Soon after the coup, Thais and 
tourists alike posed for photos with armed soldiers. With excited children clambering 
over tanks, the military’s actions were justified by many commentators.

In mid-2007, many of the restrictions introduced by the military remain in place, 
with some having been strengthened. Today, Thailand’s politics can only be described 
as a mess. Bombs have exploded in Bangkok, a series of rural arson attacks have been 
described as politically motivated, and the country’s deep south is experiencing con-
siderable violence as Malay-Muslim separatism expands. The monarchy and the king’s 
advisers have been the subject of criticism for requiring that strict censorship be ex-
tended in the name of national security and protection of the monarchy.3 Foreign and 
local investors have grown nervous about political instability and about a weakening 
economy. Making things even more confusing are the ham-fisted conservative attempts 
to devise a “Thai-style democracy” and constitution to replace the system that emerged 
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from the 1997 Constitution. Such efforts may well lead to further political instability 
and perhaps even violence reminiscent of anti-military protests of 1992, which led to 
dozens of civilian deaths. How has it come to this?

Background

Thailand was a stellar economic performer in the first half of the 1990s. Praised by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, Thailand received consider-
able foreign investment, its economy boomed, and social change was rapid. Business 
confidence brimmed, employment opportunities grew, and poverty declined even if 
inequality increased.

Thailand was also a developing democracy. After the 1991 coup, the population 
was so disgusted by the military’s attempts to embed its rule and privileges that they 
rose up to throw the government out in May 1992. The resulting 1997 Constitution 
was meant to pave the way forward by establishing checks and balances, encouraging 
participation, and establishing a stronger and more stable government. While free of 
the military, politics tended to become a competition between grasping politicians 
utilizing corrupt election practices, meaning that real political reform was slow. Even 
so, Thailand seemed to be set on the path to democratization.4

The road to prosperity was not without its bumps, the biggest being the economic 
crisis that began with a run on the baht in July 1997. An ill-considered defense of the 
currency meant that the Bank of Thailand used up all of the country’s reserves. With its 
coffers empty, the Thai government had little choice but to accept a $17 billion bail-out 
from the IMF. The IMF demanded radical financial restructuring, accelerated privatiza-
tion, massive state and corporate reforms, and large inflows of foreign investment.

The immediate result of the IMF dictates was a deep recession that destroyed or 
weakened the old domestic conglomerates that had long dominated the economy, as 
well as many of the businesses that had mushroomed during the 1990s. The greatest 
negative impacts were borne by farmers and workers as poverty ballooned, with seven 
million people falling below the poverty line. Unemployment grew and real wages 
declined.5

Thaksin shinawaTra To The rescue

Fearing the kind of social and political chaos that surrounded the overthrow of Suharto 
in Indonesia, domestic businesses began to organize against IMF policies and the 
incumbent government. The government, led by Thailand’s oldest political party, the 
Democrats, stood accused of destroying domestic capitalism. The Democrats, identi-
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fied as allies of the IMF and foreign investors, were accused of ceding sovereignty over 
economic policy making to outsiders and selling off Thai assets to foreigners.6

Powerful elements of the local business class concluded that IMF-sponsored 
reforms would so weaken their control and reduce their wealth that the demise of 
their class was possible. They came together with intellectuals, workers, NGOs, and 
politicians, and even gained the support of King Bhumibol, in a nationalistic campaign 
against the IMF and the Democrats.7 The outcome was to cede political control to 
domestic business leaders who had survived the crisis.

It was media and telecommunications tycoon Thaksin Shinawatra who emerged 
as the political savior of the business class. The spectacular growth of Thaksin’s busi-
nesses owed much to the economic boom. By the mid-1990s, the Shinawatra family 
was one of Thailand’s wealthiest. Thaksin was originally trained as a police officer, and 
subsequently his telecommunications 
empire was heavily reliant on state 
concessions and monopolies.8 One of 
the few local entrepreneurs to come 
through the crisis in relatively good 
shape, Thaksin developed the business class’s political vehicle when he founded the 
Thai Rak Thai (TRT, or “Thais Love Thais”) Party in 1998. 

When TRT was formed, Thailand was entering a new political era. Previously, 
political parties relied on vote buying and influential local figures to deliver power. The 
1997 Constitution required a different political strategy, and Thaksin recognized that 
to rescue the business class, the party had to get votes from the masses. Using surveys 
and focus groups, and supported by capable advisers, TRT developed a platform that 
appealed to poor and rural voters.

With a nationalist message that attacked the IMF, TRT caught the mood of an 
electorate that had suffered during the crisis. Schemes that were to pour government 
funds into rural areas—soft loans for every community, a three-year debt moratorium 
for farmers, a universal health care program, and a “people’s bank”—proved popular 
during the 2001 election campaign. The economic downturn and fear of social conflict 
had convinced the Bangkok-based elite that they had to support Thaksin. The agreed-
upon trade-off saw enhanced social welfare programs while the elite expected that their 
power and wealth would be restored and protected.9 Following TRT’s electoral victory 
in 2001, Thaksin set about delivering on his promises. At the same time, he caused 
some investor jitters by extolling the virtues of managed development. Boosted by the 
government’s heavy domestic spending, the economy recovered, and even international 
businesses saw that they could deal with Thaksin.

At the same time, Thaksin implemented a number of controversial policies to 
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strengthen his government’s political control. Some criticized his cabinet for acting as 
the manager of the business and political interests of the domestic bourgeoisie, while 
others criticized his political reliance on the masses. Thaksin attacked critics, neutered 
independent agencies, controlled significant sections of the media, organized mergers 
with smaller political parties, and strengthened state security agencies. He was ruthless 
with his counterattacks, targeting NGOs, journalists, and intellectuals, some of whom 
had supported him during the 2001 election. 

As the first (and only) premier elected under the 1997 Constitution, Thaksin 
demonstrated some of the problems associated with that document. He accrued tre-
mendous power for himself and his cabinet. Thaksin was a strong prime minister at 
the head of a dominant political party and a strong and independent executive branch. 
While the drafters of the constitution had intended there to be a strong party system 
and a powerful executive, some considered Thaksin’s government an abuse of these 
constitutional provisions.10

opposing Thaksin

TRT’s mass appeal and winner-take-all political strategy neutralized many opponents. 
Confident TRT leaders treated opposition parties with disdain. The first sustained 
protest against TRT came from state enterprise unions that opposed privatization and 
free-trade agreements. They organized non-stop rallies, drawing attention to corruption 
and showing that Thaksin’s allies had benefited from privatization.11 The government 
was able to fend off this challenge, and in doing so, became increasingly arrogant.

That arrogance resulted in some reprehensible actions. For example, some 2,000 
extra-judicial killings in an anti-drug campaign and a ham-fisted effort to control 
southern separatism showed little concern for democracy and human rights. Indeed, 
a number of human rights activists disappeared or were killed during Thaksin’s time 
in office.12 Even so, the continued popularity of the government made it difficult for 
the opposition to generate much support. The middle class appeared to support the 
extrajudicial killing of alleged drug dealers, rural voters continued to appreciate TRT 
policies that represented their interests, and businesspeople appreciated strong leader-
ship and policies that had spurred economic recovery. Re-emphasizing its pledges to 
the poor, TRT won a landslide reelection victory in 2005.

Interestingly, the movement to oust Thaksin developed among disgruntled for-
mer Thaksin supporters. Some of these opponents claimed to have “seen the light,” 
recognizing that Thaksin was now bad for the country; others seemed to have had 
their egos bruised by Thaksin. Most significant among these new enemies was a fellow 
media tycoon, Sondhi Limthongkul. When Thaksin came to power, Sondhi and his 
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associates were important Thaksin allies. Sondhi claimed that Thaksin was the best 
prime minister Thailand had ever had, but the two apparently fell out over conflicting 
business-related interests. This dispute became politically focused when Sondhi used 
his television show and newspapers to attack Thaksin. When the government took his 
show off the air, Sondhi launched public gatherings.13

Whereas other critics had been initimidated by the government, Sondhi main-
tained his attacks, targeting the government’s authoritarianism, conflicts of interest, 
and corruption. In a striking move, Sondhi also declared that his opposition to Thaksin 
was intended to protect the monarchy. Linking the king to political bickering is an 
uncertain political strategy, because it is the king who decides the terms of his political 
interventions. Sondhi gambled that his claim to be protecting the throne would be 
seen as a patriotic act. In December 2005, when the king proclaimed that the govern-
ment should accept criticism, Sondhi and his supporters, dressed in the king’s yellow 
colors, proclaimed the anti-Thaksin campaign as a fight for the king.14 Yet because he 
controlled much of the media, Thaksin was not to be easily defeated.

The event that tipped the balance in favor of the anti-Thaksin movement was the 
January 2006 sale of the Shin Corporation. Shin was Thaksin’s family business and was 
sold to the Singaporean government’s Temasek Holdings for $1.88 billion. That no tax 
was paid on the sale caused middle-class outrage as the deal encapsulated the nepotism 
and collusion of Thaksin’s government. In response, the People’s Alliance for Democ-
racy (PAD) was formed a month later. PAD demonstrations brought thousands onto 
the streets for well-organized rallies 
where Sondhi attacked Thaksin, ac-
cusing him of being disrespectful of 
the throne. PAD argued that the king 
was the moral and political center of 
the country and repeatedly called on 
the king to throw Thaksin out and 
appoint his own prime minister.

Responding to these chal-
lenges, Thaksin called a snap election 
for April 2006, but the major opposi-
tion parties—lacking policies, strong 
candidates, and money—boycotted the elections. In a one-horse race, TRT triumphed, 
and for a moment it seemed that Thaksin had out-maneuvered his opponents. How-
ever, amid allegations of electoral fraud, the king came to the anti-Thaksin movement’s 
rescue, declaring the election undemocratic and calling on the judiciary to intervene. 
The judiciary followed the monarch’s advice and annulled the election, scheduling a 
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new poll for October. The 19 September coup short-circuited this timetable.
Following the king’s declaration on the April election, the center of the opposition 

shifted from PAD to the octogenarian General Prem Tinsulanonda, a former prime 
minister and president of the Privy Council.15 Prem’s close relationship with the king 
was a powerful weapon against Thaksin. He made a series of highly publicized speeches 
criticizing Thaksin, and it was clear that the palace wanted Thaksin out. There were 
no more big demonstrations as the focus of the struggle became a contest for control 
of the military. Supported by other Privy Councilors such as former army commander 
General Surayudh Chulanont, Prem visited military units and demanded that officers be 
loyal to the king. While still in power, Thaksin had tried to get control of the military, 
especially the police, by promoting favorites into leadership positions. He knew that 
the military was a potential threat to his government, especially as Prem maintained a 
network of supporters in the armed forces. Soon after, some powerful serving officers 
began a public campaign against Thaksin.

In August 2006, tensions rose following an apparent bid to assassinate Thaksin. 
A coup seemed like the only possible outcome, especially as a military reshuffle was to 
be implemented and Thaksin appeared likely to move allies into important positions. 
Indeed, Thaksin seemed to be clawing his way back toward political dominance and 
expressed confidence that TRT would win any upcoming election. Conservatives and 
royalists could not permit this. There was to be no election until the possibility of 
another Thaksin win was eliminated.

The palace’s poliTical conundrum

Thailand’s king is usually considered to be “above politics.”16 In the 2006 coup, how-
ever, the palace’s involvement was clear. To maintain the king’s reputation, the junta 
has repeatedly stated that the king was not involved in the coup; directed the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs to act against 
foreign journalists who com-
mented on the monarchy’s role; 
and blocked websites, including 
the British Broadcasting Corpo-

ration, that mentioned it. To avoid finger-pointing toward the palace, the junta even 
changed its name from the Administrative Council for Democratic Reform under the 
Constitutional Monarchy to the Council for Democratic Reform, and then again to 
the Council for National Security.

This strategy has been unconvincing. The palace’s involvement was clearest in the 
role of General Prem, who was also the king’s closest adviser. Further, the troops that 
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carried out the coup demonstrated their loyalty to the king by the use of yellow ribbons 
on weapons and uniforms. Following the coup, the palace’s position was highlighted 
in a number of ways. The king approved the coup within hours, deflating potential 
opposition within Thailand and manufacturing better international press coverage for 
the putsch. The military then appointed a prime minister drawn directly from the Privy 
Council. The palace’s prime minister, General Surayudh Chulanont, then appointed a 
cabinet of officials with links to the palace. Most importantly, the writing of the new 
constitution was placed in the hands of the military, conservatives, and royalists. Led 
by Prem, palace officials and royalists maintain positions as mentors to the coup makers 
and their government. Indeed, Prime Minister Surayudh will not even name ministers 
until they have been approved by the king. The palace now has more political power 
than at any time since the overthrow of the absolute monarchy 75 years ago.

The palace’s high-profile political intervention came in response to challenges 
posed by Thaksin and TRT. Thaksin’s control of government meant deals for those 
close to him and for TRT supporters, which challenged elements of the palace’s huge 
business empire by ignoring the special status of the secretive Crown Property Bureau.17 
The main competition, however, was political. As already noted, the palace maintains 
a large network of supporters, much of it based in the bureaucracy and military. A 
number of Thaksin’s advisers were members of the Chatichai Choonhavan government 
overthrown by the 1991 coup. They realized that they had failed to establish control 
over the military and bureaucracy, and when Thaksin came to power, he moved quickly 
to shake up these organizations, seeking to promote his supporters. This brought the 
government into conflict with the palace’s network maintained by Prem, Surayudh, 
and the Privy Council.18

From 2001, the king made it clear that he disliked Thaksin. As the political 
stand-off with PAD and Prem developed, Thaksin’s protests about Prem’s political 
machinations, his failure to heed palace warnings, and his apparent willingness to chal-
lenge the monarchy’s authority worried palace supporters.19 More significant was the 
competition between Thaksin and the palace for the control of the hearts and minds 
of the Thai rural masses.

The palace’s position was that the king, a great and brilliant man and a god-like 
figure, was also a champion of the interests of the poor and downtrodden, preaching self-
sufficiency and providing charity.20 Businessman-cum-prime minister Thaksin offered 
a radically different approach for the poor, emphasizing the market and entrepreneur-
ship, and balancing this with a state-initiated social welfare system. Social welfare was 
a pointed challenge to the palace’s paternalistic and elitist approach. Thaksin’s need to 
appeal to poor people was driven by his party’s need for their votes. Clearly, the palace 
was uncomfortable with Thaksin’s approach and his great appeal to what it saw as its 
own constituency.
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Thailand’s poliTical TrajecTory

The palace, implacably opposed to Thaksin, worked to destabilize his government 
and feared that another TRT election victory would weaken its position. The coup 
was the outcome, and the palace has taken center stage. Indeed, as Shawn Crispin 
observes, “for all intents and purposes . . . King Bhumibol Adulyadej has, through his 
army proxies, taken absolute control of the kingdom.”21 As a result, the protection of 
the monarchy has been elevated to extraordinary levels with the junta, which owes its 
existence to the palace, scurrying to suppress critical commentary. This has had some 
negative consequences. For example, a highly publicized attempt to block YouTube in 
Thailand resulted in a mushrooming of clips satirizing the monarch.22

The highly visible entry of the monarchy into political conflict and the establish-
ment of a palace-approved government is a remarkable turn of events. There are few 
constitutional monarchies with so much political clout. As evidenced by the military’s 
disingenuous attempts to distance the monarchy from these events, the palace is 
uncomfortable with this enhanced role. It would probably prefer to establish a stable 
form of “Thai-style democracy” that can allow it to return to its customary, behind-
the-scenes role where the monarchy’s views can never be ignored or challenged by an 
elected government. 

The coup has provided an opportunity for the conservatives and royalists to re-
vise the rules of politics. They had opposed some provisions of the 1997 Constitution, 
and the opportunity to write a new constitution has been eagerly accepted, with the 
palace managing the drafting process. The outcome for Thailand’s political system and 
political participation could potentially be deeply conservative and highly paternalistic. 
This is reflected in the junta’s demand for shows of loyalty involving symbolic acts 
such as wearing the king’s yellow and proclaiming adherence to the king’s “sufficiency 
economy.”23

Conservatives and royalists dominate the junta’s political institutions. The ap-
pointed National Assembly is drawn from mainly the Bangkok elite, with few repre-
sentatives of workers, farmers, or other political parties. The interim 2006 Constitution 
has handed all power in the determination of a new and permanent constitution to 
the junta.24 The military leadership is managing the constitution drafting process and 
can effectively veto any element of the draft or the whole document. The military and 
bureaucracy are having many of their prerogatives and much of their power returned, 
and the Bangkok-centered elites are dominating the limited debates about political 
and social rights. Conservatives associated with the military and the palace control the 
bureaucracy, which Thaksin had previously attempted to control. Decentralization 
has been rolled back in order to insulate the bureaucracy from political leaders and 
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parliamentary control.
At the same time, the military has been criticized for promoting its own interests 

and those of its leaders. For instance, with almost no debate, the military’s hand-picked 
assembly has increased the 2007 defense budget by some 50 percent. The junta has 
purged the public service and has embedded military officers into significant positions 
in administration. A number of scandals have emerged as military leaders have been 
placed in lucrative positions in various state enterprises and have taken advantage of 
special privileges and state funds for dubious spending projects.25

Despite these problems, for the moment this conservative turn appears to be 
supported by the Bangkok-dominated middle class. A common middle-class refrain 
has been that the people who supported Thaksin—mainly the working class and 
especially poor rural population—were ignorant, bewildered, bought off, or coerced. 
These positions permit arguments that the poor, the dispossessed, the working class, 
and rural people are not ready for democracy or might act against the interests of a 
full democratic transition in Thailand.26 This easily creates a case for a hybrid regime 
where a semi-democracy could be re-established—that is, a “Thai-style democracy” 
that emphasizes a conservative political agenda involving royalism, traditionalism, 
nationalism, and paternalism.

At the same time, it is unlikely that the conservatives can get all that they want. 
For example, the junta claimed that they could do better than Thaksin in solving the 
southern insurgency. Ominously, the intensity of the separatist struggle in the south 
has increased, and the government has reverted to heavy-handed actions.27 The south 
is just one of the tests facing the current regime.

An emerging challenge for the conservatives is that their revised political rules 
are not uncontested by all social groups, and opposition to their designs has increased. 
The alliance that brought down Thaksin is eroding as some intellectuals, political activ-
ists, former politicians, and rural civilians see that they are being excluded and having 
their political options limited. For example, the military has sought to control the free 
movement of people thought to be Thaksin supporters in rural areas and in Bangkok’s 
slums and factory areas. Such measures have meant a sullen and contested obedience 
to military control, especially on the part of former Thaksin supporters.

Since the time of the coup, a low-intensity struggle has developed involving small 
but persistent demonstrations, some arson attacks in rural areas, web-based protests, 
and declarations of support for Thaksin and TRT. There have also been small demon-
strations, web-based attacks, and increasingly bold academic criticisms on the palace’s 
political role.28 When given the chance, rural people have also criticized the incum-
bent government and made unflattering comparisons with the TRT administration. 
This contestation will increase in intensity as the draft constitution is debated and the 
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promised December 2007 election takes place, all while conservatives seek to maintain 
their position. Ominously, the junta is expecting opposition to increase, and in April 
announced measures to monitor and suppress that opposition.

An alliance between the military and an 80-year-old king surrounded by conser-
vative advisers is not a recipe for deepening democracy in Thailand. Quite simply, the 
“good coup” is yet another attempt to limit political rights and to design a constitution 
that controls the masses. For the moment, it has enhanced the power of military-backed 
hierarchical institutions. In these circumstances, the immediate political outlook for 
Thailand remains bleak.
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