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Review: Fathering political turmoil 

The search for legitimacy, civil responsibility and development of the monarchy, past and present 
 

KEVIN HEWISON 

Following an election won by a party backed by powerful figures, the 

press and defeated Democrat Party claimed the election was unfair 

and undemocratic. Crowds in Bangkok called for the military to 

intervene. As demonstrations grew, this military leader, in uniform, 

appeared before anti-government university students and declared 

their struggle just and right. Because the election results were flawed, 

he insisted the protesters demands be heeded. There were some ugly 

protest scenes, royals were berated by the pro-government press, and 

the behind-the-scenes "politicking" was as murky as it was vigorous.  

Does this sound familiar? Was it 2006 or 2008? In fact, these events 

took place in 1957. The outcome was a coup in September 1957, 

followed by another in 1958, and then 16 long years of 

authoritarianism, as the military dominated Thailand's politics.  

Even if history doesn't repeat itself, we gain considerable insight into 

the present when we have a better understanding of the past. By 

providing a new printing of Professor Thak Chaloemtiarana's study of the rise, rule and legacy of 

General Sarit Thanarat, Silkworm Books is to be congratulated for providing a new generation of 

readers with an opportunity to understand the pre-history of the current political epoch.  

Originally a doctoral dissertation at Cornell University, the book version was first published in 

1978. It's rightly considered a classic English-language study of Thai politics. Given this stature 

among scholars, the author's decision to leave the main text as it was and simply add a new 

foreword and postscript appears entirely justified. These additions don't substantially modify the 

conclusions of the original chapters, but do provide some important links with recent political 

events, including the 2006 coup.  

So what can be learned from a book essentially about the 1950s and 1960s? For me, re-reading 

the book after more than 20 years, a number of seemingly contemporary issues leap from the 

pages. Most striking is Thak's discussions of General Sarit's search for legitimacy, the political 

role of the Bangkok middle-class and the development of the monarchy.  

While no intellectual, Sarit was a master of linguistic re-interpretation. For example, the current 

use of patiwat (revolution) to mean a military coup owes much to Sarit's manipulation. But 

Sarit's legacy is most readily seen in his use of prachathippatai (democracy). Sarit added the 



qualifier baep thai (Thai-style) to describe Sarit's political system. This was a system that was no 

democracy at all but was, in Thak's words, "harsh, repressive, despotic and inflexible".  

"Thai-style democracy" retains a fascination for political pundits today, and the term was used 

again following the 2006 coup. Such manipulations of meaning develop from a need to mix a 

new ideological cement for societies, which have had their political institutions pulled apart.  

Sarit had seen off the previous ruling elite and needed to justify his harsh military 

authoritarianism. To do this, he and propagandist Kukrit Pramoj, among others, rejected 

"Western-style democracy". Such an idea was considered prematurely adopted in Thailand 

following the 1932 revolution, and it needed to be replaced by a political system that was more 

"Thai". It was claimed the country's citizens had had insufficient preparation and education for 

this powerful, but altogether too foreign idea, which clashed with Thai culture.  

For Sarit and his supporters, the political system - which Thak calls "despotic paternalism" - was 

seen as a better fit for a Thai society they conceptualised as a patriarchal family. In this family-

nation, a great authority figure would provide firm but fatherly leadership, and in so doing would 

unify the country. This leader would uphold and strengthen samakhitham or unity based in moral 

principles. In a time of international and domestic turmoil, unity was proclaimed as a critical 

feature of a stable polity and so political agitators were killed or jailed.  

This system emphasized social hierarchy as a way to limit social mobilisation. Traditional 

institutions were strengthened and there was an effort to maintain the rural base of society as a 

bulwark against political mobilisation. In another break from supposedly Western ideas, 

"representation" became identified with a leader who would visit his children-citizens to learn of 

their problems and needs. Hence, elections were unnecessary and, in any case, they were divisive 

rather than unifying.  

Despite the conservatism associated with Sarit's authoritarianism, his ideas and those of his 

supporters remain exceptionally powerful in today's political debates. They are displayed on all 

sides of the current political divide with the People's Alliance for Democracy (PAD) proposing a 

roll back electoral democracy and the People's Power Party (PPP) proclaiming a desire to limit 

political protest.  

This study reminds us that the middle-class is not always a force for democratisation. Much 

political science theorising and a good deal of the post-1992 commentary on Thailand identified 

the middle-class as the bearers of democratic values. However, as Thak's narrative shows, the 

multiple groups that make up the middle-class are, at best, contingent democrats. When it suits 

them, they can also be thoroughly anti-democratic.  

For example, in protesting the 1957 election results, university students called on the army to 

protect their demonstrations while the educated public was mesmerised by claims of corruption 

and attacks on royalists. When Sarit demanded the government to resign, he was loudly 

supported by the press, intellectuals and students. Egged on by Sarit and the military, anti-

government protesters marched on government house and stormed its gates. Such support 



prepared grounds for a military putsch. The same groups then proclaimed the coup as a move to 

preserve democracy.  

Again, this account is eerily familiar. Self-righteous middle-class and elite commentators who 

allege the main obstacle to democratic reform is the "uneducated" rural voter, who would do well 

to gaze deeply into the mirror of history.  

Also of interest is the book's account of the role of the monarchy in Sarit's political system. Thak 

begins by noting how little academic scrutiny the monarchy has attracted. While he doesn't fill 

the gap, this study has been a valuable source on the early period of the monarchy's political and 

economic renaissance.  

Thak is mainly interested in the legitimation the monarchy provided the military regime. He has 

a three-part story, which continues to demand attention. The first story is of grand international 

trips by a gracious and internationalised royal couple fe{aci}ted by leaders of the "Free World". 

Not coincidentally, these spectacles made the royals more popular at home, provided valuable 

support for the government and tempered Sarit's "vulgarity" for these audiences.  

The second story involves "domestic legitimising functions". These range from the regime's use 

of a royal letter to Sarit to prove the coup's legitimacy to regular royal speeches, which supported 

Sarit's development plans, urged unity and called for cooperation with the government. The 

palace was enthusiastically supportive of the government's strident anti-communism, which was 

essentially a means to stifle domestic political dissent.  

The third story is about public donations to the throne. These were initially channelled to 

appropriate government authorities for various projects, but soon became the foundation for the 

palace's extensive charity, development and other projects, which are now so critical to its public 

profile.  

In the current political circumstances of tragedy, farce and circus, reading a book that is 30 years 

old might seem futile escapism. But this would be mistaken. Thak Chaloemtiarana's account of 

Thailand's politics in the 1950s and 1960s is not only well-researched and well-written, but 

rewards its readers by delivering a fascinating analysis of the building blocks of the current 

political system.  

Kevin Hewison is a professor of asian studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 

where he's also the director of the Carolina Asia Centre.  

 


