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Managing Vajiralongkornk Long Succession 

KEVIN HEWISON 

AMID THA11ANN'S POLITICAL CONFLICTS of the early twenty-iirst century, 

a narrative emerged arguing that a succession crisis underpinned a broader 
political crisis. A vigorous proponent of this thesis, Andrew Marshall con- 
tended that there was "an unacknowledged war of succession, waged in 
secret by the country's most powerful people" that sought to prevent then 
Crown Prince Maha Vajiralongkorn (hereafter, Vajiralongkorn) from becom- 
ing king.1 This "war of succession" was said to revolve around senior Privy 
Councilor and former Prime Minister General Prom Tinsulanonda identified 
as vehemently opposed to Vajiralongkornf The alleged succession struggle 
pitted Vajiralongkorn against his younger sister Princess Sirindhornf' 

When King Bhumibol died on 13 October 2016, and Vajiralongkorn 
surprisingly declined to unmedlateiy accede to the throne, some considered 
this evidence of a succession struggle.'* Speculation increased when Vajira- 
longkorn returned to Germany, where he maintained a household, to 
attend to "private matters." Yet, when he returned to Bangkok, the ruling 
military junta notified the National Legislative Assembly (NLA) that, as heir 
apparent, under the articles of the 1924 Law of Succession, Vajiralongkorn 
was king. The assembly acknowledged this, and on 1 December 2016 

Vajiralongkorn formally acceded to the throne, backdated to the death of 
Bhumibol. By the time of his coronation on 4 May 2019, most discussion of 
the succession crisis had been forgotten. 

In this chapter, the notion of a succession crisis during the last years of 
Bhumibol's reign is rejected. In that period, Vajiralongkorn acted for the ill 
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and infirm king and prepared for his succession. But this is not to suggest 
that Vajiralongkorn's long succession-almost sixty-iive years as heir 
presumptive and heir apparent-was calm or unproblematic. Indeed, from 
the time Bhuinibol made Vajiralongkorn crown prince in 1972-a decision 
that was never rescinded-the crown prince's tenure was one of periodic 
crises, marked by rumor, speculation, and scandal. While some in Thailand's 
elite may not have liked Bhumibofs decision on his successor, he stuck with 
blood, patriarchy, hierarchy, and family. Despite the strict lésernajesté law 
and periods of repressive military rule, Vajiralongkorn's crisis episodes 
repeatedly undermined his public position and have dogged his life as 
crown prince and king. His many personal crises required management by 
the palace's public relations (pR) machine. 

Writing of Siam in the late nineteenth century, Tamara Loos suggests 
that gossip, rumor, and scandal were means for the "social disciplining" of 
elites for "lapses in emotional and behavioral expression." For a time, 
Vajiralongkorn appears to have been susceptible to such disciplining, 
responding to criticism via the palace's PR operation. But by the twenty- 
first century, Vajiralongkorn's crises had become so regular that they were 
normalized. Meanwhile, following the 2014 coup, the military junta used 
the Ilse-rrzajesté law more vigorously than at any other time in Thailand's 
modern history, seeking to wipe out a burgeoning anti-monarchism.6 

As Vajiralongkorn prepared for accession, Thailand's remarkably 
complex and conflicted politics engulfed the palace. Of the equally politically 
turbulent 1973-76 period, Ben Anderson observed that it represented "a 
whole concatenation of crises in Thai society [that] began to crystallize 
around the symbol of the monarchy"' Recent years have witnessed a similar 
concatenation of crises that also revolved around the monarchy and included 
the rise and demise of Thaksin Shinawatra, constitutional conundrums, 
social and political change, aggressive assertions of various rights, demo- 
graphic change, economic crisis, King Bhumibol's health decline, and 
Queen Siril<it's poor health. The 2006 and 2014 military coups reflected 
these broader societal changes and caused many to wonder what the future 
held. In terms of succession, however, the politics of this concatenation of 
crises operated to secure Vajiralongkorn's position, not least because royalists 
and the military had come to believe that the monarchy was a keystone for 
their political domination. When the monarchy was politicized, they mobi- 
lized to "protect" it and to maintain the elite's domination." 
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This chapter does not examine all of vajiralongkorNs crises. Nor does it 
detail all aspects of his colorful life? Rather, it seeks to position the succes- 
sion in the longer historical context of the series of events challenging 
Vajiralongkorn and the palace. It concentrates on the management of his 
long succession, beginning with a brief consideration of Britain's Prince 
Charles and Vajiralongkorn as kings-in-waiting, before turning to the 
events that have deaned Vajiralongkorn and that also define his reign. 

The Long Death Watch 

On 28 December 1972, the Canberra Times reported on VajiralongkornS be- 
corning crown prince. This newspaper was interested because, at the time, 
Vajiralongkorn was attending Canberra's Royal Military College, Duntroon. 
Comparing Vajiralongkorn with Britain's Prince Charles, the newspaper 
observed that "lblarring an unforeseen tragedy such as that which befell 
his uncle, Prince Vajiralongkorn should not inherit the throne until he is 
late into middle age.nl() 

This comparison of princes, each waiting decades to take the drone, is 
revealing of the maladies of several decades of waiting for a royal parent to 
die. As Zoe Heller observes, it is not uncommon for those awaiting the 
throne to be disliked by the public. Of Charles, she says he has become 
"unpopular trying to carve out a role while waiting . .. to reign."" Vajira- 
longkorn's unpopularity has also been widely reported by the international 
media. As Sally Bedell Smith details for Charles, a long succession leads to 
debates, controversy, family problems and disputes, as well as a continual 

struggle with negative media and sniping from friends and enemies who 
question the heir apparent's suitability for the throne." Charles's behavior 
contributes to his unpopularity as he is said to be self-important, snobbish, 
thin-skinned and keenly sensitive to violations of protocol. Heller observes 
that Charles is intolerant of the opinions of others and is "horribly misled 
about the extent of his own talents.»13 In Thailand, no such media assessment 
of Vajiralongkorn's failings is legally permitted, although similar grumbles 
and worse epithets have been applied to him. 

Both Charles and Vajiralongkorn have been unpopular heirs apparent. 
Yet, popularity is not a qualification for succession. Indeed, as Heller notes, 
popularity in an heir apparent is anathema for the monarchy as an 
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institution, for "lol nce you start allowing the popular will to determine 
who wears the crown, people are liable to wonder why anyone is wearing a 
crown in the first place."" For monarchies, blood and law-not popularity 
-determine succession. Yet the unpopularity of an heir apparent can be a 
problem that the palace must manage in order to protect the monarchy and 
succession. 

Some have suggested that the 2014 coup was in part about managing an 
unpopular succession. However, as will be shown, managing Vajiralong- 
korn's succession and his unpopularity has a much longer history and has 
been a demanding task because VajiralongkornS personal and public crises 
regularly explode into public view. The process of managing royal succession 
usually begins early, directed by the royal family and trusted advisers. 
Neither Charles nor Vajiralongkorn was considered particularly bright, 
and their fathers sent them ofT to be "smartened up" at boarding schools, an 
experience that established some characteristic behaviors of later life." At 
Millield School in England, a fellow pupil described Vajiralongkorn as 
tubby and clumsy, friendless, prone to "obsessive sadism," and a "vile bully" 
who enjoyed the military cadet corps. As a cadet, Vajiralongkorn liked mil- 
itary training and hierarchy, excelling "in the meticulous wearing of kit, the 
parade-ground drills, the shouting and saluting." When promoted cadet 
officer, his fellow pupil lamented that this allowed "him to lord it over the 
rest ofus.»16 

Neither Charles no Vajiralongkorn excelled in the academic side of 
military training that both completed. But they were not required to become 
military strategists. Rather, military training provided important connec- 
tions to the officer corps. Duntroon's tough training seems to have trans- 
formed Vajiralongkorn from a pudgy teenager into a tit soldier, with fitness 
becoming a motif of his later life. 

Long periods as heir apparent can produce interesting life-path coinci- 
dences for very different monarchies. For example, Charles and Vajiralong- 
korn both entered unhappy marriages that were arranged for reasons of 
dynasty and the country and which made for major crises for the respective 
monarchies and led to questions about the character and capacities of the 
heirs apparent." These failures caused public consternation and declining 
popularity Long successions also produce comparisons between serving 
monarchs and the heirs apparent, with the latter ahnost always coming up 
short of the propagandized version of the incumbent. 
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Crisis after Crisis 

As King Bhumilbol's only son, Vajiralongkords preparation for the throne 
began from birth. His right to succeed to the throne was recognized under 
the 1924 Law of Succession, and his 1972 investiture as crown prince moved 
him from heir presumptive to heir apparent. When he became crown 
prince, Vajiralongkorn did so in the circumstances of Anderson's concat- 
enation of crises. At the time, "lhailand was under a military regime and the 
long and queen feared the nation and royal family were under threat from 
communists. From the late 1960s, the long had expressed his deep concern 
that the country and its institutions were being undermined by "evil" oppo- 
nents.18 The crown prince's investiture was a display of the royal family's 
resolve to defeat its enemies and of the monarchy's complex intertwining 
with the military." 'Ihe king and prince appeared in military uniforms be- 
fore the ceremony with the prince wearing a Royal Guards colonel's uniform 
for the ceremony. In addition, as the ruling junta had governed without a 
constitution for more than a year, an "interim" constitution had to be 
enacted to allow for the ceremony." 

VajiralongkornS first public crisis as crown prince reflected the royal 
family's fears for its future. Communist victories in Vietnam and Cambodia 
and the demise of the Lao monarchy saw the royal family allied with the 
military and rightists who, in 1976, brought down an elected government." 
VajiralongkornS participation was pivotal. After Duntroon, he had trained 
with the Special Air Service Regiment in Western Australia." ' fat  training 
ended when he abruptly returned to 'lhailand on 2 October 1976, stepping 
off the plane and into controversy. Vajiralongkorn immediately visited 
former military dictator General 'lhanom Kittikachorn, who was ensconced 
at the royal temple Wat Bowonniwet Vihara as part of a rightist effort to 
further destabilize the elected government. Vajiralongl<orn's visit gave succor 
to violent rightists agitating against students, leftists, and electoral politics. 
This was followed by the mock hanging of a student later claimed to resem- 
ble Vajiralongkorn. ' he  lose-mczjesté charges that flew had police sent to 
Thammasat University, and a massacre followed." \Vhen the murderers 
were finished at the campus, it was Vajiralongkorn who encouraged royalists 
and rightists to stand down." 

7he prince's position as a military rightist has been largely neglected by 
commentators. Yet this location is one that has long defined the royal 
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family's politics. A diplomat described Queen Sirikit as developing an 
"obsession with security and anti-communism" and as seeking "more 
and more to involve the Crown Prince." Meanwhile, Bhumibol acknowl- 
edged that he had advance knowledge of and was satisfied with the 1976 
coup that followed the massacre at Thammasat University. He made clear 
his dislike of "leftist" students, claiming some were in the pay of "outsiders," 
and reaffirming his fears about communism." 

With a rightist, ultraroyalist regime in place, Vajiralongkorn joined the 
counterinsurgency war, with one report of his leading an attack in the Com- 
munist stronghold of Khao Khor in Petchabun Province." Khao Khor was 
also important for Bhumibol, who was claimed to have defined a strategy 
for defeating the communists there." Supporting the coup and joining the 
counterinsurgency war was symbolic of the tight relationship between 
army and monarchy and of the prince's commitment to that relationship. 

The royal family's ongoing fears regarding communism may have played 
a role in Vajiralongkorn's first marriage, which was arranged surprisingly 
suddenly. His engagement to Soamsawali Kitiyakara, a daughter of the 
queen's brother, was announced in December 1976, with the marriage on 
3 January 1977. Despite the haste, large crowds marked the wedding day, 
with anti-communist symbols displayed by rightist-royalist Village Scouts." 
This marriage would haunt Vajiradongkorn and the royal family for years, 
not least because, in 1978, he separated from a pregnant Soamsawali to live 
with the actress Yuvadhida Polpraserth." The queen's unhappiness with 
her son's infidelity was publicly displayed when she criticized her son, 
saying he needed to improve his image and behavior if he was to be king." 
Public criticism escalated, focusing on the prince's alleged philandering, 
bad temper and violence. Following the queen's criticism, questions were 
raised about his suitability for the throne. There was also gossip that Vajira- 
longkorn was not really heir apparent, resulting in some muted discussion 
of palace law." Though erroneous, such gossip reflected disquiet about the 
prince, including among royalists. These events marked the beginning of a 
series of personal and family crises that haunted and defined Vajiralong- 
korn's life, revolving around poor behavior, with Vajiralongkorn compared 
unfavorably with his father, the "model king." 

Managing Vajiralongkorn's image became a palace task. His marriage 
crisis saw the palace's PR machine lumber into action. its strategy was one 
well used by Bhumibol, having Vajiralongkorn traipsing around slums, 
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farms, and hospitals, "caring" for his people; he did SO with little obvious 
enthusiasm. Despite these efforts, by 1986 so widespread was the criticism 
of Vajiralongkorn that another effort to rehabilitate his reputation was 
mounted. In a set of choreographed meetings with the press, he was 
pictured in military fatigues-as protector of the nation-but also as a 
casual and more approachable prince. In these interviews, Vajiralongkorn 
confirmed his extramarital relationship but denied he was a womanizer 
and dismissed rumors that he traded in stolen antiques." On these rumors, 
Vajiralongkorn blamed others, claiming they misused his name for personal 
benefit. This claim of the misuse of his name and rank would be heard 
several times in later years. 

In another refrain, to be repeated to the present, in these interviews 
Vajiralongkorn praised his father and portrayed himself as a selfless servant 
of the nation, long and queen. Pointedly, he emphasized that he was happy 
in their service and in his position. At the same time, he was irked by some 
of the journalists' questioning and criticized reporting of the royal family as 
insufficiently factual." Not long after, Vajiralongkorn stated that he accepted 
that he was the royal family's "black sheep," and again he denied links with 
crime, saying he had no connection with illegal casinos and nightclubs. He 
even fended off' rumors that he was ill, perhaps suffering from HIV/AIDS, 
declaring he did not fear the disease because, as he put it, "I don't play 
around," demonstrating his good health in photos that showed a fit prince 
exercising." 

Despite several years of almost constant criticism and several palace PR 

efforts to respond, the long continued to hand his official duties to Vajira- 
longkorn, demonstrating his support for the prince. However, when Vajira- 

l0ngk0rn's growing family with Yuvadhida--four sons and a daughter- 
began to be promoted in these PR campaigns, the palace and the prince 
were shown to have miscalculated public opinion. Yet another crisis 
exploded in late 1987.35 

Widely circulated leaflets launched vitriolic attacks not just on the 
prince but on the king, the queen and the palace's promotion of Yuvadhida 
as queen-in-waiting. The authorities quicldy denounced the anonymous 
authors as "enemies of the nation bent on undermining the monarch" 
and arrests were made and charges laid but soon dropped. Some suggested 
that the source was in the Kitiyakara family, responding to perceptions of 
Soamsawali's poor treatment by the prince." Stirring more succession 
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rumors, some of the leaflets promoted the notion that the king had altered 
the succession law in "response to the queen's attempts to have her feeble- 
minded son become king and further her family's interests." 'the result 
was that the earlier efforts to improve Vajiralongkorn's image were undone 
and his private life was again a public problem. Another effort to manage 
the "prince problem" was required. 

In late 1992, Vajiralongkorn again turned to the press seeldng to improve 
his image. Inviting newspaper editors to the palace he shared with Yuvad- 
hida, he repeated that he did not protect illegal activities and was not a Chao 
pho (mania godfather). He again blamed others for using his name for nefar- 
ious activities." In addition, the prince made it known that his now-public 
relationship with Yuvadhida had been approved by the king in 1991, with 
the palace effectively demoting Soamsawali when it changed her designation 
from "royal consort" to "mother of the king's grandchild." Her marriage to 
Vajiralongkorn finally ended in divorce in 1993, and while she had fought it 
for a time, she could do little to prevent it." 

With the royal divorce over, more attention went to promoting 
Yuvadhida and her children. Most significantly, in February 1994 she and 
Vajiralongkorn received a palace wedding, with the king, princess mother 
and other senior royals present. The queen did not attend, presumably pro- 
testing her niece's predicament. Yuvadhida became Mom Sucharini Mahidol 
no Ayudhya and was commissioned in the Royal Thai Army." 

Seemingly in response to the recognition of Yuvadhida, Vajiralongkorn 
took on more royal ceremonial roles. Yet, in May 1996 these PR efforts 
collapsed in another crisis. Vajiralongkorn exploded back into public view. 
Yuvadhida was accused of adultery and banished from 'Thailand along with 
her children and an Air Force officer, assumed tO be her beau. Palace staff 
posted announcements of this expulsion outside the prince's palace, and 
copies were provided to the media. Meanwhile, the prime minister was 
required to publicly announce the banishment." The prince's rage may 
have been real, yet it was also widely known that he had a new companion, 
Srirasmi Suwadee. 

That this crisis occurred during the fiftieth anniversary celebrations of 
Bhumibol's reign meant the international press coverage of the events was 
extensive, with unflattering comparisons being made to the separation of 
Prince Charles and Princess Diana. Inevitably, the rumor that Bhurnibol 
had prepared the way for Sirindhorn to succeed again circulated." Such 



Managing Vajiralongkorrmk Long Succession 125 

gossip revealed a public pining for Sirindhorn-viewed as more reliable 
and stable than the erratic Vajiralongkorn. Yet there was no indication that 
the king had changed his mind on succession, and he continued to hand 
significant official duties to the prince. 

1716 New Century 

The royal family probably hoped that the new millennium would prove 
better than the end of the twentieth century. The last decade of that century 
saw a military coup, a bloody civilian uprising and an economic crisis that 
proved a particular challenge for the Crown Property Bureau (cpB), the 
monarchy's wealth fund." The royal family had also navigated several 
messy divorces and health problems.44 The new millennium seemed to 
promise a more stable political situation and, with Vajiralongkorn seemingly 
content with Srirasmi, fewer PR challenges for the palace. 

In early 2002 Vajiralongkorn introduced his new wife to the public, 
having married her in a private ceremony in 2001. In a carefully crafted 
media outing, it was made clear that the king and queen had approved of 
the marriage. Yuvadhida was effectively erased as Srirasmi was said to have 
been a royal consort for "almost 10 years " Vajiralongkorn assured journalists 
he would "settle down and build a normal family life." As part of that 
"normal" life, the "pampered pooch" Fu Fu was also introduced. The dog, 
becoming a theme in Vajiralongkorn's twenty-first-century story, undercut 
PR efforts to buff his image. The Bangkok Post gushed about the dog, de- 
scribing it as having a "standard-size house with three, fully air- conditioned 
rooms" along with "a well-stocked closet." Fu Fu's wardrobe was detailed as 
" custom-made casual and formal outfits with matching shoes for different 
occasions.»45 

This reporting suggested to critics that the prince and Srirasmi were 
extravagant, self-indul ent and idiosyncratic. It came as another crisis 
unfolded, catapulting Vajiralongkorn into the growing vortex of contentious 
politics. A brief note appearing in the Far Eastern Economic Review (FEER) 
seemed to confirm rumors that linked Vajiralongkorn and Prime Minister 
Thaksin in a "business" relationship. The note also claimed the king was 
irritated "because of Thaksin's perceived arrogance and his alleged attempts 
to meddle in royal family afi'airs.n'*° The linking of Vajiralongkorn and 
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Thaksin became a theme of the political conflicts that developed from 2005 
and reflected the palace's angst over Thaksin's popularity.47 When Thaksin's 
government accused PEER reporters of lése- majesté, it was the first of hun- 
dreds of such accusations and charges over the years of political conflict 
that ensued." 

The PR efforts continued, with the media portraying Vajiralongkorn as 
a loyal and dutiful son sponsoring several royal projects and an earnest 
family man. When, in April 2005, Srirasmi and Vajiralongkorn produced a 
son, Prince Dipangkorn Rasmijoti was anointed as part of the royal family, 
and the status of both Vajiralongkorn's second daughter and Srirasmi was 
raised." But these PR gains were undone by more idiosyncratic behavior. 
For example, at the 2005 Oxford and Cambridge Annual Dinner in Bangkok, 
chaired by a high-ranking palace official and attended by senior royalists 
including former Prime Minister Anand Punyarachun, Vajiralongkorn and 
Srirasmi produced a "surprise guest." It was "Fu Fu, the Prince's poodle, 
clad in white royal page attire, who sat at the high table along with the royal 
guests of honor.755° 

While this event reflected the royal couple's capriciousness, it also 
revealed that senior Thais had accommodated diemselves to Vajiralongl<orn's 
behavior. Such self-indulgent displays also suggested that Vajiralongkorn 
may have decided that further PR efforts were futile. They also implied that 
he felt secure as heir apparent. After 20 years of crises and rumors regarding 
his suitability for the throne, if the succession really was in question, there 
had been enough reasons for opponents to seek his removal. Yet, as in the 
twentieth century, with Bhumibol moving into semiseclusion from aooo, 
royal duties continued to be divided between Vajiralongkorn and his sisters, 
but it was the prince who was given "most of the primary state functi0ns.n5' 
Of course, Bhumibol was not yet politically retired. His last major intervene - 
son was when he and the queen met the military leaders of the 2oo6 coup. 
After that, however, his health declined precipitously, and from 2007 he 
was mostly confined to hospital. 

Meanwhile, VajiralongkorNs crises continued; but with politics in 
turmoil and loyalism rising, he remained secure. Even a video showing a 
near-naked Srirasmi at her 2001 birthday party, leaked in mid-2007, failed 
to undermine his path to the ldngship. The widely circulated video featured 
the prince and Srirasmi sharing cake with Fu Fu, while being waited upon 
by uniformed palace servants. While it is unclear why and how the video 
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was leaked, it may have been another effort to discredit a woman who 
appeared set to be queen and to show the prince as an eccentric patriarch." 

Yet this eye-opening leak had a limited effect on Vajiralongkorn. Soon 
after the video became available, Bhumibol emphasized that Vajiralongkorn 
was his representative and successor. Tej Bunny, the king's deputy principal 
private secretary, made this point to US Ambassador Ralph Boyce. He 
explained that senior "palace figures prepared five alternatives for his con- 
sideration" on ways of deputizing for the ailing long. However, the king 
dismissed these, saying, "I don't need these; the Crown Prince is my 
representative.==s3 

Although the prince had seldom exhibited much enthusiasm for his 
assigned official activities, he was careful to identify and conduct those he 
considered most important. At the same time, he was spending long periods 
overseas, mostly in Germany, where he had established a household. 

Military Regimes and "Lése-Majesté" 

One reason the nude video leak failed to herald another crisis for Vajira- 
longkorn was that following the 2006 coup, the enforcement of the lése- 
majesfé law became ever more vigorous. In addition, a new and repressive 
Computer Crimes Act was promulgated in 2007 and extensively used to 
protect the monarchy. 

As the arrests under these laws multiplied, there were several high- 
profile cases involving people who had allegedly defamed Vajiralongkorn. 
Une of the list was Australian Harry Nicolaides, who was jailed in 2008. 

His crime was to have self-published a novel in 2005 that included a short 
section on an unnamed philandering and bad-tempered prince. Nicolaides, 
arrested in August 2008, was shackled, refused bail and sentenced to six 
years in jail before being deported. Another case, in January 2009, involved 
two men accused of links to the StopLeseMajeste blog, who received heavy 
sentences for hundreds of images of royals, video parodies and altered im- 
ages, including of Vajiralongkorn and Srirasmi. And when the WikiLeaks 
cables were released, a man who sold copies of the cables and CDS of an 
Australian documentary about the royal family that included scenes from 
the nude birthday video was charged with lose-majesté, jailed, and fined for 
defaming the prince." 
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One potentially damaging WikiLeaks cable revealed that several privy* 
councilors and royalist raconteur Anand Panyarachun had concerns 
regarding Vajiralongkorn's long absences in Germany, a new mistress and 
his inability to curb personal eccentricities. While clearly exasperated by 
the prince's habits, these senior royalists accepted that Vajiralongkorn 
would become king unless there were "complicating factors.v55 Yet by this 
time, the king's poor health meant that Vajiralongkorn, when in Bangkok, 
was even more visible as the king's successor. 

When one of the prince's state-supplied Boeing 737s was seized in 2011 

by a German court, the "prince's plane" problem confirmed that Vajiralong- 
korn was using taxpayer funds for his European sojourns. In the highly po- 
liticized environment of the time, this seizure also raised questions regarding 
royal wealth, state finances and the opacity of the hugely wealthy CPB." 
Who was paying for VajiralongkornS frequent travel, his aircraft and his 
German household? Such questions did not appear to trouble Vajiralong- 
korn, who continued to spend time in Germany and appeared to spend lav- 
ishly on pets, planes, children, consorts, and concubines. When in Thailand, 
he performed the royal duties delegated by his father, sometimes accompa- 
nied by Srirasmi and Prince Dipangkorn, who attended school in Germany. 

By 2011, discussion of succession heightened, stirred by political crisis 
and Bhumibol's precarious health. A violent military crackdown on pro- 
Thaksin protesters in 2010 was associated with a rise in anti-monarchism. 
The royalist response was a series of actions to "protect" the monarchy." 
Royalists may have had worries about Vajiralongkorn as future king, but 
opposition to pro-Thaksin movements and support for the monarchy over- 
rode these concerns. Then Army Chief General Prayuth Chan-ocha agi- 
tatedly affirmed his loyalty and vowed to end an undefined "plot" to topple 
the monarchy" One resit was a doubling down on lose-rnajesté and ex- 
panded censorship to eliminate "anti-monarchy" Internet and social media 
posts. All of this worked in Vajiralongkorn's favor, dampening domestic 
criticism. 

Becoming King 

By the time of the 2014 putsch, with Bhumibol hospitalized and incapaci- 
tated and the queen ill, Vajiralongkorn had begun reorganizing the palace 
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in preparation for his reign and to suit his position at the time as a kind of 
"deputy" king. Vajiralongkorn and Sirindhorn, even though foreign media 
continued to paint them as rivals for the throne, became the public and 
ceremonial faces of the monarchy, with the prince continuing to hold 
precedence." 

One outcome of the 2014 coup was that the junta threw its repressive re- 
sources behind the prince, leaving no doubt that he would take the throne. 
The regime used lose-majesté and computer crimes and sedition laws to 
stifle criticism of both monarchy and junta. An academic observer described 
a "paranoia over the monarchy" as the junta also ranged showcase events 
for the prince, again displaying a fit and loyal son to his incapacitated 
parents." 

importantly as Vajiralongkorn prepared for succession, the regime 
supported the prince in another reorganization of his personal life, permit- 
ting another nasty separation. Vajiralongkorn's palace administration 
initially moved against people alleged to have "misused" their relationship 
with him for personal gain. It soon became clear that Srirasmi, her family 
and confidantes were being targeted. Within a few weeks, almost all her 
family members were jailed on lose-rnajesté and other serious charges, 
accused of misusing their royal proximity to amass wealth and various 
other infractions." In one case, a five-year jail term for lose-majesté involved 
a woman accused of using "her status as the sister of [the] former princess 
... to sell overpriced food products to the royal palace.3:62 The purge included 
a grand chamberlain of the Royal Household Bureau and left Srirasmi's rel- 
atives and friends destroyed, with some dead." As in previous separations, 
Vajiralongkorn had already taken a new concubine: Suthida Tidjai, his 
future wife and, in 2019, his queen." As he had also done with Yuvadhida, 
Vajiralongkorn stripped Srirasrni of her title and royal name and promoted 
Suthida.65 In the past, such events would have constituted a crisis; under 
the junta, however, there was no public crisis for the prince as dozens were 
jailed and Srirasmi publicly humiliated." 

Vajiralongkorn's succession "preparations" were marked by other incar- 
cerations and deaths. In August and December 2015, Vajiralongkorn led the 
"Bike for Mom" and "Bike for Dad" events to honor his mother and father. 
Following the former event, fortune teller Suriyan Sucharitpolwong, known 
to be close to the prince, was arrested with two others and accused of lése- 
majesté. Soon, two of those detained were dead as others associated with 
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the soothsayer fled the country. Again, accusations flew of the misuse of the 
prince's name for gain." Over this period, dozens of palace officials were 
stripped of royal decorations and publicly abused in angry palace announce- 
ments. One deputy commander of a palace security unit was accused of 
"gravely evil behavior" and of "disobedience and exploiting ties to the 
Royal Family" and was declared a threat to the security of the monarchy.6" 

As Vajiralongkorn cleared his household and the palace of those con- 
sidered close to Srirasmi or perceived as untrustworthy, his personal life in 
Germany also became a source of controversy when photos of him, dressed 
oddly, were released by the German newspaper Bild. These widely circulated 
images and another set showing him with a preferred concubine did 
nothing to derail Vajiralongkords path to the throne." 

No doubt the unwavering support of the junta was appreciated, with 
Prime Minister General Prayuth signing all the prince's orders and 
reaffirming his promise to hunt down anti-monarchists, including those 
who had fled Thailand." Lose-majesté repression continued to deepen. 
Within a day of VajiralongkorNs accession on 1 December 2016, the reign's 
first lose-majesté case was revealed, with a student activist charged for circu- 
lating a BBC Thai report on the new king. While thousands of people had 
done the same, this student was singled out, charged, convicted, and jailed." 
If increased repression was used to manage succession, so were ostentatious 
displays of loyalty as Vajiralongkorn repeatedly urged people to honor his 
deceased father and follow his "teachings." 

As king, Vajiralongkorn continued to make the palace his own, 
repeatedly reorganizing the Privy Council and the CPB and filling both 
with loyalists and military figures, some plucked from the junta." Air 
Chief Marshal Satitpong Sukvimol became the cps's president, having 
been VajiralongkornS long-serving private secretary. Such reorganizations 
also involved legal ganges that gave the king total control of the CPB. With 
the finance ministers removal from the board, the last of the post-1932 
changes that had constrained the monarchs control of royal wealth was dis- 
solved. The king's private property was then merged with that of Me crown, 
giving Vajiralongkorn personal control of assets worth some s5o to 7o 
billion dollars. By 2018, seven of the ten CPB directors were former military 
or police officers." The palace's assets were increased when large and 
expensive plots of land in the Rajadarnnoen city area were "returned" to the 
crown, including Bangkok's zoo; the sites of the former and, to 2019, current 
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Parliament house; a racecourse; and several other important plots. These 
acquisitions vastly expanded the so-called royal precinct where Vajiralong- 
korn had ordered massive construction projects." 

Vajiralongkorn also demanded and gained increased formal control of 
palace affairs when the draft 2017 constitution was changed during secret 
sessions of the NLA. The changes moved five state agencies responsible for 
the palaces security and management under the king, undoing arrangements 
for government control over palace agencies put in place from the 193os.75 

There followed a blizzard of sackings from the palace. Many were 
Vajiralongkords staff members, and the announcements were often written 
in furious language. One referred to a courtier who had failed to "develop 
herself, lacked enthusiasm; was idle, and lacked correct judgment." Palace 
Grand Chamberlain and former Deputy National Police Chief Jun pol 
Manmai, once thought close to the prince, was sacked and publicly disgraced 
for "extremely evil `behavior.1:76 Another courtier was accused of having 
used "inappropriate words and behavior; disputed royal commands; dis- 
played arrogance, insolence and insubordination; committed gravely evil 
acts; behaved carelessly ...; procrastinated; and neglected his bureaucratic 
duties.1:77 The cowed local media could do no more than transmit the 
announcements as they appeared in the Royal Gazette." 

Vajiralongkorn's remaking of the palace was not a routine change of 
faces that might be expected following succession. It was a militarization of 
the palace and a purge of those considered either hangers-on from Bhumi- 
bol's reign, opponents or persons who allegedly misused their positions. 
Meanwhile, those close to the new king were favored, decorated, and 
promoted. The result was what Pavin Chachavalpongpun described as a 
kingdom of fear and favo1-.79 

King and Politics 

While an incessant political meddler, Bhumibol was usually a "behind-the- 
scenes" manipulator, operating through a network of trusted mediators." 
As crown prince, VajiralongkornS known political interventions were lim- 
ited and mostly personalized' getting rid of those who had fallen out of 
favor and/or were thought to have abused his name and their position, and 
seeldng legal support, such as when his second wife was banished and her 
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passport withdrawn. He is also reported to have intervened in matters to 
do with the appointment of the national police chief, in 1997 and 2oo9, 

both seemingly with personal motives.*" When Vajiralongkorn threw his 
support behind an official investigation of the Dhammakaya Buddhist tem- 
ple complex and the associated sect in early 1999, his concern was said to be 
motivated by "inappropriate" use of the monarchy, a concern expressed in 
several of his interviews from the 1980s.82 Interestingly, one of his first acts 
as king was to endorse an amendment to the Sangha Act empowering the 
king to appoint the supreme patriarch, preventing the country's most senior 
monk close to Dhainmakaya temple from taldng the position; royalists and 
the junta considered the temple too close to Thaksin." Vajiralongkorn 
soon appointed a supreme patriarch acceptable to junta and royalists and 
then stripped the Dhaminakaya temple's founder of his royal title." 

As noted earlier, Vajiralongkorn reestablished the power and authority 
of the throne in ways that suited him, including through changes to the 
junta's draft constitution. One change meant that while maintaining a 
household in Germany, he could continue to use his powers, eliminating 
the requirement for a regent when he left Thailand. Vajiralongkorn also 
gained the power to resolve constitutional crises and authority over all 
legislation. These changes allocated the king greater power than the junta 
had anticipated, undoing the "adult supervision" of the judiciary and some 
newly created organizations 5 

These changes potentially place the long at the center of future political 
crises. At the same time, the king has expanded his command of security 
forces, with a "personal royal guard of at least 5,ooo well-equipped and 
well-trained soldiers 1A1so, he] has presided over changes to troop 
deployments in Bangkok which appear to put more army units under his 
command.)786 Emphasizing a shift of power to the monarch, when Vajira- 
longkorn signed the 2017 constitution there was a grand ceremony symbol- 
izing his holding political sway over government and constitution. The 
event, held on Chakri Day-celebrating the dynasty-was symbolic of the 
return of powers to the throne. At the same time, a plaque commemorating 
1932 was removed and replaced by one lauding the dynasty." 

Vaj iralongkorn's penchant for political intervention was again displayed 
in early 2019. With an election scheduled for 24 March, the Thaksin- 
associated Thai Raksa Chart Party surprisingly made the king's elder sister, 
Ubolratana, its prime ministerial nominee. The king intervened and 
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prevented this, despite her legal eligibility and the party was quickly dis- 
solved by the Constitutional Court." On the eve of the election, channeling 
his father, the king urged Thais to elect "good people"-code for anyone 
but Thaksin-affiliated parties. With the election outcome still unsure, the 
king again displayed his preferences when he stripped Thaksin of his royal 
decorations." In these interventions, Vajiralongkorn used legal and quasi- 
legal announcements, suggesting a more "legalistic" approach to exercising 
his influence than his father used. That said, activists critical of the monarchy, 
having fled Thailand, are being hunted and "disappeared" in extrajudicial 
murders." 

Conclusion 

Walter Bagehot wrote disparagingly of long successions, arguing they were 
debilitating for the princes involved, making them lazy and unfit for work 
as king.91 Vajiralongkorn as crown prince may have appeared idle, especially 
when compared with the Bhumibol of palace propaganda. As long, however, 
he has demonstrated an unexpected activism in his personal life, in the 
palace and for the crown. Under King Vajiralongkorn, the crown holds 
more formal power than at any time since 1932. The king and the 2014-19 

military junta arranged a repressive alliance that made succession uncom- 
plicated, despite earlier claims about a succession crisis. 

Anderson's concatenation of crises that crystallized around the monar- 
chy in the 1970s was evident also in the first two decades of the twenty-iirst 
century, with the monarchy again at the center of political conflict. In this 
period, for royalists, the crisis was not of succession but of perceived 
"threats" to the monarchy from electoral politics. The outcome was a 
reliance on military and military-backed governments that limited political 
contestation and used the draconian lose-majesté law and other measures to 
suppress criticism, discussion, and reporting of the monarchy. This sup- 
pressed gossip, rumor, and scandal, dampening the "social disciplining" 
identified by Loos, made Vajiralongkorn's path to the throne less rocky 
than many had presumed it would be. 

For those who hoped for a more open and democratic Thailand in the 
twenty-first century, the succession of a military-trained long, determined 
to expand the monarclly's powers, has disappointed. One result is that 
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Vajiralongkorn has become associated with military-backed authoritar- 
ianism. His accumulation of power, massive support from the taxpayer, 
erratic and egocentric behavior, and absence from the country for months 
at a time has seen dissent and opposition expanding." Vajiralongkorn's 
monarchy is targeted by political activists who view it as indivisibly tied to 
military regimes and the longevity of authoritarianism." 
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