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Thailand’s Power Struggles, 
1946 to 1976

Section 1   
Power Struggles

Section 2   
Military 
Strongmen

 
Main idea

From 1946 to 1976, civilian and military leaders competed 
for control of Thailand.    

Why It Matters Now

Struggles between military and civilians leaders continue 
to dominate Thai politics. 

Historical and Political Terms

Anarchy: a state of confusion, upheaval and lawlessness 
The Cold War: a conflict between the United States and 
its allies and the USSR and its allies.

Containment: a policy adopted by President Truman to 
stop the spread of communism.

Domino Theory: the theory that one country after 
another would fall to communism. 

Coup d’etat: a sudden grab for power.

Royalists: people who support a monarchy.

Liberals: people who believe in democratic reforms and 
individual freedom.

Militarists: people who support military rule

Autocratic government: a form of government in which 
one person has absolute power. 

Marital law: laws enforced by military authorities in 
times of danger or emergency.

  

During the Cold 
War, military leaders 
dominated Thailand. 

Section 3  
The Military 
Challenged
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During the postwar period, Asia was transformed: colonial empires 
came to an end; China became communist and Japan emerged as the 
economic giant of the region. After the end of the Pacific War, attempts 
to re-impose foreign rule were doomed. Between 1945 and 1965, 
India, Pakistan, Korea, French Indochina, the Philippines, Indonesia 
and Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei and Burma all freed themselves from 
foreign domination. 

 In China, Mao Zedong 
proclaimed the success of his 
communist revolution and 
he set about transforming 
the world’s most populous 
nation into a socialist 
paradise. Starting from 1949, 
landlords were ruthlessly 
removed simultaneously with 
campaigns to improve health, 

education and overall prosperity. 
 Japan also underwent dramatic changes. From 1945 to 1952 

it was ruled a military occupation force that imposed democratic 
reforms and changes to the economic and educational systems. After 
the occupation period, Japan rapidly became the world’s leading 
shipbuilder, a major car manufacturer and a producer of high quality 
electronic products including watches, televisions and cameras.  Some 
of the wealth accumulated by Japan’s economic miracle was invested in 
Asia, especially South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and Thailand.

Positive changes eventually took place in Thailand, though the 
whole period was marred by violent power struggles between military 
and civilians leaders. The immediate postwar period was particularly 
troubled. Phibun was tried as a war criminal, King Ananda was tragically 
killed, and Thailand was close to civil war as civilians and the military 
fought for control. The shattered economy recovered slowly but shortages 
of rice and other goods continued. Phibun staged a remarkable political 
comeback and replaced Pridi as Thailand’s prime minister in 1947. 

 Mao Zedong’s communist victory in China in 1949 and the 
Korean War (1951-1953) marked the start of the Cold War in Asia.  
The United States of America was determined to contain communism 
and stop it spreading through Asia. Ensuring that Thailand remained 
anti-communist became a priority and the US government threw its 
support behind the Thai military. Millions of dollars in economic and 

• transformed: 
changed

Mao Zedong 
offered support 
to communists 
throughout Asia.

Setting the Scene

• marred: spoiled, 
stained scarred 
damaged
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military aid poured into the country. 
Though power in Thailand passed 
from one military strongman to the 
next they all kept very close ties with 
the US. During this period, Thailand 
underwent a period of rapid economic 
development that reached all sections 
of society. Despite this economic  
progress, problems remained. Inequality, 
widespread corruption and American 
dominance eventually sparked protests 
by students in 1973 which lead to the 
return of civilian rule and the promise of 
democratic reform. This period proved 
short lived  as the military regained power in 1976.

 

Though Thailand avoided punishment and occupation after the 
Pacific War, the military were in disgrace. Phibun resigned as prime 
minister in 1944 and stayed out of public life. In 1946 he was tried 
for war crimes but released after serving only a few months in jail. 
Pridi, leader of the liberals, and members of the Seri Thai were now 
firmly in control. As part of the peace treaty, Thailand’s name was 
changed back to Siam. In another attempt to break with the past, Pridi 
wrote a new constitution so that the military 
could not return to power. For the first time, 
Thailand would be ruled by a fully elected 
two-house parliament consisting of a House 
of Representatives and a Senate. King Ananda, 
who had returned from Europe, opened the 
first session of parliament on June 1 1946. 

The mysterious death of King Rama VIII 
brought chaos and confusion to Thailand. On 
6 June 1946, the young King Ananda Mahibol 
was found shot dead but the events surrounded his tragic death have 
never been completely explained. On the same day, his younger brother, 
Bhumibol Adulyadej, was proclaimed Rama IX. Later in the year King 

Section 1 
Power Struggles

Thai military 
leaders claimed 
that only the army 
could provide the 
strong leadership 
essential for 
survival against 
the threat of  
communism.  

King Ananda’s 
death shocked the 
Thai nation.   

• liberals: people 
who believe in 
demooclaratic reforms 
and individual freedom 



Page4

Bhumibol left Thailand to continue his education in Switzerland. In the 
disorder that followed Rama VIII’s death, Pridi resigned as prime minister 
and rival groups competed for power. The main groups included the 
royalists who wanted a stronger role for the monarchy and nobility, the 
militarists who wanted strong authoritarian leadership to maintain order 
and the liberals led behind the scenes by Pridi who wanted democratic 
reforms to continue.

Though the armed forces had lost considerable power and prestige 
after the Pacific War, it remained an influential force in society. Senior 
military officers were shocked and dismayed at the political confusion 
and corruption that marked Thailand throughout 1947. Thamrong 
Nawasawat who took over from Pridi as prime minister was unable to 
solve the problems associated with corruption, inefficient administration 
and the high cost of living. 

Phin Choonhavan, a former military officer under Phibun, plotted 
a coup to restore order. He observed that: 

To seize power, Phin needed to enlist other military leaders including 
Phao Siyanon and Sarit Tanarat. Phibun was recruited as their leader but 
he did not take an active part in the planning. On 8 November 1974 
the military seized power in a bloodless coup d’etat. Pridi and many of 

 
History Makers

Bhumibol Adulyadej is the second son of Prince Mahibol. 
He was born in the United States and spent most of his young 
life in Switzerland.  He ascended the throne after the mysterious 
death of Rama VIII in 1946 but stayed in Europe until 1951. 
On his return, he took on a more prominent role in the nation’s 
affairs by building a new role for the monarchy. He introduced 
development projects throughout the nation and travelled 
extensively inside and outside Thailand. In times of political 
crisis, his intervention has been decisive. He is the longest 
serving monarch in Thai history and currently the longest 
serving monarch in the world. 

Primary Source

The people in the city felt panicky and lost as if anarchy had reigned. 
In the food and coffee shops and entertainment places, wide spread 
criticism of the government were heard. Some said loudly: “Where have 
all those bloody good patriotic men been sleeping? Why don’t they come 
out to help bring an end to this chaos?”
Phin Choonhavan quoted by Thak Chaloemtiarana,  
 Thai Politics: Extracts and Documents, 1932-1957.

• militarists: people 
who support military 
rule

• anarchy: state of 
chaos, upheaval and 
lawlessness

• royalists: people 
who support a 
monarchy.
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• harassed: threaten

Section 2 
Military Strongmen

In 1957, Phibun lost power to military strongmen like Thanom 
Kittikhachon, prime minister from January to October 1958 and again 
from 1963 to 1973, and Sarit Thanarat, 
prime minister from 1958 to 1963. 
Until the early 1970s, power lay firmly 
in the hands of these military officers 
who ruled without parliament and under 
martial law. Their rule was justified on 
the grounds that governments must 
be strong so that they could protect, 
discipline and educate the people.   

Thailand’s greatest fear at the time 
was communism and the nation became 
a close ally of the United States. There 
were other benefits from a foreign policy 
that was closely tied to US patronage 
as Phibun realized. His decision in July 
1950 to support UN forces in Korea was rewarded by US grants of 
millions of dollars in military and economic aid to Thailand. Encouraged 
by the Americans, Phibun arrested suspected communists and placed 
restriction on Chinese-language schools. Union leaders, pro-Pridi 
members of parliament and reporters were murdered or imprisoned. 

his supporters were forced to flee the country. Phibun was once again 
Thailand’s prime minister though he shared power with Phao and 
Sarit. The country’s name was changed once again, from Siam back to 
Thailand. 

 For the next five years Pridi and his supporters plotted to regain 
power. Pridi struck in 1949 but his attempted coup failed and hundreds 
were killed. After fierce fighting, Pridi’s forces were outnumbered 
and defeat inevitable. He fled Thailand once again but this time he 
never returned. After these dramatic events the government imposed 
press censorship and harassed, imprisoned and even murdered liberal 
members of parliament.

One more attempt to overthrow the Phibun government took place 
in June 1951, but it too failed. The military consolidated their hold 
on power. Phibun gained US support by adopting anti-communist 
policies and was prime minister until 1957. He remains Thailand’s 
longest serving leader.

General Sarit 
Thanarat was 
Thailand’s military 
strongman of the 
�960s. His tough 
image and strong 
personal rule made 
his popular until the 
extent of his corrupt 
practices emerged 
after his death.
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As the Cold War engulfed Vietnam and Laos, the US guaranteed 
Thailand’s defense. In 1954, the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization 
(SEATO) was formed and headquartered in Bangkok. The US government 
believed in the domino theory which stated that one country after 
another would fall to communism. As part of its containment policy, 
the US government provided Thailand with military aid and economic 
development. In addition, the US Seventh Fleet patrolled the Gulf of 
Thailand. Tens of thousands of US troops were stationed in military 
bases throughout the country and US planes bombed Vietnam from air 
force bases in Thailand. As a show of loyalty, Thai armed forces fought 
alongside their US ally in Vietnam. 

The extensive American presence 
in Thailand had far reaching effects 
on Thai society. Bangkok became the 
ideal rest and recreation location for 
US troops in the region and thousands 
enjoyed the new bars and nightclubs 
that sprung up in the city. Thais ate 
Western foods for the first time and 
purchased foreign goods in the new 
department stores that were founded by 
Thai-Chinese business families. Other 
Thai-Chinese entrepreneurs invested in 

manufacturing, property, the new tourist industry, hospitals, finance, and 
insurance.   Thais were educated in American universities and American 
advisors trained Thai government officials. During this “American era”, 
the Thai economy grew at an average of 7% annually. It was one of the 
fastest growing economies in the developing world.

One defining feature of this rapid economic development was the 
role played by Chinese family businesses. For centures, the Chinese had 
been settling in Thailand but in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

New nightclubs 
opened in 
Bangkok’s Patpong 
district to provide 
entertainment to US 
GIs on leave from 
the Vietnam War. 

 The Bangkok Bank was 
established by a group of 
Thai-Chinese businessmen 
in 1944. The first brach 
consisted of two shophouses 
in Bangkok’s Chinatown. From 
these humble beginings it has 
become Thailand’s largest 
bank.

• containment policy: 
Truman’s policy to stop 
communism spreading

• domino theory: 
a theory that 
one country after 
another would fall to 
communism
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• stalemate: neither 
side wins

Section 3 
The Military Challenged

Not all Thais gained equally from the rapid pace of development 
that marked the 1960s and 1970s. More and more people became 
dissatisfied with widespread exploitation, inequality and corruption. 
For example, the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) which had 
been founded in 1942, grew in strength in the 1960s. Poor peasants 
in particular supported them in their campaigns about the military 
dictatorship and their American allies. Communist guerrilla groups were 
set up to fight government forces. By the mid-1970s, there were 8000 
armed guerrillas who controlled or influenced over 6000 villages with a 
population of 4 million. Approximately 4000 guerrilla and government 
troops were killed in clashes from 1965 to 1976. Impoverished people 
in Isan (northeast Thailand), Muslims in the South and people from 
the Hill tribes resented the central government for intruding into their 
lives and failing to understand their needs. 

 Technical and university students became the government’s most 
vocal critics. Economic development had brought about a huge demand 
for an educated workforce and enrolments in tertiary institutions 
grew rapidly during the 1960s and 1970s. At first this better educated 
group of Thais demonstrated against their nation’s involvement in the 
Vietnam War with the first street marches taking place in 1968. By 

thousands arrived. Many of these families adopted Thai surnames and 
maintained close links with the military government during the Second 
World War. While most businesses suffered during this period some 
did very well by working with the Japanese.
 Despite anti-Chinese policies, Chinese families dominated a 
range of primary, secondary and tertiary industries. In particular the 
manufacturing and importation of Japanese cars, steel making, sugar 
and rice milling and banking. These leading Thai-Chinese businessmen 
included the Sophonpanich family who founded the Bangkok Bank 
and the Chiaravanon family which developed an integrated chicken 
farming business to become the country’s largest business empire, 
Charoen Pokphand (CP). Chinese families were skilled entrepreneurs 
who worked hard, saved and invested in their own family businesses, 
ensured their children were well educated, developed family networks 
and used political contacts to exploit business opportunities. Many 
formed alliances with the military strongmen who dominated Thai 
politics during the Cold War period.

• primary: agriculture 
and mining; secondary 
: manufactouring: 
tertiary: service industry 
e.g.  banking

• exploitation: abuse 
and mistreatment
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the early 1970s, the focus 
of student anger shifted to 
corruption and the lack of 
political freedom. More 
and more Thais demanded 
that democracy be restored 
and in 1973 huge crowds 
gathered to support student 
leaders who had been 
arrested by the “Three 

Tyrants”: Thanom Kittikhachon, Praphat Charusathian  and Narong 
Kittikhachon (Narong, Thanom’s son married Praphat’s daughter). 
On 14 October 1973, soldiers killed hundreds of these protestors. 
As a result the military was disgraced and the three leaders fled into 
exile.  To solve the political crisis, Rama IX took the unprecedented 
step of nominating Sanya Thammasak as Thailand’s first civilian prime 
minister since the 1947. 

 
History Up Close

6 October 1976
Primarty Source

Recalling A Massacre
“. . . Jaran Ditha-apichia and Amorn Amornratananont were two of the roughly 

5000 students and people from all walks of life who gathered at Thammasat University 
to fight for the survival of Thailand’s fragile democracy.

     They had gathered to protest the return of former military ruler Field Marshal 
Thanom Kittikachorn, who had been forced into exile three years earlier during the 
October 1973 democratic movement. 

     “Around 5 am on October 6, I was standing in a corner of the football field in 
front of the Law Faculty building when the first set of bullets hit the protesters,” Jaran 
said.

     Immediately diving to the ground, he first noticed the smell of blood that would be 
so prevalent throughout the day. “Many people in front of Thammasat main auditorium 
were shot,” he said.

     After half an hour of what he describes as random shooting, Jaran saw two white 
buses smash though the university’s main entrance across the street from Sanam Luang. 
Not wanting to stay and find out who was arriving, Jaran quickly got up and ran across 
to the Administration Faculty building, where he found shelter . . . 

     The soldiers drove many of the people hiding in the building out onto the football 
field, but failed to spot Jaran . . . 
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Jaran said he became the last person arrested at Thammasat when police found him at 
noon on October 7. . . 

  At another corner of the football field on the fateful morning of October 6, Amorn 
was making the tortuous decision to leave a female student who he knew was dying. But 
he didn’t want to share her fate. “Everyone had to run away from the bullets,” he said.

     “I will never forget that girl slumped on the ground before me. I saw her student’s 
uniform full of blood.”

     . . . To escape form the soldiers, Amorn and many other students jumped into the  
Chao Phraya River. But afraid they would not survive the long and treacherous swim to 
the Thonburi side, most returned to land, where they were promptly arrested and forced  
to lie prone on Thai-Prajahn Road.

     “Student’s ran out of the university because they hoped that the police would 
protect them from the bloodthirsty crowd. They did not think they would become 
victims,” Amorn said.

At the Office of the First Army, high-ranking officials told Jaran that he should be 
co-operative and obey orders, as otherwise there would be more blood-shed.

“The history of October 6 has been distorted for 24 years,” said Jaran. “It’s time that 
our children learn the truth for prosperity.”

The Nation October 6 2000 
 

Intense debate, protest and conflict marked the next three 
years. Various groups in Thai society made different demands on 
the government. Civilian politicians wanted a fairer society and a 
government that would redistribute income to the poor so that they 
would not turn to communism. Workers, organized by a growing 
number of unions, demanded better pay and conditions. Strikes became 
more frequent. Peasants wanted an escape from rural poverty and they 
formed organizations and marched on the capital. Business leaders 
were tried of sponsoring the military and wanted the government to 
focus on economic development. Students continued to demand an 

Thai police and paramilitary groups 
descended on Thammasat University 
to stop a student protest. Superstition, 
anger, and rumor fueled the event 
until it turned into a horrific massacre. 
Visit On Wisconsin to learn more 
about the photographer of this 
picture, Neal Ulevich, and Thongchai 
Winichakul a then student leader who 
also witnessed the events.  

http://waa.uwalumni.com/onwisconsin/2003_summer/noise1.html
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Interpreting History

Pridi and Phibun are modern Thailand’s most controversial historical figures. 
Opinions about their role in Thai history vary.

Pridi
1. “Throughout his life, he was committed to serving his 

country and the Thai people with all his talents and ability, 
honesty courage and sacrifice, even at the risk of his own life.”  
Sulak Sivasak, 1996

2. “Pridi belonged to the same generation of other great Asia 
leaders of the 20th Century like Nehru, Sukarno, Aung San and 
Ho Chi Minh. He shared many of their ideas, and he had as big an 
impact on his country during his active years from 1932 to 1949. . .”  
Chris Baker and Pasuk Phongpaichi, 2000.

       
 
   Phibun

1. “Since a great number of his contemporaries regard [ed] Phibul as a political 
opponent, much that has been written by them tends to highlight the negative aspects of 
his character and his administration. . . Phibul was blamed for practically everything that 
went worn with the country. Yet in my talks with those who lived through the Phibul 
year, most agreed that on the whole Phibul was doing what was right for the country: 
declaring war on France over the territorial conflict in 1940-41, or siding with Japan 
during the Pacific War.” Kobkua Suwannathat-Pian,  1995.

2. “In politics, probably the most crushing blow one 
can strike against one’s enemies is to erase them for national 
memory. That we are living legacies of the philosophy of a 
once-powerful man who we have now all but forgotten or 
rather been made to forget: Field Marshal Por Pibulsongram. 
Branded as ultra-nationalist, dictator, fascist, anti-royalist 
and ridiculed for his ‘crazy’ ideas that interfered with people’s 
personal lives … his 15 years of control generally receive only 
fleeting glances from contemporary historic. . His time is 
branded a dark age. He was billed as a villain. Then full stop. 
Nothing more.”  Bangkok Post, 1997. 
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end to Thailand’s alliance with the US and a removal of their bases 
from the country. Military leaders believed that Thailand’s security was 
threatened and only a strong military-led government closely aligned 
with the US could save the nation from enemies within and without 
Thailand. 

The new constitution was completed in 1974, but elections produced 
a series of weak coalition governments by the Pramoj brothers, Seni 
and Kukrit. The popularity of civilian rule plummeted. By 1976, the 
widespread support given by the new middle class to the student leaders 
started to weaken. Fears about Thailand’s security increased when US 
troops withdrew from Thailand. In 1975, Vietnam was re-united under 
the communists and Cambodia also saw a communist victory. To many 
Thais, communism still imperiled their nation.  

Military leaders saw an opportunity to regain power. They had never 
accepted their fall from power and they used propaganda to brand their 
opponents communist and “un-Thai”. Unionists, peasant leaders and 
radicals were murdered. Events reached a climax on 6 October 1976 
when right-wing groups backed by the military attacked Thammasat 
University and lynched, raped or burnt students trying to escape 
the brutality. (See History Up Close) The military seized power and 
thousands were arrested. Others fled overseas or to the jungle camps 
of the Communist Party of Thailand. The military were once more in 
control of Thailand.

• a coalition 
government: a 
government formed by 
political parties joining 
together to obtain a 
majority of seats in 
parliament
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Review

 
TERMS AND NAMES  
1. For each term or name, write a sentence explaining its significance in the context of Thailand and 
the Cold War: coup d’état, Phin, Sarit, Rama 9, autocratic government, patronage, marital law, domino 
theory, containment policy.

MAIN IDEAS
2. What was the most far-reaching effect of Thailand’s close relations with the US during the Cold War?
3. Why was it so difficult to reach a compromise between the different groups in Thai society between 
1973 and 1976? 

CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING
4. It has been said that history is written by the victors. How is this relevant to the extracts in the 
Interpreting History section?
5. Phibun and Pridi dominated events from 1932 to 1957. Undertake further research about these two 
leaders and write an essay that compares and contrasts their role in Thai history.
6  Undertake research on the events of either 1973 or 1976 and write the front page of a newspaper 
covering these dramatic moments in Thai history. 
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