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Modern Thailand,
1976 to 2006

Section 1  
Economic and 
Social Changes

Section 2   
Military Rule Ended

 
Main Idea

Globalization brought economic changes to Thailand 
and produced new social groups prepared to 
challenge military rule.    

Why It Matters Now 

Questions about sustainable economic development and 
democratic reform continue to challenge Thailand.

Historical and Political Terms
Globalization: The integration and interaction 
among people, companies and governments of 
different nations. International trade, investment  
and information technology encourage this process.  
There have been both positive and negative effects 
on the environment, political systems and economic 
development and prosperity.  

Mass Society: A mass society shares values and ideas 
that arise from common exposure to the same cultural 
activities, communications media, music and art. 
Modern communications and electronic media foster 
this development. Critics of mass society argue that 
individuals become isolated consumers in an anonymous 
world.   

Modern Thailand is one 
of Southeast Asia’s most 
important economies.

Section 3 
Economic and 
Political Crises
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Asia at the end of the Cold War was no longer the focus of 
international conficts. Instead, the region underwent a period of 
rapid economic expansion led by Japan and the “Tiger” economies 
of Taiwan, South Korea, Malaysia and Singapore.  Industrialization 
and urbanization increased rapidly as nations became bound together 
within a globalized world economy. As a result, many nations in Asia 
experienced far reaching political, economic and social change.

 China experienced the most profound transformations. Mao’s 
death in 1976 ended the lingering conflict between moderate and 

extreme communists 
that characterized 
the upheavals of the 
Cultural Revolution. 
Though the Tien An 
Men Square massacre 
of 1989 showed that 
demands for democracy 
would still be ruthlessly 
suppressed, economic 

changes were well underway. Deng Xiaoping, China’s new leader, 
signaled that the economy was to be the nation’s priority.  Private 
enterprise was encouraged. China’s manufacturing and export economy 
expanded rapidly throughout the 1990s. By the turn of the century, 
many forecasters began claiming that China would overtake Japan 
and challenge the US as the world’s leading economy.  
 Progress in the rest of Asia was more mixed. While India 
and Vietnam emerged as growing economic powers, Indonesia, 
the Philippines, Burma, Laos and Cambodia experienced political 

instability, corruption, military rule and 
poverty. In Indonesia, the wealth created 
during Suharto’s 30 year rule stayed in the 
hands of the rich. The 1997 economic crisis 
brought widespread hardship and Suharto was 
removed from power. Elected politicians have 
struggled to bring a decent standard of living 
to Indonesia’s 220 million people. New rulers 
also emerged in the Philippines. In a show 
of  “people power”, Filipinos finally expelled 
Ferdinand Marcos who had ruled for 20 years. 

• industrialization 
and urbanization:  
development of industry 
and the growth of cities

China’s economy 
continues to expand 
at a rapid rate. 

Setting the Scene

Mass killings 
in Cambiodia 
destroyed 
20% of the 
population. 
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Section 1 
  Economic and Political Changes

Since his removal little real economic progress has been made.  
 Myanmar (formerly Burma) has not been able to shake 
off its military rulers despite the efforts of Aung San Suu Kyi to 
bring democracy to the nation. Its economy remains backward 
under Burma’s corrupt military rulers. Both Cambodia and 
Laos continue to struggle with the legacy of the Vietnam War. 
Civil war ended in Laos in 1975 with the declaration of the 
Communist People’s Democratic Republic. Cambodia’s recent 
history is the most tragic of all. The country became involved in 
a disastrous war against Vietnam. A civil war followed until the 
Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot gained control. He had slaughtered 
up to 1.7 million people until the Vietnamese invaded and 
installed a new government in 1978. The civil war continued 
until 1991 when the Khmer Rouge were finally defeated. Hun 
Sen is the nation’s new leader having won elections in 1998. 
Cambodia remains one of the poorest nations in the world. 
 Thailand has also undergone important changes. Its 
economy expanded rapidly and Thailand became a modern 
nation. New business leaders emerged that were no longer 
prepared to support autocratic rule. Political reforms brought 
greater democracy and civilians gained more power. However 
the civilian governments of the late 1980s and early 1990s were 
often just as corrupt as previous military dominated ones. Once 
again a contest between the military and those demanding a 
democratic Thailand took place and events reached a bloody 
climax in May 1992. The death of protestors that resulted 
disgraced the army and it vowed to stay out of politics. This 
promise that was kept until September 2006. 
   

From the 1970s to the 1980s, Thailand was transformed from a 
rural nation of small farmers who exported agricultural products to an 
urban workforce manufacturing products for the global market place.  
Overseas investment underpinned this development.  Businesses, 
especially joint ventures between Thai and Japanese, Taiwanese and US 
partners, expanded rapidly. Foreign factories employing Thai workers 
also helped the economy grow as it allowed foreign enterprises to take 
advantage of Thailand’s low labor costs. In this way, Thailand became 

Sukarno, 
Indonesia’s 
first President 
who ruled 
until �967. 

Suharto 
replaced 
Sukarno as 
President until 
�998. 

Marcos, 
President 
of the 
Philippines 
until �986.

Aquino, the 
leader of the 
People’s Power in 
the Philippines.  

Aung San Suu 
Kyi, winner of 
the �99� Nobel 
Peace Prize,  
continues to 
campaign for 
democacry 
in Burma.
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part of a complex industrial web producing automobiles, electrical 
goods and computer parts for world consumption. Employment in 
these factories provided opportunities for millions of Thais.

 Adjustments to the Thai 
economy were accompanied by 
important social changes. Business 
men and women, rather than 
bureaucrats and member of the 
military, became more prominent 
in society. While many of the old 
business families continued to 
prosper, new groups emerged. For 
example, Thaksin Shinawatra built 
his commercial empire in the new 
industry of telecommunication. A new 
middle class also began to emerge from 
1970s onwards. Education played 
a key role in this development and 

millions of young Thais enrolled in technical and tertiary institutions. 
Instead of entering government service, many of these new graduates 
became doctors, lawyers, technicians, executives and managers. Women 
made up a large proportion of this newly educated class.  

 By the 1990s, social and economic changes had transformed 
Thailand into a modern society. People now lived in cities and Bangkok’s 
population reached 10 million, by far the largest urban center in the 
nation. As well as permanent residents, itinerant workers from the 
provinces and neighboring countries flocked to the city to find work 
in factories and constructions sites. On the outskirts of the city, urban 
villages called moobans were built to house these new dwellers.  People 
travelled extensively on the highways that connected every village in the 
country. In addition, motorcycle and car ownership increased mobility 
but brought associated problems of pollution and traffic congestion. 

 As well as becoming a more modern country, a mass society 
began to emerge in Thailand. With more and more of the nation’s 
population receiving a secondary and tertiary education, newspapers 
and magazines grew in popularity. Television programs also targeted a 
mass audience. In particular, locally produced dramas, comedies and 
game shows were watched by millions. Forms of poplar music like 
“Songs for Life” and luk thung (music for the ‘child of the field’), were 
particularly popular with people who had left the countryside searching 
for opportunities in the cities.  

Ramkhamhaeng 
University was 
established in 
�97� to meet the 
demand for tertiary 
education. It  is one 
of the largest open 
colleges in Asia with 
an enrolment of over 
600,000 students.

mass society: a society 
that shares values and 
ideas that arise from 
common exposure to the 
same cultural activities, 
communication, music, 
media and art.
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History Makers

Prem Tinsulanond was born in �920. He was the son of a government 
official and he attended Suan Kuap School and Military Academy 
to become a career army officer. He was particularly effective in 
combating communism through military and political means. He was 
prime minister from �980 to �988. He is closely associated with the royal 
family and was appointed to the Privy Council that advises the king in 
�988. He remains a highly respected and influential figure in public life.  
He played a prominent role in Thailand’s latest military coup of 2006. 

Mass circulation newspapers, magaizines, 
televsions programs and music trasformed 
Thailand into a modern mass society

Compered to Thailand’s economic development, the nation’s 
political changes brought far more problems. The violence of 
October 1976 shocked people and many believed the nation had 
taken a step backwards in its long road to democracy.  The military 
maintained a firm hold on power and they appointed generals to rule 
the nation. Thanin Kraivixien, Thailand’s 20th Prime Minister, was 
an authoritarian leader who ruthlessly cracked down on dissent. He 
was replaced by General Kriangsak Chomanand. The most successful 
leader during this period was General Prem Tinsulanonda who was 
prime minister from 1980 to 1988. 

 Prem maintained the support of the army and the trust of the 
monarchy. He was able to completely remove the last remnants of 
communism in the country. Economic assistance to rural areas was one 
of his tactics as it was a means of lessening communism’s appeal to the 

authoritarian leader: 
like a dictator
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poor. Prem also wanted to introduce parliamentary rule. This period 
of steady and measured reform from above was called “Premocracy”. 
Though the army still played the key role in politics, in governments of 
the late 1980s non-military members of parliament were appointed to 
Prem’s cabinet. 

 During this period, Rama IX took an expanded role in national 
affairs. In particular, he initiated royal projects to help the rural 
poor. These  initiatives expanded in scope to address urban problems 
including flooding and traffic congestion. Rama IX also took a much 

more active ceremonial role in 
public life. Grand celebrations 
were held to mark his 60th and 
72nd birthdays and 50th and 60th 
anniversary of his accession to the 
throne in 1996 and 2006. Another 
milestone was reached in 1988 when 
King Bhumibol became the longest 
reigning monarch in Thai history. 
Rama IX became a deeply revered 
figure in Thailand, genuinely loved 

by his people.  
Prem’s democratic reforms also created opportunities for new 

groups to enter the political scene. Traditionally, urban business people 
supported the three main political parties of Social Action, Chat Thai 
(Thai Nation) and the Democrats. By the end of the 1980s, however, 
provincial business interests began to dominate national politics and 
form their own political parties. Banharn Silpa-archa is an example 
of a successful businessman who entered politics. Banharn and other 
provincial businessmen saw politics as a way of obtaining government 
money that they could spend in the provinces to ensure their popularity 
and re-election. The term ‘money politics’ was used to describe this 
political system. Outright vote buying, promises to fund local projects 
and threats of violence were also used to wage election campaigns that 

cost billions of baht.  Once in power they used 
government money to make a return on this 
‘investment’.  Criticism of this new development 
did little to stop politicians getting kickbacks 
from government contracts or appointing their 
associates to official positions. Money was also 
given to politicians to gain a favorable vote in 
parliament. 

Banharn, a 
successful provincial 
businessman,  
entered politics in 
�975. He joined the 
Chart Thai Party and 
was elected to the 
seat of Supanburi. He 
was a minister in the 
Chitichai cabinet.

King Bhumibol 
Adulyadej (Rama IX) 
iniated a number 
of royal projects to 
assist his subjects. 
In 2006, the nation 
celebrated the 
60th annivesary 
of his accession 
to the throne.
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History Up Close

 POLITICAL PARTIES
A political party is an organization that seeks to attain power within a government, usually by trying to win an election. 
Parties  stand for a particular vision and propose ideas about how the government should be run. As Thailand is a 
parliamentary democracy, the political party with the most members of parliament forms the government. Until recently, 
no one party has gained an absolute majority in Thai elections, and smaller parties have had to join form  coalitions to gain 
power. In a constitutional monarchy like Thailand, the leader of the governing party becomes the nation’s prime minister 
and therefore head of government while  the king is the head of state.  Unlike more mature democracies, political parties 
in Thailand have been more closely associated with personalities than policies. 

Democrats 
The Democrat Party was formed by the Seni brothers in 1946. It is particularly strong in Southern Thailand 
and among the urban middle class and business. In the 1990s the Democrats were seen as the most liberal 
party and they pledged to reform the political system, modernize the economy and counter “money 
politics”.  Chaun Leekpai, leader of the Democrat Party has twice served as Prime Minister. 

Chat Thai (Thai Nation) 
Chart Thai is a more conservative party that was formed in the 1975 by General Chatichai Choonhavan. 
In the 1980s it was supported by businesses associated with textiles and Thai-Japanese joint ventures. 
Chat Thai established its base in Northeast Thailand around Korat.  

Social Action
The Social Action was formed by Kukrit Pramoj in 1975. It was supported by many business interests 
especially those in partnership with Western firms.

Phalang Tham (Moral Power)
This new party was formed in 1985 by Chamlong Srimuang, a popular governor of Bangkok. Chamlong, 
a former member of the military pledged to clean up corruption.

Samakkhittham Party (Unity Party)
The Samakkhittham Party was formed in 1991 by the military and business interests who toppled the 
Chitichai government. Like previous military rulers, they pledged to bring unity and orderliness to 
Thailand. Former cabinet ministers in the Chitichai government joined this new party. In the elections 
of March 1992, they became the largest party but subsequently discredited in the events of Black May 
1992.

New Aspiration Party
The New Aspiration Party (Phak Khwam Wang Mai) was established in the early 1990s by General 
Chavalit Yongchaiyudh after his retirement as Commander-In-Chief of the Royal Thai Army. This party 
won the elections of 1996 and formed a government.  The onset of the Asian Financial Crisis in 1997 
hit the government’s popularity party hard, and New Aspiration was soon forced back into opposition. 
Discredited as a result of the economic slowdown, Chavalit formed an alliance with the more popular 
Thai Rak Thai Party led by Thaksin Shinawatra to contest the 2001 elections. Shortly after the election, 
the New Aspiration Party merged with Thai Rak Thai and Chavilit became Deputy Prime Minister.            

Thai Rak Thai (Thais Love Thai Party)
The Thai Rak Thai was officially registered on 1998, by telecommunications billionaire Thaksin 
Shinawatra. The party was built by joining together some old parties and attracting new politicians.  
Promising to promote business and help the rural poor, it won the 2001 election. TRT was re-elected in 
2005 with an absolute majority.  In May 2007, the TRT party was dissolved after being found guilty of 
electoral fraud. 

Chatichai

Chamlong

              Chavilit 

   Thaksin

Chuan
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After Prem’s retirement from politics in 1988, civilian and 
military  politicians contested power. Chatichai Choonhavan, who 
replaced Prem as prime minister, tried to lessen the military’s power by 
reducing the defense budget and replacing government officials with 
members of parliament. He justified this policy on the grounds that 
elected representatives and business people were the rightful leaders 
of Thailand and not the military or government officials. These two 
groups resented any loss of power and privilege. 

  On 23 February 1991 a military coup took place.  Parliament 
was sacked, Chatichai removed from power and Anand Panyarachun, 
a respected former diplomat and businessman, appointed temporary 

prime minister. Once a new constitution was 
drafted, the coup makers promised elections. 
At first, the coup gained widespread support 
as the urban middle class had also been 
disturbed by Chatichai’s corrupt government. 
This support did not last. Though Anand 
proved a capable and honest leader, the 
generals in his cabinet proved to be just as 
corrupt as the ministers in the Chatichai 
government and they lost support. The new 

constitution, especially the provision for a 
non-elected prime minister also concerned many who feared for 
Thailand’s political future. Political debate intensified. Chamlong and 
his Phalang Tham Party and the Campaign for Popular Democracy 
(CPD) demanded real democratic reform. Despite their protests, 
elections were held in March 1992 and the Samakkhittham Party 
gained the most seats in the new parliament. 

 Events reached their climax in May 1992 when the 
Samakkhitham Party nominated General Suchinda Kraprayun 
Prime Minister after their first nominee was accused of drug trading. 
Suchinda, the leader of the February coup, had not been a candidate 
as he had promised not to hold on the power after the elections. 
The CPD organized mass demonstrations and demanded Suchinda’s 
removal from power. On 17 May, around 200,000 people joined a 
demonstration led by Chamlong. Protestors included members of the 
middle class, students, workers and rural migrants. Protests were also 
held in provincial centers. Suchinda used the army to ruthlessly attack 
the demonstrators. Violence once again erupted on the streets of 
Bangkok. Up to 60 demonstrators were killed and hundreds arrested. 

Section 2 
  Military Rule Ended

Anand Panyarachun 
was appointed 
Prime Minister from 
February �99� to  
April �992 and again 
from June �992 to 
September  �992. 
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On 20 May the King stepped in and ordered Suchinda and 
Chamlong to stop the violence. Suchinda resigned and Anand was 
again appointed interim prime minister until new elections could be 
held. The generals were disgraced and the army pledged to remain out 
of politics. 

In September 1992, Chuan Leekpai, leader of the Democrat 
Party, became prime minister. 
He appealed to business leaders, 
the urban middle class and 
Southern Thais.  He served as 
Prime Minister from September 
1992 to July 1995 and later from 
November 1997 to February 
2001. The Democrats claimed that 
they had the credentials to run a 
complex national economy in the 
age of globalization. Projecting a liberal image, they modernized the 
economy through new laws and institutions.  From 1992 to 1997 the 
Thai economy expanded and the people enjoyed a higher standard of 
living. It seemed as if Thailand’s dark times were over.  

Rama IX held an 
audience with 
Chamlong and 
Suchinda that 
ended the political 
violence.  

The army’s bloody 
crackdown of 
demonstrators during 
Black May disgraced 
the military.  

Nop is a political cartoonist. 
What is his view of 
Bangkok in 2000?
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After the tragic events of Black May 1992, Thais were convinced 
that politics needed reform. In time, however, most groups lost interest 
and instead people focused on the economic boom that globalization 

brought to Thailand. 
Developing industrial 
estates, quarrying gravel, 
obtaining contracts for 
infrastructure projects, 
planting plantations 
for pulp, building golf 
courses and tourist 
resorts, constructing 
dams and speculating 
in residential property 
development was the 

fast track to wealth. With economic growth measured in double 
digits, international investors poured foreign money into all types 
of Thai businesses. The fast pace of economic growth that followed 
did not, however, benefit all.  The rural population was forgotten 
and the nation’s natural environment exploited without regard for 
conservation.  

Money politics, corruption  and the worst economic bust in 
decades sparked one crisis after another throughout the 1990s. A land 
corruption scandal ended Chaun’s first government in 1995.  Banharn 
replaced Chuan but his government was also accused of widespread 
corruption and replaced by Chavilit Yongchaiyudh in 1996. Chavilit’s 
premiership was ended by the worst economic downturn in decades. 
This dramatic  economic crisis was precipitated by a flight of capital out 

of Thailand. While foreign 
investment had produced 
a boom, by the mid-1990s 
too much money was being 
invested unproductively 
in shopping malls, golf 
courses and property 
speculation.  In 1997, the 
baht collapsed in value 
and foreign money left 

Section 3 
  Political and Economic Crises

 Nop had little 
confidence in efforts 
to reform Thailand. 
How does he convey 
this message? 

Despite attempts 
by the Thai 
government to 
save the baht, 
it lost half its 
value as a result 
of the �997 
financial crisis.
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the Kingdom as quickly as it had flooding in.  As this capital left, the 
value of the baht declined despite efforts by Chavilit to maintain its 
worth by spending the nation’s foreign reserves.  Companies, financial 
institutions and even banks went bankrupt. As many as two million 
people lost their employment,  property values collapsed and the Stock 
Market of Thailand crashed.  The economic problems of Thailand 
spread to the rest of Asia and other economies  experienced a similar 
downturns.

The Thai government turned to the International Money Fund 
(IMF) for help.  Close to 20 billion dollars in loans were provided 
but there were some tough 
conditions. The  economy had 
to be reformed and all Thais 
had to “tighten their belts”. 
These austerity measures caused 
widespread hardship and 
demonstrations against the IMF 
took place. In November 1997, 
Chuan was reinstalled as prime 
minister. He worked closely with the advisors from the IMF and the 
worst was over by 2000. By 2002 confidence and business activity 
began to revive.  

The 1997 Economic Crisis discredited Thailand’s political system 
and Thaksin Shinawatra saw an opportunity to offer Thailand a new 
style of leadership. He gained support by arguing that only a successful 
businessmen like himself  had the ability to run the nation. He 
founded the Thai Loving Thai (Thai Rak Thai) political party in 1998 
with the slogan “Think new, act new, for every Thai”. He appealed 
to big business and to the rural voter so often ignored by Bangkok 
politicians. In an American style political campaign, he was swept to 
power in 2001. 

Thaksin portrayed himself as both as a man of action and of 
the people. Though economic growth was the government’s priority, 
Thaksin he did not forget the rural poor. He waged a bloody campaign 
against criminals involved in the drug trade, provided a million baht 
for each village in Thailand, built cheap housing,  promoted the local 
products and provided health care for a 30 baht fee (less then US $1).  
At the same time, he centralized power in his hands, tightened his grip 
on the media, used weekly radio addresses to promote his new style 
of strong and decisive leadership. He ignored critics concerned that 
Thai democracy was under threat. Thaksin was swept to power again 

During the �997 
Economic Crisis 
property developers 
were unable to 
complete building 
projects.   

Foreign reserves: US 
dollars held by the 
Thai government. In an 
attempt to keep the value 
of the local currency, 
the government used 
these reserves to buy 
baht. This failed. 
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in the 2004 elections. Not only was he the first Thai prime minister 
to complete a full term of government, he was the first to be re-elected 
with an absolute majority in parliament. 

Ironically, Thaksin’s popularity vanished just as spectacularly. 
During his second term, unrest in Southern Thailand, corruption 
allegations, especially concern the new airport at Suvarnabumi, and 
growing concern that he was destroying Thai democracy, lost him 
support. Unrest in the three Muslim dominated provinces of the 
South, defied solution (see map). At first Thaksin blamed criminals and 
bandits and responded with force. Two incidents sparked widespread 
protest and demonstrated Thaksin’s inability to deal with the issue. 
On 28 April 2004,  32 insurgents who were hiding in the Krue Sae 
Mosque were killed. Later that year hundreds of local people, mostly 
young men, were arrested during a demonstration.  During their 
transportation to an nearby army camp, 78 of the arrested men died 
from suffocation.  In July of 2005 Thaksin assumed emergency powers 
to deal with the insurgency but violence continued throughout 2006.  

 The sale of Thaksin’s Shin Corporation to a Singaporean company 
sparked widespread protest.  The People’s Alliance for Democracy, a 
group of mainly middle class Thais, students and academics staged 

 
History Up Close 

Violence in the South
 

Violence in the southern provinces of Thailand has taken 
place throughout the 20th Century, the result of historical, 
religions, cultural, economic and political factors. 
Historically the three southern provinces were part of 
the Kingdom of Pattani that was forcibly annexed by 
the Kingdom of Thailand in the early 20th Century. 
Muslims make up the majoirty of the population in 
these provinces and they practice a different religion 
and adopt different cultural practices to most Thais 
who are Buddhist. Varying degrees of success have been achieved at promoting Thai values and customs. 

Economically the region is one of the poorest in Thailand 
with few opportunities and depleted resources. A small 
minority of southern Muslims want separation from Thailand  
and some have used violent means to acheive this aim.   

 
 
Many of these protestors suffocated while being transported to 
army bases. Their deaths shocked Thailand. 
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Review

TERMS AND NAMES 
1. For each term or name, write a sentence explaining its significance: 
     globalization, mass society, Prem, Suchinda, Chuan Leekpai and Thaksin.
MAIN IDEAS
2. Which was the most far reaching effect of Thailand’s rapid industrialization and urbanization? 
3. What were the pivotal events that brought about the end of military rule  
     in 1992 and the military’s return in 2006? Explain you answer.
4. Why did the Thaksin lose support?

CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING
5.  Undertake research on the events of 1992 and write the front page of a 
     newspaper covering these dramatic moments in Thai history. 
6. Recall a similar front page you completed for the events of 1976. Compare and contrast these events.
7. Undertake further research of the 2006 Coup, how did the military justify its actions?  

demonstrations that called 
for his resignation. In 
response, Thaksin called 
an early election but the 
Democrats and other 
opposition parties boycotted 
and did not campaign.  This 
enabled  the TRT to win 
a huge majority, but the 
Constitutional Court ruled 
that the election was invalid.  All parties agreed to another election in 
October 2006. Political tensions remained high. 

The climax to this ongoing political crisis came in September when 
the military seized control in a bloodless coup, the first since 1992.  
As tanks rolled through Bangkok streets, Army Commander General 
Sonthi promised a new constitution and elections would return 
democracy to the country. Surayud Chulanont, a retired general, was 
appointed Premier and elections promised by December 2007.

Sonthi (far left) 
was leader of 
the 2006 coup. 
He appointed 
Surayud as 
care-taker Prime 
Minister until 
new elections.
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