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PrefaCe

Monarchy and military have sat at the centre of Thai politics for a long 
time—since a king first created the armed forces to protect the crown 
and national interests at the beginning of the country’s modern history. 
The Thai military claims that it helps the monarchy fight for the survival 
of the nation; many historians and other scholars think otherwise. They 
have in innumerable works explained that the military in fact acts mostly 
to ensure its own survival and maintain its power and leading role in 
domestic politics, since Thailand has rarely faced external threats or 
wars. Two military coups in the first two decades of the twenty-first 
century have confirmed the fact that Thai politics is manipulated by 
the union of monarchy and military. These two institutions manipulated 
politics to ensure their own security and maintain the status quo of a 
hierarchical regime during the transition period before the ascension of 
a new sovereign to the throne.

As King Vajiralongkorn’s succession has been achieved smoothly 
under the military’s guardianship, exploring how the nexus of the crown 
and the armed forces will operate to maintain the status and roles of the 
two institutions is important. The new monarch, who took the throne 
after his father, King Bhumibol, passed away in late 2016, took many 
steps to secure his reign and ensure his own safety. Like many other 
kings in the past, King Vajiralongkorn badly needs to win over the men 
under arms, who present what is potentially the greatest danger to the 
new reign. There is no reason to expect that armed men will obey an 
unarmed one, or that an unarmed monarch will remain safe and secure 
when his servants are fully armed. 

In this book I look into the relationship between, and interplay of, 
monarchy and military during the first five years of King Vajiralongkorn’s 
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viii Preface

reign, but I have been able to see only some parts of the picture since 
this nexus is opaque. Not many people are willing to open their doors to 
discuss the matter openly and candidly—for fear of legal consequences as 
Thailand has draconian laws and regulations to prohibit free expression 
on matters relating to the royal institution. Ongoing political struggles 
and division are also major obstacles to the study of the monarchy, as 
rightist-royalists seem easily to smear anybody who tells unflattering 
stories about the palace with allegations of disloyalty or anti-monarchism. 
In the meantime, the military claims that it has a duty to act against 
what it deems offences to the monarchy.

However, discussion of the monarchy is no longer a taboo, as the 
royal institution’s fairy tale has been over for a long time—since the 
1932 revolution to bring it under the constitution. Like other political 
institutions, the monarchy and military in Thailand also are accountable 
to the people since they obtain huge budgets from public coffers. It is 
therefore my obligation to shed some light on the monarchy-military 
nexus, and this is the reason that I have compiled this book. Mistakes 
and errors, if any, are all my responsibility. 

Supalak 
June 2020, Singapore
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a note on thai names and terms

The romanization of Thai terms in this book follows the Royal Thai 
General System of Transcription set by the Office of Royal Society, 
Thailand, with the exception of proper names. Some of the latter, used 
here in the individual’s preferred or most common form, may seem 
inconsistent although they are the same in the Thai language (as in 
the case, for example, of the surnames of Plaek Phibunsongkhram and 
Pradap Pibulsonggram, who are closely related). In referring to the 
king’s favourite aides and his bodyguard units, the book follows the 
palace and military in using the romanized form rajawallop in place of 
ratchawanlop.

The ranks of military officers mentioned in the book are given only the 
first time that they occur in the text of each chapter; these are the ranks 
that officers carried at the time of writing. An exception in this regard 
is the case of General Sonthi Boonyaratglin, whose rank is repeatedly 
mentioned to distinguish him from the civilian of the same given name 
whose full name is commonly transliterated as Sondhi Limthongkul. 

Names of military units also change from time to time, and the 
English names of a unit and the position of its commanders may not 
be the same. For example, the Supreme Command has been renamed 
the Royal Thai Armed Forces Headquarters, but the position of its chief, 
previously known in English as Supreme Commander, is now Chief of 
Defence Forces. 

Kings of the Chakri dynasty are often also known as “Rama” in 
numerical order of their respective reigns. For example, Phra Phutthayotfa 
Chulalok, the founder of the House of Chakri, is also known as Rama I 
and King Vajiralongkorn as Rama X. The book generally refers to Thai 
kings by their given names, which are already well known internationally. 
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