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Introduction

This study looks at praetorianism in Thailand; specifically, the second 
most powerful political institution in Thailand in 2023—the armed 
forces. The study contends that this military, as led by military strong-
men, has been able to persevere as a leading political actor principally 
because it has managed to hold on to its monopoly of violence outside 
of any oversight by elected civilian actors. This is because the military 
has continuously ousted those civilian governments that it has perceived 
to be harmful to its interests, has ensured that laws are in place that 
have maximized its legal benefits, has possessed an enormous budget, 
remained beyond the scrutiny of the judiciary, retained its power over 
the years as junior or senior associate of the monarchy in a partnership 
of power, and rationalized its clout as essential for protecting that 
monarchy (thus becoming a “monarchized military”) while guarantee-
ing national security. Persistent interventions by the military in Thai 
politics across time have led to the socially constructed belief among 
civilians that the military is either justified in protecting the king or 
cannot be stopped; soldiers themselves feel that they are privileged 
as royal protectors to intervene as they please. Thus, the praetorian 
character of the Thai polity is masked by the apparent need to guard 
monarchy, and the Thai armed forces have in many respects become a 
tool of the palace.

To be clear, the focus of this study is on the rapidly changing military 
strongmen and factions across Thai history. A secondary focus is placed 
upon the Thai military as an institution. In fact, the book looks at Thai 



Introduction2

military history within the context of Thai political history, especially 
with regard to US-Thai relations after World War II, topics that are 
closely interrelated. Far less scrutiny is given to other aspects of the mil-
itary—its role in social life, politics, economics, culture, administration, 
art and technology. While the study’s spotlight might seem limited, a 
thorough analysis of this sort across the period 1932–2023 has been 
sorely lacking from Thai studies, and this book thus fills an important 
gap. Other parts of the Thai military deserve research in other studies.

This book sets out to answer three questions: Why did Thailand 
evolve to become a praetorian kingdom? What is the detailed history 
of Thai praetorianism? And why has Thai military influences across pol-
itics never been curtailed? These questions necessitate an examination 
of the analytical concept of “praetorianism”. Praetorianism has been at 
the bedrock of Thai politics, especially since the ouster of the absolute 
monarchy in 1932 (despite the post-1980 upsurge in palace influence). 
The proclivity for praetorianism in Thailand necessitates an examina-
tion of the academic term “praetorianism” in and of itself. In brief, since 
1941, scholars have provided different formulations explaining military 
influence in politics. The earliest term, “garrison state”, was vaguely con-
ceived as a “developmental construct” where political/military “elites” 
led by the “specialist on violence, the soldier”,1 ruled supreme. 

Though he never mentioned praetorianism, Huntington emphasized 
that the responsibilities of the professional soldier and officer involve 
expertise in the management of violence, responsibility in maintaining 
the national security of the country, and bureaucratic corporateness. 
But the participation of military officials in politics undermined their 
professionalism.2 The term “praetorianism” became fashionable in the 
1960s, with one of the earliest conceptualizations defining it a con-
stitutional form of “government without consent”.3 McAlister further 
characterized it as “the frequent overthrow of governments by military 
… coups d’état for nonmilitary purposes”.4 According to Huntington, 
“typical of the corrupt, praetorian [emphasis added], or mass societies 
is the violent oscillation between extreme democracy and tyranny”.5 

Perlmutter differentiated historical from modern praetorianism. The 
former referred to the ancient Roman Empire’s Praetorian Guard (the 
military unit tasked with protecting the emperor). The power of this 
contingent revolved around three factors: “the Guard’s monopoly on 
local military power, the absence of definitive rules of succession, and 
the prestige of the Roman Senate. But, over time, with the Praetorian 
Guard being the only military in Rome, it came to impose its prefer-
ences on who would be emperor.
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FIGURE
Conditions Stimulating Praetorianism

Social conditions Political conditions

Low degree of social cohesion Centre-periphery conflict

The existence of 
fratricidal classes

Low level of political institutionalization 
and lack of sustained support 
for political structures

A non-consolidated 
middle class

Weak, ineffective political parties

Insufficient mobilization 
of state resources

Frequent civilian influence in the 
military/frequent civilian endorsement 
of military intervention

Source: Amos Perlmutter, “The Praetorian State and the Praetorian Army: Toward a 
Taxonomy of Civil-Military Relations in Developing Polities”, Comparative Politics 1, 
no. 3 (1969): 385–91, https://www.jstor.org/stable/421446.

On the other hand, Perlmutter’s “modern praetorian state” was 
defined as “one in which the military tends to intervene and potentially 
could dominate the political system”.6 He also described the factors that 
contributed to praetorianism (see figure).

Meanwhile, a “praetorian army” is one that is not dictated by ability, 
expertise or professionalism, but instead by social class, partisanship, 
personal connections and factionalism.7 Though he never used the label 
“praetorian army”, Huntington implied its existence when he argued 
that “subjective civilian control” can exist when civilian groups control 
the armed forces in “the absence of a professional officer corps”.8

Perlmutter differentiated arbitrator-type praetorian armies from 
ruler-type praetorian armies. The former usurps control for a limited 
amount of time then relinquishes power and becomes a trustee of a 
civilian government. The latter seeks to maximize military rule, never 
committing to return a polity to civilian control.9 To sustain their do-
minion, however, ruler-type armies often create political parties.10 This 
is because some militaries believe that the best method for institution-
alizing their rule is through the establishment of political parties that 
represent them.11 Nordlinger added a third type of praetorian army: 
the moderator-type praetorian army, which seeks to dominate politics 
from behind the scenes.12 Nordlinger’s three types of praetorian army 
are praetorian guardian, praetorian moderator and praetorian ruler. 
Though all three exercise veto power over civilian institutions, it is only 
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the ruler-type military that seeks a long-term military government. 
On the other hand, praetorian guardians assume power for only a 
limited period of time, while praetorian moderators at most engage in 
displacement coups.

Thailand has experienced all three of these praetorian categories. 
Some countries, such as Turkey, Pakistan and Guatemala, have been 
“praetorian republics”,13 whereby secular governments are overshad-
owed by powerful militaries that regularly involve themselves in politics 
and sometimes putsch elected leaders from office. Other countries, like 
Spain, Japan or Nepal, have been “praetorian kingdoms” because the 
heads of state are monarchs, the heads of government are civilians, and 
there are militaries of enormous clout that often intervene in politics. 

Turning to praetorian-led polities, Janowitz devised five types 
of polities in “peripheral” areas of the world, of which two involved 
military dominance over civilians. These were: (1) a military oligarchy, 
where a cabal of senior military officers control society; and (2) a civ-
il-military coalition, in which the military expands its political activity 
and becomes a political bloc, with senior officers usually dominant over 
the civilian leadership.14 Geddes contended that

A military regime, in contrast to a personalist dictatorship led by 
a military officer, is one in which a group of officers determines 
who will lead the country and has some influence on policy. In 
an institutionalized military regime (many are not), senior officers 
have agreed on some formula for sharing or rotating power, 
and consultation is somewhat routinized. Military hierarchy is 
respected.15

Siddiqa classified praetorian regimes into six types, including 
(1) civil-military partnership, (2) authoritarian-political-bureaucratic 
partnership, (3) ruler military domination, (4) arbitrator military 
domination, (5) parent-guardian military domination and (6) warlord 
domination.16

Most recently, E-Shimy argued that
The differences … between a military government and a praetorian 
state are that the former tends to be short-lived with a small chance 
of survival.… Praetorian states, conversely, tend to be long lasting…. 
Also, in praetorian systems, the officers may have a civilian cadre in 
government, but they will continue to enjoy tremendous power over 
that government both overtly and covertly. It is safer, therefore, to 
consider military dictatorships as either a distinct category separate 
from praetorianism, or that concept could, incidentally, characterize 
[Perlmutter’s] ruling type praetorian military.17
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Yadav has pointed out that the popularity of praetorianism as a con-
cept seems to have declined since the end of the Cold War. He surmises 
that this owes to the fact that the apparent necessity to differentiate 
among authoritarian regime-types and armies amidst socio-economic 
changes (with threats from communist revolutions) appeared to be-
come irrelevant as liberal democracy and capitalism seemed to have 
triumphed at the end of the Cold War.18 Nevertheless, since the 2010s, 
there has been a rise in military interventions (including coups) in 
various parts of the world. Such phenomena have rationalized a 
re-examination of praetorianism in contemporary comparative politics, 
including in Thailand. 

The first post–Cold War study on Thai praetorianism (using the 
term “praetorian”) conceptualized Thailand as a “praetorian kingdom” 
involving proactive military interventions in the name of the king, 
with the polity “heavily influenced by monarchical ideology and 
identity”.19 Since 1932, Thailand has been and remains a praetorian 
kingdom. According to Puangthong, the concept of praetorianism 
has been useful in analysing the political power of the Thai military 
from the 1947 coup to the 2014 putsch: the armed forces have utilized 
the legal system, administrative clout and internal security authority 
to intervene in politics through varying methods, with guarding the 
monarchy becoming the paramount rationale for such intervention.20 
Praetorianism in Thailand might specifically be interpreted in terms 
of what Croissant et al. see as military influence (formal and informal) 
over civilians in five decision-making areas of “elite recruitment [sway 
over who governs]”: public policy, internal security, external defence 
and military organization.21

As this study will show, Thailand’s armed forces (particularly senior 
military officers) have played a leading role across the Thai political 
landscape. Since 1980, that role has remained overwhelming, though 
junior to the palace. Thailand thus represents a classic case of praetori-
anism. As such, this book examines the chronology of praetorianism in 
Thailand—the political history of ubiquitous military influence across 
the Thai kingdom. The polity is in fact a praetorian kingdom. Originally, 
security servants either served Siamese monarchs or managed to over-
throw them. During the current Chakri dynasty, a twenty-four-hour, 
seven-days-a-week security force only came into existence in 1852. The 
purpose of the military was to ensure the monarchy’s domestic survival, 
protect the kingdom from outside threats and spearhead monarch-led 
development schemes. The military thus became essential in the 
formation, expansion and consolidation of Siam’s absolute monarchy. 
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Military reforms in the late 1800s served to expand the armed forces to 
consolidate royal control across the kingdom. But, in 1932, the military 
(with support from other groups) overthrew monarchical absolutism 
and effectively became the country’s dominant institution, although 
Siamese kings continued to exist weakly. Between 1947 and 1951, roy-
als exercised some small power. But the period 1951–57 saw the armed 
forces again completely lord over Thailand. Following a 1957 putsch, 
the then military coup-maker relied on the monarchy to enhance 
his own legitimacy. After 1963, a reciprocal relationship intensified 
between military and monarchy, though a 1976 coup saw the monarchy 
try to usurp control from military rulers. Though that attempt failed, 
the subsequent post-1977 military ruler could not lead for long without 
sufficient royal backing and had to step down in 1980. After 1980, 
Thailand’s military became quite “monarchized” in the sense that it 
functioned as the junior partner to the palace. A “monarchized military” 
conceptualizes a military in terms of

ideological dynamics, symbols, rituals, and processes which enhance 
its legitimacy [based upon] historical-cultural legacies, whereby 
soldiers secured a patrimonial monarchy that evolved to oversee 
a capitalist, centralized state. In this sense, the term should not 
be understood as turning the military into a monarch but instead 
reflects the extent to which the armed forces have depended upon 
a discourse of [monarchism to heighten their clout].22

Monarchised military was part of a palace-led “parallel state”, akin 
to such concepts as “network monarchy”23 and “deep state”,24 which 
weakened the forces of democratization.

[A] parallel state is defined as a shadowy network or institutional 
arrangement that is connected to the state and possesses formal 
political, social, and economic authority as well as informal clout, 
prerogatives, and interests outside those of civilian leaders—who 
must acquiesce to the autonomy of the informal power structure 
because the parallel state is insulated from and can exert influence 
over them. The linchpin of a parallel state is the informal structure’s 
influence over “experts in violence”—such as the military—to 
maximize the informal structure’s interests.25

The intensifying symbiosis between monarchy and military, with 
the military as junior partner since 1980, embedded a “khakistocracy” 
(military plus aristocracy) across the country. This khakistocracy en-
trenched a sense of entitlement among the military, especially regarding 
its perceived right to influence decision-making in terms of national 
security and national development, as a means of serving the monarch.26 
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At the same time, the military’s formal and informal monopoly over 
instruments of violence over time allowed it to accumulate sufficient 
power to remain the physically strongest institution in the country, with 
its actions rationalized to support the monarchy. Though the advent of 
elected prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra created a democratic threat 
to the dominance of the partnership between monarchy and military, 
the double coups of 2006 and 2014, followed by post-2019 façade de-
mocracy, once again strengthened the status quo ante of khakistocracy. 

This book thus chronicles the historical evolution of military power 
and civil-military relations from before 1932 until 2022 in Thailand. 
It surveys the history of Thai military clout and the major military 
personages who have led it, as well as efforts by Thais to achieve 
democratization. Both internal and external factors facilitating 
Thailand’s powerful military—including factionalism and national 
emergencies—are discussed. The study is crucial to comprehending 
how and why Thailand’s military acquired enormous political influence, 
its fluctuations over time, what level it possesses in 2023, and what 
might be the future of the military’s clout across Thailand’s political 
landscape. The book also asks a series of secondary questions. Have 
security sector reforms ever taken hold? Why does Thailand’s military 
remain such an obstacle to democratization in 2023? What has been 
the history of military-monarchy relations in Thailand? And how 
have senior military officials been able to insert themselves into Thai 
democratization efforts? 

In terms of methodology, the work is based upon primary (original) 
and secondary sources. These include personal interviews, government 
documents and journalistic as well as academic articles and books in 
Thai and English. The government documents used include those 
from Thailand (e.g., the state’s Royal Gazette), the United States and 
the United Kingdom. With regard to English-language government 
documents, the study has sought to use specifically only those directly 
relevant to the military.

Most books about Thai politics focus on political parties, electoral 
politics or the monarchy. This work is significant because it focuses 
upon an institution of perennial political prominence in Thai soci-
ety—the military—which is only junior to the monarchy. The role of 
the military as the guardian of the palace has legitimized its power 
and privileges, with the monarch usually endorsing such clout. As an 
authoritarian institution, Thailand’s military has been reluctant to allow 
elected civilians to effectively monitor or control them, and has, as such, 
been the chief impediment to democratization in Thailand. 
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Generally, the leading studies about the Thai military are written in 
Thai. One of these, a textbook published by the Thai military itself, is 
mundanely titled เอกสารประกอบการสอน วิชาประวัติศาสตร์ทหาร (A textbook on 
military history). The opus offers a formal chronological survey from 
the forerunners of the Thai army until the 1980s, the Thai military’s 
participation in United Nations Peacekeeping operations, a few other 
details, but little more.27 A second important book in Thai is that 
of acclaimed Thai military specialist Chai-yanan Samudavanija. It 
illuminates the role of Thailand’s “Young Turk” soldiers in politics 
during the 1970s and early 1980s.28 He also wrote an English-language 
version of this book.29 A useful Thai-language source on Thai military 
influence in terms of coups is that of Pracha Thepkasetkul.30 A more 
recent Thai-language study, that of Surachart Bamrungsuk, argues 
that in the vortex between Thailand’s elections and coups the army 
has become the core instrument of resolving political problems, and 
thus it is important to reform the Thai military.31 There have also 
been books written in English about the history of Thailand’s armed 
forces. While all of them are excellent, these works generally look 
at a particular period in time or a specific subject area. For example, 
Daniel Fineman investigates Thai military power during the period 
1947–58.32 Noranit Setabutr analyses the role of the Thai military 
during 1958–70.33 David Elliott, using a Marxist approach, looks at 
Thai military rule between 1932 and 1976.34 Suchit Bunbongkarn 
looks at the political role of the military during the 1980s.35 Thak 
Chaloemtiarana focuses upon the regime of Field Marshal Sarit 
Thanarat.36 David Murray covers the Thai military during 1991–92.37 
Duncan McCargo and Ukrist Pathmanand investigate Thai civil-mili-
tary relations under Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.38 Two useful 
books on Thailand’s 2006 coup and subsequent junta include A Coup 
for the Rich39 and Good Coup Gone Bad: Thailand’s Political Development 
since Thaksin’s Downfall.40 Puangthong Pawakapan offers a fascinating 
examination of the Thai military through the lens of the Internal 
Security Operations Command (ISOC).41Michael Montesano et al. 
bring together a collection of articles scrutinizing Thailand’s 2014–19 
junta.42

In addition, several important publications have examined civil-mil-
itary relations in Southeast Asia. These works examine several countries 
but do not put special emphasis on the “case” of Thailand. Prominent 
among them are the following: Alagappa;43 Hack and Rettig;44 Beeson 
and Bellamy;45 Croissant et al.;46 Mietzner;47 Grabowsky and Rettig;48 
and Matei, Halladay and Bruneau.49
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Within the last decade, a flurry of books about the Thai military have 
been written—paralleling the resurrection of the influence of armed 
forces across politics. One recent book by Thamrongsak Phetlertanan in 
the Thai language focuses on Thai coups.50 Another study by Wanwichit 
Boonprong and Thiraphong Bualah, based upon the period 1992–2020, 
argues that when military leaders became highly popular in society they 
could maintain and expand the military’s role in the political sphere.51 
Yet another book offers an excellent analysis of the relationship be-
tween monarchy and military. This study, by Thep Bunthanon, is called 
ทหารของพระราชา กบัการสรา้งสำานกึแห่งศรทัธาและภกัด ี(The king’s soldiers and the 
fostering of faith and loyalty).52 Three recent English-language books 
have analysed Thai military history at an expansive and macro level. 
Gregory Raymond offers an outstanding opus about the evolution of 
Thailand’s military and how it was shaped by a framework of “strategic 
culture”.53 Supalak Ganjanakhundee magnificently illustrates the evo-
lution of relations between the Thai military and the monarch.54 One 
edited book—which includes contributions from Napisa Waitoolkiat, 
Arisa Ratanapinsiri, Eric Haanstad, Srisompob Jitpiromsri and my-
self—looks at the history of Thailand’s military and police (with one 
chapter focusing on the counterinsurgency in the Deep South).55 The 
work at hand seeks to build upon that 2013 edited volume to produce 
a much more detailed and updated appraisal of Thai military history.

Beyond books, there have been numerous articles or book chap-
ters written about various aspects of the Thai military, though few 
recent works focus on its overall history. Some seminal works of this 
sort include that of Anderson,56 Morell,57 Bamrungsuk,58 Ockey,59 
Pathmanand60 and Winichakul.61 More recent relevant work includes 
that of Chambers and Waitoolkiat, which coined the term “monar-
chised military” to refer to a regal-led “parallel state”.62 Another recent 
work, by Sirivunnabood and Ricks, uses interviews with Thai military 
officers to measure their attitudes toward professionalism.63 Finally, 
Kongkirati and Kanchoochat analyse the 2014–19 junta in terms of 
entrenched power and hierarchical capitalism.64

Several excellent works on Thai history and politics in general do 
look at the Thai military. These include studies by Wright,65 Chaiyan,66 
Thongchai,67 Kobkua,68 Kullada,69 Handley,70 Ferrara,71 Nattapoll,72 
Baker and Phongpaichit,73 and Marshall.74 These studies, however, are 
not focused upon Thailand’s armed forces per se. Ultimately, there has 
never been a book written in English about the detailed history of 
Thailand’s permanent military from its founding in 1852 up until 2023 
centred upon strongmen in the Thai military, as well as other features, 
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including yearly military reshuffles, budgets and new insights from new 
sources such as Wikileaks. In fact, there has been no detailed histor-
ical survey of the Thai military written in Thai covering this period. 
This study is thus relevant in filling this significant gap, making it a 
valuable addition to the literature on the history of Thailand’s military, 
its relations with the Thai monarchy and how the armed forces have 
obstructed democratization until 2023. It is to be hoped this book fulfils 
its purpose. In terms of organization, following this introduction, the 
book is structured into fifteen chapters, each detailing an evolutionary 
stage in the political role of Thailand’s armed forces until 2023.
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