
Review: Coup Fear and Praetorian Kingdom
Dread in Thailand?
New book release amid controversy examines the future trajectory of military ascendancy in
an environment of renewed uncertainty on foreign and security policy.
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A new book examines the future trajectory of military ascendancy amid renewed
foreign and security policy uncertainty and shifting domestic political dynamics.
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“I won’t object if the military does something,” a veteran protest leader said
recently in headline-grabbing remarks amid another round of coup speculation in
Thailand after political fallout stemming from a high-profile foreign policy
development 1. To seasoned observers of the country, periodic speculation on this
front belies a more systemic dynamic of long-held military dominance, with the
country experiencing dozens of coups since its transition to constitutional monarchy in
1932, including in 2008 and 2014. A narrow focus on military coups alone also masks
other non-military maneuvers meant to either influence or circumvent election
outcomes also seen in other similar cases globally 2.
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A new book Praetorian Kingdom by scholar Paul Chambers examines the future
trajectory of the military and the potential effects on foreign and security policy
3. Quite apart from the controversy surrounding Chambers’ brief arrest earlier this
year, the book distinguishes itself from the many works written previously on the
military by covering the period from its founding dated as 1852 up to the present day,
and joins the range of recent books that shed light on Indo-Pacific security dynamics 4.
This includes ones reviewed on ASEAN Wonk with respect to flashpoint scenarios like
Taiwan; technology spillovers in major power competition or regional civil-military
futures. 5 Praetorian Kingdom charts out multiple pathways for the country’s external
outlook in the shadow of military ascendancy using the familiar frame of the
“praetorian” state dating back to the ancient Roman empire’s Praetorian Guard tasked
with protecting the emperor 6. “Though it is difficult to speculate about what is around
the corner, there are four scenarios for the future,” the book notes before specifying
what those are and implications for foreign and security policy 7.
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Praetorian Kingdom forecasts the evolution of policy dynamics in the coming
years and its implications (see originally-generated ASEAN Wonk table below for
a summary of these priority areas, along with major issues to watch and notable
details. Paying subscribers can also read the rest of the “Analysis” section and
“Implications” section looking at how these dynamics play out in the future).

Source: Praetorian Kingdom; Table by ASEAN Wonk Team
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The book’s strengths largely relate to its granularity, even though its approach is
not without its limitations. Praetorian Kingdom presents by far the most detailed
account of the Thai military’s evolution from the kickstarting of its existence as a
permanent military force in 1852, with 13 of its 15 chapters periodized from 1932 up
to 2023 bookended by chapter on the origins of military ascendancy and a concluding
chapter 8. Chambers also directly specifies the myriad pathways that the military has
utilized to persevere as a leading political actor beyond direct rule, including laws that
confer it benefits; budgets beyond judicial scrutiny; political pacts that incentivize
monarchs to see it as a junior/senior associate at varying points; and even narratives
designed to foster a socially constructed belief among civilians that it is a privileged
royal protector and state guardian 9. Chambers’ brisk survey of other approaches to
analyzing militaries and accounts of Thailand’s military in both Thai and English will
also be valuable for those tracking theoretical and case-specific dynamics 10.

That said, this approach is also not without its limitations, which Chambers himself
admits in the book. Despite the subtitle around military ascendancy, the book focuses
more narrowly on the history of military strongmen and factions, rather than the
military as an institution, with, as Chambers puts it, “far less scrutiny” on other aspects
of the military including its role in social life, economics, culture and technology 11. This
omission is not insignificant, since these are arguably the very components that are
testament to the military’s dominant role. Additionally, as is often the case with single-
institution explanations, Praetorian Kingdom’s choice to focus on the military also
belies the messier reality of it as being only one of a series of notable actors in the
country’s evolving political landscape, with others including the monarchy — which, as
Chambers concedes, is the first most powerful political institution in Thailand — and
the bureaucracy. Terms Chambers uses such as “monarchized military” or
“khakistocracy” — only reinforce the need for institution-agnostic approaches that
focus more on connections between multiple institutions and the extent to which
power ebbs and flows between them over time, rather than ones that privilege a single
institution over another. That said, this is not unique to Chambers' argument, and the
extent to which institutional power is centered and connected has been a subject of
discussion in past prominent explanations including Duncan McCargo’s “network
monarchy.” 12 And to his credit, Chambers in parts of the book does acknowledge
limits to the military’s role, be it the periods of time that it was a relatively junior
partner relative to the monarchy in the 1980s and 1990s or the ways it has tried to



jostle for influence short of direct governance, including shadow rule, democratic
engineering or legislative monopolization 13.

Looking ahead, the book sees several futures for the military. Chambers argues
that there are technically four paths for the military moving forward based on models
from other Indo-Pacific militaries: 1) Liberalization Progress (moving from dictatorship
to military-dominated democracy to embedded liberal democracy like in Korea or
Taiwan) ; 2) Monopolization Reversal (reverting back to military monopoly of the past
like Myanmar); 3) Periodic Seizure (continued periodic coups); 4) Creeping Civilian
Control (dominating the civilian sphere of politics including parliament, where he
assesses the military has been most recently) 14. He also specifies three pathways for
Thailand to begin to reverse the pattern of greater military control: 1) Diminishment
(where the palace compels the military to diminish its leading role in society and
become more accountable; 2) Democratization (increasing education in Thailand of
both soldiers and civilians to give more value to democracy as a means of reducing
military clout); 3) Dissolution (dissolving the military altogether and replacing it with a
police force, which he labels the Costa Rica model) 15.

Yet it is difficult to see a sharp break with current trends as things stand today. As
Chambers himself admits, the three pathways specified rely on dynamics that are
difficult to envision, be it the monarchy acting against its own interests; a level of
cognitive adaptation to enhance civilian control that has not been present; or the
police faring much better as an accountable holder of the monopoly of violence given
the political environment it is operating in. “Sadly, for those seeking fuller democracy,
elected civilian control and political space in Thailand, there are few indications that—
minus a dangerously courageous stand for change—the arch-royalist, praetorian
nature of Thai politics is likely to change any time soon,” Chambers concludes in a
rather sobering last sentence of the book 16. A lingering question of course is the
extent to which his caveat of a “dangerously courageous stand for change” will prove
to be a sustainable break in the country’s path dependency towards greater military
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control, which is an outcome that is as much if not more dependent on non-military
stakeholders of the country as it is on the military itself.
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