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INTRODUCTION TO THE REVISED 
EDITION 

 
“The ideas of economists and political 
philosophers, both when they are right and 
when they are wrong, are more powerful than 
is commonly understood. Indeed, the world is 
ruled by little else.”–John Maynard Keynes in 
“The General Theory of Employment, Interest 
and Money.”  
 

Yuangrat and I wrote the first edition of this book in the 
years shortly after the 1976 violence and military coup that put a 
bloody end to a brief period of democracy in Thailand. That 
three-year period of open politics saw attempts to transform 
traditional authoritarian Thai society. Those attempts were 
driven by radical political thinking developed since the end of 
the previous century. Much of that thought was imported from 
other societies. Ideas of socialism, democracy, Marxism, 
revolution, equality, freedom and Maoism all played a role in the 
unrest that roiled Thailand. These imported ideas, however, were 
filtered through Thai values and attitudes. Sometimes that 
filtering led to misunderstanding or misuse of the original ideas. 
Sometimes it transformed them into new concepts such as 
“Thai-style democracy” or “Buddhist Marxism.” While there 
were other factors at work in Thailand’s continual political 
conflict—greed, group loyalty, fear and hunger for power—it is 
clear to us, as Keynes suggested, political and economic ideas 
played a more powerful role than is commonly understood. 
Thais are often described as “non-ideological,” yet much Thai 
blood has been shed in the struggle over ideology. 

 In the early 1980s, when we researched and wrote the first 
edition, much of the material espousing leftist ideologies in Thai 
had been banned. Police had seized thousands of books, 
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pamphlets and papers on radical ideas. We were fortunate to 
have had contacts in the police Special Branch assigned to 
suppress the leftist movement. One officer showed Yuangrat 
piles of books and pamphlets that were literally locked up in a 
jail cell. When she asked about this material, he said it would all 
be burned. She asked where could take some of that material for 
scholarly purposes, he shrugged and gave her permission to take 
what she wanted if she didn’t give it to anyone else. 

That gave us a windfall of material to add to the research on 
the earlier history of radical thought that Yuangrat had done for 
her doctorate from the University of Michigan. As United Press 
International correspondent for Thailand I was assigned to cover 
the insurgency and monitor the Voice of the People of Thailand, 
the radio station of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT). 
Over the next few years, the collapse of the party sent scores of 
defectors back into the cities from CPT jungle camps. Some of 
them were Yuangrat’s former classmates from Thammasat 
University. I met others as part of my work for UPI. Interviews 
with these people gave us a deeper understanding of the 
ideological struggles that devastated the party. 

When we finished the book there had been relatively little 
scholarly work on the failed leftist movement. Now, more than 
30 years later, there is a great deal of material available from both 
Thai and foreign scholars. We don’t believe this material requires 
us to change the main thrust of our understanding of the leftist 
movement, but this work adds substance, detail and nuance to 
the revised edition for the general reader. As may make sense for 
collaboration between a journalist and a scholar, we have sought 
to provide a book that is both readable and academically well-
founded. 

Since the original edition of Radical Thought, Thai Mind has 
been out of print, we have received frequent requests for copies, 
but they are hard to find. We ourselves have only one tattered 
volume and a photocopy.  Therefore we decided to issue a 
second edition to make it more easily available.  

We believe the history of Thai radical political thought is 
useful not only for understanding the violence of the 1960s and 
‘70s but also as the background to the conflict that erupted again 
in the early years of the 21st century. The battle over ideas in 
Thailand is far from over.  
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CHAPTER 1 REBELLIOUS POETS 

 
“The past isn’t dead. It isn’t even past.” 
                                      –William Faulkner 

 
His hands tied behind him with a silken cord, the young poet, 

Sriprat, waited on a sandy execution ground. He had once been 
the favorite of King Narai at the royal capital of Ayutthaya. The 
common-born poet, however, could not control his disdain for 
the oppression of rank, birth and privilege among the nobles of 
the court. His quick-witted poetry often flashed at the expense 
of pompous nobles. The king banished Sriprat to the city of 
Nakhon Srithammarat in the south. The noble governor there 
welcomed him at first, as a bringer of culture from the capital, 
but Sriprat’s belief in his own equality (if not superiority) drew 
the wrath of the governor, especially when Sriprat extended that 
belief to one of the governor’s favorite wives. The outraged 
governor sentenced him to death.  
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As the executioner hefted his sword, Sriprat scratched out a 
last poem in the sand: 

Let this earth hereby see 
My own equal ability to reason clear. 
Execute, if guilty; that I accept. 
If not, your blood will smear this sword in 
retribution. 

 
The sword struck; the poet died. Popular Thai legend, 

however, has it that the same sword was later used to execute 
the governor when the king sent for Sriprat’s return to the 
capital and learned that the governor had ordered the death of 
his valued poetic servant without consulting the king. 

That, at least, is the myth of Sriprat, cultivated and 
perpetuated by the royalist elite as a romantic tale of a talented 
poet whose headstrong temperament and interest in the opposite 
sex led him to an untimely end.1 In the 20th century, however, 
some writers saw the Sriprat tale as an early example of an 
artist’s rebellion against class privilege.  

The traditional elite view is that the Sriprat tale reinforces the 
image of a just and powerful king who punished even a high-
ranking governor. The governor’s great sin was not just killing 
the poet, but doing so without consulting the king. The story 

                                                           
1 The story is partly based on a Mon language chronicle 
written by King Uthumporn while in Burmese captivity 
after the fall of Ayutthaya in 1767 (according to Chetana 
Nagavajara, “Literary Historiography and Socio-Cultural 
Transformation: The Case of Thailand,” Journal of the Siam 
Society, January and July 1985, volume 73, p. 62). Another 
aristocratic author filled out the story using a variety of 
materials, including unidentified “oral sources” (See "The 
Legend of Siprat" “Tamnan Sriprat” by Phraya 
Phariyatithamthada, in Prachum wannakhadi Thai, Vol. 1, 
2501, 1959).  Some scholars believed the author not only 
made up elements of Sriprat’s life story but also composed 
some of the poems supposedly written by the 17th century 
poet. Some have even questioned whether Sriprat ever 
lived. They believe the story is an 18th century romantic 
confection. These scholarly questions, however, have not 
stopped the story of Sriprat from becoming part of the 
ongoing struggle for the mindset of the Thai people 
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therefore serves the ruling class objectives of promoting the 
power and justice of the ruler. 

A different interpretation of the Sriprat legend, however, has 
been used by those trying to pull down a hierarchical social and 
political order.  To a generation of radical students and 
intellectuals, Sriprat is the first radical hero. 

In his use of art to attack an unjust social system, they see a 
forerunner of their own efforts to rouse the people against 
dictatorial regimes. Despite scholarly disputes about the facts of 
Sriprat’s life and work, 20th century radical thinkers sought to 
make him a useful symbol for change. They saw his protest as a 
blow against a system of class privilege. It was made through art. 
He was suppressed for his views. His last words have somehow 
survived though it is never explained how anything written in the 
sand was not soon brushed away by his executioners. In 
addition, his suppressor suffered for his action. 

If the radical view of the Sriprat legend has any validity, then 
the poet is a starting point, even if imaginary, for an 
understanding of the development of radical political and social 
thought in Thailand. That development can be seen an effort to 
replace a traditional Thai world view with an alternative that 
takes into account modernization, globalization and Western 
political thought.  

Sriprat is supposed to have lived and died in the reign of 
King Narai at the height of the Ayutthaya kingdom. King Narai 
brought to near perfection an existing system of political control, 
social regimentation and economic distribution. This system, 
described in more detail below, was the “sakdina system.” Some 
form of this social-political-economic system prevailed in most 
of what is now Thailand for hundreds of years, roughly from the 
14th century until the late 19th century.  The values and beliefs 
inherent in this system became ingrained in conservative Thai 
thinking. They survived to some extent into the 21st century 
though the system itself had long since faded away. These values 
and beliefs and the political systems influenced by them have 
been the target of radical Thai thought for more than a century. 
It was against the mental and moral basis of sakdina that Thai 
radicals still struggled centuries later. It was no wonder that 
many Thai radicals have sought to reinterpret the Sriprat legend 
as the rejection of sakdina society by one of its most talented 
products. 
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Poetic rebellion in a rigid class system 
 
According to the legend, Sriprat was born the son of a poet 

in the court of King Narai who ruled from 1656 to 1688.2 While 
still a boy, his brilliant improvisational poetry3 in the rigid 
formulas of the court surpassed that of all of the royal courtiers, 
including his father. His talent won Sriprat the favor of the 
poetry-loving king, but the fast-rising and irreverent young poet 
was not popular among the king’s relatives and other nobility. 
Sriprat’s sharp wit, expressed in impeccably rhymed and ordered 
verse, was driven by a mind that questioned the assumed 
superiority of the nobility and the class system that supported it. 
Sriprat’s thought, however, was unsystematic and fired by 
personal conflicts and a powerful attraction to pretty women. 

King Narai was willing to put up with the poet’s impudent 
comments, but others were not. Little remains of Sriprat’s 
critical poetry, possibly because most of it was extemporaneous 
and unrecorded, but also, quite possibly, because it never existed. 
It is also possible that some radical verses were written down, 
but later destroyed by the guardians of the established order who 
shaped the Sriprat legend for their own purposes. Some of his 
retorts and criticisms were preserved orally before being 
recorded years later.  

From what little of his work survives, it appears Sriprat was 
annoyed by the finely calibrated social inequality that was the 
warp and woof of court life. With wit and poetry, he tried to 
show that the rulers and the ruled were not so different. It may 
only be inferred that he sought to change the society he saw as 
unjust by using his art to alter the perceptions of those in power. 
He claimed only that all humans deserved equal treatment 
whatever their social status - but for the court of King Narai that 
was radical indeed. 

                                                           
2 Rong Syamananda, A History of Thailand, (Bangkok: Thai 
Watana Panit Co., Ltd. 1977), p. 71. 
3 For more information on the poetry of Sriprat, see M.L. 
Manich Jumsai, History of Thai Literature (Bangkok: 
Chalermnit Press, 1973), pp. 162-167 
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Sriprat used his talent to retort to superior officials and royal 
family members. One of his attacks on class and privilege that 
survives, supposedly verbatim, is the one that led to his end. A 
haughty and highborn lady of the court, Tao Srisudajan, 
compared Sriprat in verse to a lowly rabbit who stared at the 
lovely moon and thought he could jump up to reach it, but 
hopped in vain because he would always remain a low-born, 
earthbound animal. Sriprat replied: 

The rabbit jumps and fails to reach the moon he 
admires.  
But when the rutting season comes, you and I,  
Like all animals high and low, can mix on the 
same level.4 

 
This verse and a mud-slinging episode that followed led to 

his fatal banishment. 
In the establishment view, Sriprat’s talent as a poet 

overshadowed any criticisms of the ingrained social injustice of 
his time. Springing from the social discontent of a commoner 
more brilliant than the aristocrats supposed to be his superiors, 
Sriprat’s ideas might never have extended beyond the quick 
retort and the sarcastic verse. However, he provided a pinpoint 
of light for those who sought inspiration in the past to effect 
change in the present. The radical use of the Sriprat story was 
part of an effort by anti-establishment thinkers to reinterpret 
Thai classical literary works and turn them against the values and 
attitudes of the traditional sakdina mindset. 

 
Phra Mahamontri’s rebellious satire 
 
It was not until the reign of King Rama III in the 18th century 

that an identified author questioned the justice of the rigid class 
system. To understand this challenge, it is important to note that 
until the 20th century, most Thai literature was written either by 
the king or by writers supported by the palace. The main 
purpose, other than entertainment, was to project and defend an 
exalted conception of the monarchy. Most literature praised 

                                                           
4 M.L. Manich Jumsai, History of Thai Literature (Bangkok: 
Chalermnit Press, 1973) p. 162-167 
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royalty or related tales of their supernatural powers. Heroes were 
almost always high born.5  

Some literature used religion to justify the king’s position by 
stressing his merit and the virtue of obedience in the people. The 
main characters of most dramas were kings or noble lords–
munnai.6 These high-born heroes always displayed extraordinary 
courage, dignity and talent. The stories included a great deal of 
“rajasap,” the royal language adapted from the Khmer court and 
used only to or about royalty. In the 19th century Rajasap was 
well understood only by royalty and court officials. 

In the third reign of the Chakkri dynasty one of those court 
officials tried to break away from this kind of literature and 
criticize the society that produced it. Phra Mahamontri was one 
of the leading poets of the court and much of his work was in 
the accepted mold. However, two of his works were regarded as 
unacceptably critical. 

The first was “Raden Lundai” written in the form of the 
traditional verse drama, but with biting satire.7  Its hero was not 
a noble, but an ordinary beggar, Raden Lundai, but he was 
described in the exalted style and royal language reserved for 
kings. Phra Mahamontri described the ragged beggar in the high-
flown vocabulary reserved for the highborn. 

In the traditional literature, the king’s palace is always 
described as a wonder, beautifully constructed with a high wall, 
decorated with jewels and gold. In front of the gates, there were 
always companies of guards. Phra Mahamontri, however, 
mockingly described Raden Lundai as living in “a palace with a 

                                                           
5 Examples can be found in the Pa Mamuang temple in 
praise of King Litai in the 14th century, as well as poems 
composed in praise King Baromtrailokanard in the 15th 
century and King Narai in the 17th century. 
6 Such as Tri Poum Praraung of the Sukhothai period and 
Mahachart Kum Luang and Lilit Ongkarn Chaengnam 
from the Ayudhaya period. 
7 Sompan Lekapan, Wannagam Samai Ratanagosin 
Tawnton (Literature in the Early Bangkok Period) 
(Bangkok: Ramkhamhaeng University Press, 1979) pp. 179-
180. 
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high, but broken peak, surrounded with a high wall of thorns 
and bushes. His guards bark to tell the time.”8  

Traditionally, elegant verses provided elaborate descriptions 
of the king bathing and dressing. The perfumes and fragrant 
powders used are all described in detail as is the intricate, jeweled 
clothing that has to be sewn around his body by attendants. To 
make fun of such excessive elegance, Phra Mahamontri gave 
similar elaborate descriptions of the beggar Raden Lundai’s 
morning wash and his dressing in rags.  

Phra Mahamontri’s satirical verse-play ridiculed the king’s life 
of luxury. Through satire, Phra Mahamontri pointed to the 
injustice of arbitrary class privilege in Thai society. Raden Lundai 
showed that a royal class with its extravagant lifestyle and 
affectations was not only unjust, but silly. The play, through the 
royal forms it mocked, implied that the king was no different 
from a beggar, that class distinctions were artificial. 

When the sun rises in early morning 
He bends over the water jar to wash his face.  
He eats dry rice with fish skin, 
Then goes to wash in the canal, 
Jumps into the water, dries three times, rubbing.  
Then climbs up the stairs and goes into his room.  
He powders his cheeks and his chin. Looks like a cat. 
He wears a rag so torn he needs pins to hold it on. 
The cloth is white with pins. 
He wears a wrapping cloth of the Laos, 
But looks like a puppet in a Malay shadow play.9 

 
Phra Mahamontri satirizes the concept of beauty in 

traditional literature. He implies the traditional ideal of beauty 
was unrealistic and exaggerated. Faces are often described as 
bright like the moon, eyes like stars, and teeth like pearls. Phra 
Mahamontri sarcastically twists these conventions. His female 
character, Nang Pradae, is described in a way that mocks the 
whole tradition. She had “beautiful ears with big holes in them,” 
she was “as dignified as a camel.” Her skin was as white and 
beautiful as old charcoal. Her nose was like a big knife. Phra 

                                                           
8 Jit Pumisak, Bot Wikraw Wannagam Yuk Sakdina 
(Analysis of Literature of the Sakdina Period) (Bangkok: 
Pikanet Pub., 1959) p. 36, translated by the authors. 
9 Jit Pumisak, Bot Wikraw, p. 4. 
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Mahamontri uses the beginnings of elegant comparisons and 
then destroys the image with the final word using low class 
objects and language. In every scene of his poem, there is wicked 
delight in puncturing the pretensions of the ruling class.  

Phra Mahamontri’s satire does not extend much beyond the 
social to look at the political or economic consequences of the 
class system he mocked. He sees class as socially and artificially 
determined. He had no revolutionary solution to offer for the 
arrogance of the royal classes except to see them as they were 
and laugh. 

Phra Mahamontri’s second work was even more radical, but 
like Sriprat’s criticisms, it was based more on personal dislike 
than on an overall analysis of society. He wrote an anonymous 
poem attacking Jamurn Rajamart, a high royal official later given 
the title of Phraya Mahatepsepkasat, who, in Phra Mahamontri’s 
opinion, performed his duties unjustly. 

The poem, “Plaeng Yao Batsontae10) was posted in public 
without a signature, but the quality and distinctive style of the 
poem must have left little doubt about the identity of the author. 
The poem described how a certain high official with 
characteristics similar to Jamurn threatened people and punished 
them. It related how the lord squeezed wealth out of Chinese 
merchants.  

No other noble we have ever seen 
Can compare to this noble gracing this life.  
He has prestige, title and treasure. 
The Chinese merchants are more afraid of him  
than the greatest king.11 

 
In another part of the poem, Phra Mahamontri describes 

Jamurn’s behavior. 
They admire him and call him Chao Khun 
Rachamart, 
But he was as terrible as the giant ogre at 
Markesan. 
When he travels by boat he is a crocodile and 
on land he is a lion. 
When he enters a palace, he must be announced 
three times.  

                                                           
10 Jit Pumisak, Bot Wikraw,  p. 55 
11 Ibid p. 63 
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He examines the army noisily. 
His crewmen must serve with pot and saucer 
And he uses the umbrella like the royal family. 12 
Phra Mahamontri pointed that Jamurn used 
cruel punishments. 
When even the gangsters see him,  
They are scared to death;  
They bow with both hands on the ground 
Because his power is grown so great. 
When they are punished, they bear strange 
tortures 
From his soldiers trained in subtle cruelties 
Like the ogres who like to nibble living human 
flesh.13 

 
Phra Mahamontri charged that such punishments by the lord 

and his soldiers, however, could always be avoided by payment 
of heavy bribes. It was the first time a high official of the king 
was so strongly and publicly criticized in writing for intimidation 
and corruption. Charges of high-ranking corruption were later to 
become a standard part of the radical critique of Thai society. 
Fortunately for Phra Mahamontri, he was a favorite of the king 
and was able to escape serious punishment. It may also have 
been that his victim had no wish to pursue the matter and draw 
the king’s attention to his activities.  

Although Phra Mahamontri belonged to the class he 
criticized, he saw through the pretenses of the court to the 
cruelty of some of its highest officials. He recognized the rights 
of the common people to better treatment, and perhaps even to 
equal treatment. It is not surprising that most of his critical work 
was kept unpublished even though the printing press was already 
in use in Thailand. He highlighted several of the issues that have 
consistently appeared in the radical critique of traditional society: 
class privilege, abuse of power, corruption and cruelty.  Phra 
Mahamontri is now considered one of the most talented poets in 
Thai literature, but more for his literary talent than his social 
protest.  

 
 

                                                           
12 Ibid 
13 Ibid p. 64. 
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Critical reporting and royal punishment–Tim’s Nirad 
 
Although the next radical thinker to appear in Thai history 

may not have read any of Phra Mahamontri’s works, his ideas 
and methods were similar. Tim Sukayang, later given the title of 
Luang Patanapongpakdi, was a talented, but common-born poet. 
He was the son of a merchant in the reign of King Rama V, but 
won the patronage of a high-born noble, Pheng Phenkum, 
whose royal title was Chaophraya Mahintharasakthamrong. Tim 
served Chaophraya Mahin for most of his life, first as poet to the 
noble’s household, and later as his financial manager. Like Phra 
Mahamontri, Tim used the conventions of court poetry to attack 
the upper class, but Tim went a crucial step further and implicitly 
criticized the king himself.  

Tim’s most important poem was written in the “nirad” style, 
which was typically used to describe a trip and the poet’s 
romantic feelings for the friends and ladies met on the voyage. A 
nirad was a kind of poetic tour guide combined with romance.  

Tim’s “Nirad Nongkhai,”14  describing a trip to the city of 
Nongkhai in northeast Thailand, however, was different. His 
nirad described a long, hard trip with the royal army to subjugate 
the Haw tribe that invaded Nongkhai in 1875.  Tim’s criticism of 
Thai leadership, especially the powerful army commander 
Chuang Bunnag, who had ordered and organized the expedition,   
led to suppression of the poem and destruction of most copies 
of the initial publication. The poem was not re-published until 
1955 and even then, certain passages were edited or deleted, so 
the full extent of Tim’s attack on senior leaders remains 
unknown.  

Tim went on the expedition as a companion to his noble 
patron Chaophraya Mahin, who was a kind of foster son of King 
Rama IV and a rival of the powerful Chuang, who rule the 
country as regent for five years following King Rama IV’s death. 
Although Chuang had given up his role of regent by the time of 
Nirad Nongkhai, he was still powerful and had key responsibilities 
for the army.  

Tim, then only 28 years old, observed the journey and 
recorded what he saw.    As a commoner, he sympathized with 
the misery of both the soldiers and the local people he saw 
during the grueling trip. In his poem, Tim dispensed with the 

                                                           
14 Ibid p. 171. 
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usual elevated thoughts and elegantly expressed romantic 
feelings of the nirad style. Instead, he provided a realistic and 
critical account of a royal army as it marched through the 
countryside. In the conclusion he acknowledged that he was 
trying something different and said he would relate only the 
objective truth without any personal emotion or romantic 
exaggeration. 

This is the end of the Nirad about Nongkhai town 
Which I myself have narrated to describe my trip 
with the army.  
It is all truth, with no lies. 
I wrote down the details to recall my memories of 
Both the bad and the good that happened along 
the way 
As I experienced and remembered it.15 

 
In his first verse of the long story he criticized the decision to 

start the operation during the rainy season: 
I will begin to tell of the trip to Nongkhai town 
On the border of Siam.  
The Haw came to invade 
And fought with the Laos at Vientiane. 
The more I think, the sadder I am 
About having to make that trip in the rainy season.  
We had to walk in the jungle, 
So we were scared to death. 
In the rainy season, the enemy is malaria.  
We knew from the old people there 
It was especially bad in the many swamps. 
So, if we were to go, malaria would surely be with us.  
As it has been warned from generation to generation  
No-one should campaign in the wet season 
If you wish to live to fight. 
Only when the rain has stopped  
Is it then the time for war. 16 

 
The comments about starting the campaign in the wrong 

season was a direct criticism of Chuang, who had ordered the 
campaign. It may also have reflected the dislike between Chuang 

                                                           
15 Ibid p. 202. 
16 Ibid p. 177, 190-191, translated by the authors. 
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and Tim’s patron, who had clashed over the succession to the 
throne when Chuang was regent. In another section, Tim implies 
that not only the timing but the faulty provisioning of the 
expedition had led to severe illness among the soldiers: 

The army had been travelling many nights now.  
Some soldiers were in misery  
Because of illness. 
Many soldiers were dead. 
Some soldiers survived only to succumb 
When they ate spoiled food.  
They convulsed suddenly and died.17 

 
Tim blamed the Bangkok military leader for the problems of 

the campaign. He described the top leaders as not only stupid, 
but inconsiderate, immoral and dictatorial. Eventually another 
Siamese army defeated the Haw, but Chuang ordered the army 
to stay in the field long after the objective of the campaign–the 
defeat of the Haw–had already been accomplished. The army 
ended up spending eight months fighting floods, starvation and 
fever for nothing. Tim detailed the misery and senselessness of it 
all.  

Tim examined the condition of villagers he met with 
sympathetic eyes that led him to conclusions that were radical 
for the time. During the trip the army made several stops at 
remote villages to draft young men and to collect food. Tim 
wrote that the abject poverty and hopeless lives of the villagers 
were the results of bad government. He wrote of open 
corruption by high army officers, in some passages naming those 
responsible, as they collected provisions and drafted new 
soldiers under the corvee labor system. He wrote: 

“Luang Pakdii Yoggrabat was expert in drafting. 
So it was no surprise he took charge of drafting 
young men 
As well as the elephants, oxen and carts 
From the provincial areas to come and join the 
army. 
He ordered the concerned division to hurry in 
sending them.  
They must send those drafted things and men 
on time. 

                                                           
17 Ibid p. 244. 
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Some people tried to bribe the army; the 
officers were pleased. 
Some people tried to hide their animals; they 
were whipped. 
The people who had money used it to avoid the 
draft. 
The division was glad to get the bribes they 
divided among themselves. 
They were all happy because 
They received so much money 
And grew ever more skillful in corruption.  
When they got a cart from the people, they did 
not send it to the army, 
But kept it for themselves. 
They sent only broken carts or old, 
Only oxen aged and thin. 
We all complained the drafting operation was so 
corrupt.  
People who dared, even said so openly.18 

 
These accounts of corruption showed the negative side of the 

sakdina system in which all “phrai” were obligated to provide free 
labor to the king. Tim showed that few phrai or their immediate 
overlords felt the ties of gratitude to the king that would have 
made them willing to contribute to the military campaign.  

Tim compared the hard life of the poor peasants with the 
licentious, drunken life of pleasure pursued by many of the 
wealthy, high-ranking officers. He depicted the villagers as the 
victims of the corrupt officers and their poorly paid and low-
spirited soldiers. More than half of Tim’s nirad described the 
exploitation and suppression of the lower classes by the higher. 

Tim wrote that the villagers were so desperate for money 
they sold their best food to the army, but it was only sticky rice 
mixed with salt. At the same time the high-ranking army officials 
carried large liquor provisions and frequently got drunk. 
However, Tim was also careful to record the good deeds of 
Chaophraya Mahin in helping the local people, mediating 
disputes and caring for the health of his men. 

In writing about the great difficulties of the journey, he 
emphasized that the sufferings were not equally shared by the 

                                                           
18 Ibid pp. 223-224. 
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officers. He pointed out that if things were so difficult for the 
army passing through, how much worse they must be for the 
people who had to live in these areas all the time, neglected by 
the government. His descriptions of the good deeds and wise 
decisions of Chaophraya Mahin showed that the plight of the 
people could be improved with better and more honest 
governance. The poem highlighted the differences between 
wisdom of Tim’s patron and the mistaken decisions of Chuang 
Bunnag. 

Unlike earlier radical poets, Tim was brought up outside of 
the palace and did not come to serve Chao Phraya Mahin until 
he was 27 years old. “Nirad Nongkhai” was written only one 
year later, so Tim did not have much time to assimilate the 
values and attitudes of the ruling class. One may speculate that 
the young poet had, however, absorbed the image of the ruling 
class as put forward in the epics of kings going bravely to war. 
The contrast between the poetic ideal and the harsh reality he 
found outside the capital must have fired his indignation so 
much that he forgot the dangers of criticizing the royal order. 
Tim may also be seen as one of the first of a rising middle class 
that accepted the myths of royalty, but were also beginning to 
feel their own competence. They were shocked to find many 
“nobles” far less noble than themselves. 

“Nirad Nongkhai” though written to protest particular 
misdeeds in a single military campaign, was the period’s most 
thoroughgoing radical analysis of privilege and power in 
Thailand’s class-based society. It implied that the immorality of 
the high officials on that campaign was typical of how the high 
treated the low everywhere in Thailand.  

Tim seems to have thought the king was unaware of the 
abuses and his aim in describing the situation was to draw the 
king’s attention to the cry of the poor. His descriptions of the 
kindness, wisdom and beneficence of Chaophraya Mahin, may 
have been included to curry favor with his patron, but they 
served to show that appropriate conduct by the ruling class 
could relieve the suffering of the people.  

Tim may have seen his poem as a way to stimulate the 
political consciousness of those among the ruled who could read 
(relatively few at that time) and encourage them to take actions 
to improve their lives. More likely, he hoped for top down 
reforms. His style seems to indicate this split of intentions, with 
the classic form adopted to get the attention of the king, but 
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with the starkness of the descriptions used to stimulate popular 
feeling.  

Tim showed that the class system allowed high-ranking 
nobles to exploit the people. The system required people to pay 
tribute to the royal army. Whenever the army passed a village, it 
could collect as much rice as possible from the people, even if 
the people were starving. High military officers took advantage 
of wars and natural disasters to loot the possessions of the 
people. 

Tim described military officers returning from the campaign 
loaded with booty even though they had won no victories and 
had never left the land they were supposed to protect. To Tim, 
this was simply well-organized and royally sanctioned theft.  

Tim’s use of common language and his commoner’s 
viewpoint violated the norms of high class poetry, making the 
poem “an emblem of the struggle for a new poetics,” according 
to historian Craig Reynolds. He wrote that “quite apart from any 
role the poem played in factional politics at the elite level, it 
contested the elite’s philosophy and conception of the world.”19 

Tim seemed to hope that his princely patron or the king 
himself would right the wrongs he described. However, like both 
Sriprat and Phra Mahamontri, his faith in the rulers was 
misplaced and he suffered for it. 

When Nirad Nongkhai was published in 1878, it must have 
been a shock to King Rama V and his commander-in-chief to be 
so harshly criticized by a commoner. Chuang was particularly 
incensed at the criticisms clearly aimed at him and appealed to 
King Chulalongkorn to take action. Chuang accused Tim of 
creating divisions in the court, disrespecting his superiors and 
using vulgar language in the poem. He sought to implicate 
Chaophraya Mahin, perhaps his real target, but Tim denied that 
his patron had played any part in the writing of the poem. 
Chuang demanded the death penalty, citing earlier cases in which 
criticism of military leaders was punished with execution.20  

                                                           
19 Craig J. Reynolds, Seditious Histories: Contesting Thai 
and Southeast Asian Pasts, University of Washington 
Press, 2006, p. 99 
20 Craig Reynolds, Seditious Histories: Contesting Thai and 
Southeast Asian Pasts, 2006: University of Washington 
Press, p. 92. 
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A proclamation by the king issued at the time indicates that 
Tim was charged under the law against lese-majeste (min pramat)–
harming the king, a legal concept that would be used to suppress 
radical discussion of the role of the monarchy in Thailand long 
after the end of the traditional monarchy in 1932. At the time of 
Tim’s case, the lese-majeste law provided for eight different 
punishments, including two different types of execution.21 Tim 
probably would have been executed if he had not been so closely 
linked to the king’s adopted stepbrother, Chaophraya Mahin. 
Instead, Tim was whipped and thrown into prison. His work was 
denounced and all copies of the poem were ordered destroyed. 
Records indicate that at least 405 of the 500 copies printed were 
found and seized by the authorities. 

King Chulalongkorn, a relatively modern-minded monarch, 
explained that Tim was punished because he wrote a “most 
distorted, over-exaggerated and malintentioned Nirad”22 that 
insulted the monarchy and royal servants, and created 
disturbances among government officials. His proclamation on 
the case cited vulgar language in the poem’s comments on royal 
servants, improper references to the king and interference with 
military commanders’ ability to control their troops. The king 
was also concerned with the poem’s violations of the traditional 
nirad form and language. “This book is unlike all nirad in which 
the other poets pine for their wives and children and tell only 
about their travels. This nirad is, in many ways excessive in what 
it says.”23 King Chulalongkorn, then locked in a struggle for 
power with Chuang, may have decided to yield to the powerful 
official in this case to avoid charges of failing to preserve the 
established order. 

Tim served eight months in prison before returning to the 
service of Chaophraya Mahin. He never resumed his critical 
writing. After the death of his patron, Tim looked after the 
financial affairs of Chaophraya Mahin’s children and 
grandchildren and served the king as an official of the Privy 
Purse, the royal financial organization, earning the royal title of 
Luang Patanapongpakdi. Nirad Nongkhai was proposed and 
rejected for publication in 1926 before finally being republished 

                                                           
21 Ibid p. 94 
22 King Rama V, Announcement Concerning the Nirad 
Written by Nai Tim, Nov. 1878 
23 Ibid p. 95 
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in 1955. That edition, however, omitted several passages deemed 
most offensive. This type of censorship of historical material 
critical of the king or the royal system has long plagued efforts to 
record Thai history. The excerpts shown above therefore must 
be considered less radical and critical than those that were cut. 
The original, uncensored version has never resurfaced.24 

Although Sriprat, Phra Mahamontri and Tim lived in 
different periods, they shared some similarities. They were 
commoners or lower ranking nobility who were elevated to serve 
the king or high-ranking officials because of their talent. The 
medium that each used to express their dissent was the poetry of 
the class they attacked. Their radical ideas were not only 
suppressed while they were alive, but almost entirely eradicated 
from the history of the period. Sriprat’s non-radical verses 
survived to make him famous, but the names of Phra 
Mahamontri and Tim were largely forgotten. Even though their 
works were printed in the early years of the National Library 
editions of the Thai classics, they were largely ignored by Thai 
scholars in later periods.  It was not until the 1950s that their 
works were brought to wider public attention by a radical 
intellectual, Jit Pumisak. In his book “The Critique of Literature 
in the Sakdina Period”, Jit praised these poets as forerunners of 
those who wanted radical change in Thailand. 

It was during this period at mid-century that less traditional 
scholars and teachers re-examined and re-introduced their work. 
The brief renaissance of these radical forerunners was 
interrupted by a 1976 crackdown by conservative powers that 
banned Jit’s book and prevented circulation of the old radical 
poetry.  

                                                           
24 Ibid p. 96 
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CHAPTER 2 IDEAS FROM THE WEST 
DISRUPT TRADITION 

 
“The ruling ideas of each age have ever been 
the ideas of its ruling class.” ― Karl Marx 

 
For all their denunciations of ruling class privilege and abuse, 

none of the early dissidents went beyond criticizing the 
individuals in the system to attack the system itself. They blamed 
the abuses they saw on the evil or incompetence of particular 
people, such as Chuang Bunnag, and never took the further step 
to suggest the replacement of the whole system by something 
else. These forerunners had little experience of a society 
different from the one that dissatisfied them. They had nothing 
to compare it with except its own idealized image. Their ideas 
were generated from within the Thai tradition and their own 
reasoning. This is the major difference between these early 
thinkers and those who were to follow them.  

The powerful traditional values and social structures of their 
time affected Thai understanding of Western ideas. This 
interaction between traditional Thai thinking and Western ideas 
such as democracy, equality, Marxism and justice are key 
elements in radical Thai thinking.  

In the second half of the 19th century, Thais experienced 
greater interaction with the West and with Western ideas of 
society, religion, government and economics. Young Thais, 
beginning with members of the royal family but soon including 
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commoners, were sent abroad for a Western education. This 
sparked ideas for change in the traditional Thai system. To 
understand these ideas, however, it is essential to have a more 
detailed view of the sakdina system that had long dominated Thai 
cities. That court-centered social, economic and political system 
had developed in Ayutthaya and its tributary muang (cities and 
towns). Because the muang were the centers for the creation of 
laws, literature, history and trade, the culture of the royal court 
had a disproportionate impact on Thai political thinking. The 
Thai word for politics, kanmuang, means ‘city matters.’  

 
Traditional class system–sakdina 
 
The sakdina system enabled royal control over most forms of 

economic activity outside of the villages. This included the 
export of local products and the import of foreign products such 
as opium. The court controlled the labor of both slaves and 
ordinary citizens by requiring annual donations of several 
months of unpaid work on large-scale communal projects such 
as royal buildings, roads, canals and irrigation systems. The court 
and its network of local rulers took charge of money-lending, 
gambling, taxation, and price setting. These economic 
monopolies provided the income for comfortable palace 
lifestyles, an elevated culture, imported goods, and frequent 
military adventures. 

Although the traditional court system varied according to 
place and time, it was in Ayutthaya in the 15th to 18th centuries 
that its most sophisticated form evolved. It was first fully 
formalized under King Trailokanat (1448–88). A key aspect of 
the Ayutthaya system was a precise hierarchal ranking of 
everyone in the various muang – large towns and the immediately 
surrounding countryside.  This ranking was known as position 
(sak) in terms of rice land (na). It may have developed from early 
distribution of land by the ruler to people who had served him 
well. Although the ranking system soon became separate from 
considerations of land, it continued to use rai, a measure of land 
area (2.5 rai per acre), for its rankings.  

The sakdina system determined and displayed each person’s 
relative status, wealth, service obligations and legal requirements. 
The system stipulated, for example, a sakdina ranking of 100,000 
rai for a high-ranking prince, 10,000 rai for a noble or important 
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official, 25 rai for a common citizen and five rai for a slave.25 
Altogether there were 27 sakdina rankings available for citizens in 
Ayutthaya. Top rankings were typically limited to members of 
the royal family, with 10,000 rai the highest ranking a common 
born citizen could hope to achieve. All sakdina rankings were 
determined, at least theoretically, by the king. This provided the 
ruler with great powers to reward those who pleased him and 
punish those who did not. Importantly, sakdina rankings were 
not inherited, although a high ranking for the father gave his 
sons a major advantage in gaining a similarly high ranking. This 
ranking mechanism was so important that the whole political-
economic system came to be known as the sakdina system. In the 
20th century, the term sakdina was further expanded to include 
the values, attitudes and behavior associated with traditional 
class privilege long after the formal sakdina political-economic 
system was discarded. 

Sakdina ranking determined both privilege and obligation. 
The number of soldiers one was expected to contribute in times 
of war and the number of workers to be provided for royal 
projects were determined by sakdina ranking. The size and wealth 
of the region governed by an official or local lord was supposed 
to correspond to his sakdina rank. High sakdina officials were 
also expected to have higher standards of conduct. Punishments 
for certain offences were heavier the higher the status of the 
offender. Legal rights depended on sakdina status and the 
longevity of the sakdina system and sakdina values owes much 
to the incorporation of sakdina status into the legal system.  

This hierarchical ordering of society was underpinned by 
popular understanding of the Buddhist conception of karma–the 
idea that one’s status and good fortune in life were the results of 
the merit gained through previous good deeds. Although 
rejected by some Buddhist thinkers, many Thais believed this 
merit could be gained, or lost, in one lifetime and its effects 

                                                           
25 See John H. Bodley, Cultural Anthropology: Tribes, 
States, and the Global System, Rowman Altamira, 2011, 
Kullada Kesboonchoo Mead, The Rise and Decline of Thai 
Absolutism, Psychology Press, 2006, Keat Gin Ooi, 
Southeast Asia: A Historical Encyclopedia, from Angkor 
Wat to East Timor, Volume 1, ABC-CLIO, 2004, and 
Maurizio Peleggi, Thailand: The Worldly Kingdom, 
Reaktion Books, 2008 among others. 



RADICAL THOUGHT, THAI MIND 

23 

shown in a later lifetime. As the king was at the top of the 
sakdina pyramid of power and privilege, it was logical to assume 
that he had accumulated greater merit than anyone else. 
Therefore the king must have earned his position through 
righteous deeds and he deserved the admiration and obedience 
of his people. The sakdina system therefore brought together 
religious, social, political and economic beliefs in mutual 
reinforcement. It was an arrangement that was to prove 
powerful, practical and enduring, even though its practice 
sometimes deviated from its ideal form. 

 
Control of land 
 
In theory, the sakdina system of the Ayutthaya period allowed 

for no private ownership of land ownership in the Western 
sense. The king, the “Chao Paendin” or “Lord of the Land” was 
theoretically the only land owner. He distributed the right to 
occupy and use land according to sakdina status, which depended 
on an individual’s relationship by blood or by service to the king. 
In practice, however, much arable land was beyond the direct 
control of the king, so there was also a village level system of 
traditional ownership in which people had the right to the plots 
of land that they clear and farmed. Royal control of land and 
people diminished significantly with distance from the royal 
capital due to transport difficulties. Because the tributary muang 
were only loosely ruled by the king in Ayutthaya, more direct 
control was exercised by the local rulers.  

Contrary to nationalistic versions of Thai history created for 
political purposes in the 20th century, there were no true nation 
states in Southeast Asia before the 19th century. Thailand (known 
as Sukhothai, then Ayutthaya and later as Siam), like the 
kingdoms in Burma, Laos or Cambodia, did not exist as a 
nation-state, but as a loose and fluctuating network of city states 
controlled by personal relationships among rulers, royalist 
traditions and military force. These city states or muang in what is 
now Thailand used similar languages and social-political systems. 
They were often linked by marriage and family relationships. 
Despite these connections, the rulers of the Thai muang 
frequently fought wars with one another. Sometimes they allied 
with non-Thai kings to attack their fellow Thais. At other times 
they acknowledged the dominance of one king by annual 
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payments of tribute and assistance in time of war, but 
maintained control of local governance. 

 
Control of labor and government 
 
In the governing system of Ayutthaya, the ruling class 

included royal officials and royal family members. Every citizen 
or phrai, under the sakdina system, was required to register with 
the king or lord who acted as master labor coordinators for the 
ruler or for the ruler of their own muang. Phrai, could be of three 
types:  

• phrai luang were controlled directly by the palace and 
were drafted to work for the king three to six months 
a year;  

• phrai som were controlled by the lord in charge of the 
area where they lived and could negotiate the specific 
terms of their service;  

• phrai suai were those who could pay in cash or goods 
to exempt themselves from their labor obligations.  

In practice, however, many people avoided registration as 
phrai by clearing land in the forest and living outside the control 
of the local lord. Kings sometimes issued new laws to regain 
control of these people. In 1774, King Taksin tried to tighten the 
phrai system by requiring that all phrai be tattooed on the wrist 
with the name of his lord and the muang in which he lived.26 In 
1810, King Rama II ordered a full census of all citizens and 
offered amnesty to any unregistered phrai or slaves who gave 
themselves up. He allowed such independent phrai to choose 
their new masters but threatened imprisonment for any who did 
not register voluntarily. At the same time, he lowered the 
required corvee period to three months. Only Buddhist monks, 
immigrant Chinese and foreign traders were outside of this 
powerful, hierarchal system of labor control. 

In parallel with royal control of the sakdina system, the king 
also controlled a complex hierarchy of royal officials. At the top 
of this hierarchy were six senior officials who each controlled a 
krom or section of the administration that today would be a 

                                                           
26 B.J. Terwiel, Thailand’s Political History: From the 13th 
century to recent times, River Books, revised edition 2011, 
p. 70 
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ministry. Each of these six were given a royal title and became 
known by that royal title rather than his personal name (no 
women were allowed to head a krom). Hundreds of officials held 
office in each krom and were paid by the King. All of these 
officials were ranked in a hierarchy of power, privilege and pay. 
Many such officials were members of the royal family (and 
palace polygamy produced a ready supply of royal progeny), but 
the system also allowed the king to bring in talented commoners 
who had demonstrated their worth. Whether or not one was of 
royal birth, a position in the royal administration was determined 
by the king.  

Although there was no precise link between administrative 
position, royal title and sakdina rank, they were all at the 
discretion of the king who sat at the top of these parallel 
pyramids of power. The theoretical dominance of the king, 
however, often varied in practice depending on the personality 
of the king and the power of the officials supposedly under him. 
In several periods, the king’s power was constrained by the 
Buddhist priesthood, royal family members or high-ranking 
officials. In some cases, kings were killed and replaced by 
conspiracies among the people theoretically under them.27 The 
most recent such case was the overthrow and execution of King 
Taksin by royal officials and Buddhist clergy in 1782. 

 
The Deva-Raja and Dhammaraja 
 
It is ironic that much of the system that so dominated the 

Thai people and still informs the intellectual struggle among 
Thais was not originally Thai at all. It derived from Hindu 
thinking absorbed from the Khmer empire during more than a 
century of struggle between Thai and Khmer kings. Although 
scholars dispute many of the details of the history of the 
relations between the Khmer empires centered at Angkor and 
the Thai kingdoms of Ayutthaya, Phitsanulok and Sukhothai,28 

                                                           
27 James Ockey, Making Democracy: Leadership, Class, 
Gender and Political Participation in Thailand, Silkworm 
Books, 2005, Chapter 1 – Changing Patters of Leadership, 
Culture, Power, and Democracy. 
28 These disputes, some arising from methodological 
differences and sparse or unreliable evidence, concern 
dates, personalities and events. See  works such as Charvit 
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the Khmers clearly had a great deal of cultural, political and 
religious influence on the Thais. That influence was transmitted 
in periods when Angkor dominated Thai populations, but also 
when the Thais successfully invaded Angkor in the late 14th and 
early 15th centuries. The Khmer, whether as rulers or as captives 
brought back to the Thai kingdoms, transplanted the Indian-
Khmer concept of the “deva-raja” or god-king into the royal 
courts of those Thai kingdoms. Earlier, Thai rulers had been 
known as “Paw Khun” or Father Leader,29 indicating a 
patriarchal rather than semi-divine conception of the leader. 

By the time that King Narai came to power, the Ayutthaya 
court had come to accept the imported conception of the king as 
infallible, semi-divine, and all-powerful. The paternal nature of 
the early Thai kingdoms had been gradually combined with the 
Hindu concept of the king as a deva-raja, a semi-divine being with 
supernatural powers responsible for maintaining order in the 
world. The Hindu traditions infused into the Thai court system 
considered the king as the avatar of Vishnu, the defender of the 
people and destroyer of demons. Common subjects dared not 
look at the king. One had to have a sakdina ranking of at least 
400 to attend royal audiences. Even high-ranking lords were 
allowed to address only the “dust under the royal feet” (tai faa 
laong tulee phrabaat) in royal language usage derived from the 
Khmer language that has continued into the 21st century. In the 
sakdina system, the king was the center and apex of a rigid 
complex of hierarchical power. This conception of the exalted 

                                                                                                 
Kasetsiri’s The Rise of Ayudhya: A History of Siam in the 
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comes from an inscription said to have been found by King 
Mongkut on a visit to Sukhothai. It occupies a central place in 
most Thais conception of their nation, but there is academic 
dispute over the authenticity and interpretation of the inscription. 
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position of the monarch would later evolve into the hyper-
royalism of the 21st century. 

In the Thai kingdoms of the 15th to 19th century, this 
concentration of power was both a blessing and a curse. Given 
the immense powers of the monarch and the number of possible 
claimants to the throne, succession struggles were frequent and 
bloody. The exalted status of the king meant that it was difficult 
for him to have direct contact with his subjects. He was forced 
to rely on the often self-interested information and advice 
coming from royal officials and relatives. Given the power of the 
king to punish and reward, high officials worked hard to prevent 
complaints about them reaching the ears of the king. The 
account of a French visitor to Ayutthaya noted that “the 
Ministers and all other Officers, do employ all of their artifices 
to render these ways of complaints ineffectual.”30 He wrote the 
royal court was made “tempestuous” by conflicting information 
and struggles for power. Officials were often less concerned to 
give advice good for the kingdom than advice good for 
themselves.  

At the same time, Buddhist tradition was invoked to elevate 
the king to the status of Dhammaraja or righteous ruler who 
governs according to the teachings of the Buddha. The king’s 
aura of authority and righteousness were seen as essential to the 
stability and safety of the whole population and therefore had to 
be robustly defended. The power and coherence of the royal 
sakdina system were enhanced by centuries of legal, economic 
and cultural practice that helped it endure even when confronted 
with the military, economic and cultural power of the West.  

The theoretical position of the king at the top of the sakdina 
system, however, did not mean that the king had absolute power 
in practice. Royal power depended on the king’s ability to 
command the loyalty of the lords of affiliated muang, powerful 
royal officials and large, complex royal families. Through much 
of the history of the sakdina system, there were powerful 
individuals of royal rank in the position of “Uparat,” often 
considered as the “second king” and likely successor. While 
potentially providing for a smooth succession to an experienced 
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ruler, the Uparat was often at the center of conspiracies or 
suspected conspiracies against the king. 

 
Intrusion of the West and the decline of sakdina as a 

political-economic system 
 
While the various kingdoms of what is now Thailand had 

interacted with Western powers since the 16th century, they had 
avoided any deep intrusion of Western ideas. A royal official of 
Greek origin, Constantine Faulcon, encouraged a French 
attempt to convert the Thai king to Christianity and install 
France in a position of power in the 17th century. That effort 
ended with a revolt that murdered the heir to the throne, ejected 
the French and beheaded Faulcon.  By the 19th century, 
however, Britain had taken control of territory to the west and 
south in what is now Myanmar and Malaysia while France had 
encroached on the north and east through what is now Laos and 
Cambodia. This approach of Western power posed an existential 
threat to sakdina social, economic and political systems. In 
response to the political threat, Siam’s rulers began a thorough 
reorganization of the country’s internal administration. The 
impact of Western trade, technology and capital, however, was 
to have an impact that was far more difficult to control.  

Under pressure from the imperialist powers, Siam was forced 
to open its economy to Western influences in a series of trade 
and economic agreements. The Australian political scientist 
Kevin Hewison summarized the political and economic situation 
at the time of the 1855 signing of the Bowring treaty with Britain 
as follows: 

“At the time, the relatively small population was 
overwhelmingly a peasantry engaged in 
subsistence production. This production took 
place within family and community units. There 
were no great landowners. State control was 
manifested in obligations on the population, to 
be met through slavery, corvee labor, military 
service or in the delivery of valuable, often 
tradable, commodities. The links between the 
peasantry and the royal state weakened as 
distance from administrative centers increased. 
External trade was controlled by royalty and 
nobles who were also state officials and 
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included important non-Thai minorities like the 
Chinese. They also dominated the class and 
political structures, drawing their wealth and 
power from their control of labor, land and 
trade. The monarchy, while often in 
competition with leading noble families, 
maintained tight control of government, and 
developed a highly personalized state, focused 
on the monarch.”31 
 

The implementation of the Bowring treaty (along with trade 
treaties with other countries that soon followed) eased the access 
of global capital to Siam and the entry of new communications 
and transportation technologies, such as the steamship, the 
telegraph and the railroad. Together with the arrival of European 
imperialism near Siamese territories, these foreign influences 
began the transformation and decline of the old sakdina system. 

Foreign trade exerted powerful pressure on old economic 
relationships, forcing the subsistence economy to become more 
market-oriented. Better transportation allowed rural products to 
reach urban and even foreign markets. The end of royal trade 
monopolies and the reduction of tariff barriers eased the two-
way flow of both goods and capital.   

This monetization of the economy forced the old system of 
land control to become one of private ownership. Land changed 
from the means of subsistence to a commodity that could be 
bought and sold. This change, along with the land-holding 
advantage given to high officials under the sakdina system, 
worked to concentrate land in the hands of fewer people. The 
availability of forest land for clearing and cultivation, however, 
enabled Thai peasants to maintain a significant share of the land, 
but unlike the ruling classes, they had to do the work needed to 
clear it for agriculture. 

The increasing monetization of the economy triggered the 
expansion of the tiny capitalist class. This class, for the most 
part, did not draw its members from among ethnic Thais. The 

                                                           
31 Kevin Hewison, “Thailand: Class Matters,” in L. Tomba 
(ed.), East Asian Capitalism: Conflicts, Growth and Crisis, 
Annali della Fondazione Giangiacomo Feltrinelli, no. XXXVI, 
Milan: Feltrinelli, 2002, p. 298. 
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Chinese, who had migrated to Thailand intermittently over 
several centuries, became the mainstay of this class. Before much 
Western contact, the Thai kings had appointed some of these 
immigrant Chinese to take care of areas of the economy that 
Thais disliked: trade, tax collection, and management of such 
activities as gambling, liquor making and opium trading. 

Because the Chinese were not subject to corvee labor and 
had no overlords, they were freer to move around the country. 
Since they had no ownership or attachment to the land, they 
were more inclined to do so. This aided in their trading activities, 
which were also supported by the capital their tax collection 
duties gave them. They remained, with few exceptions, on the 
edge of the political power circles in the court, using their 
financial power to buy favors when needed, but unable to 
acquire personal political power. 

These changes in the economy found the Chinese in the ideal 
position to profit from foreign trade in competition and 
sometimes in cooperation with the king, the lords of the muangs 
and their officials. They succeeded as middlemen because of 
their supplies of capital, their ability to buy court approvals and 
their mobility. They would bring Thai produce out of the villages 
and sell it in the cities and ultimately to the foreign market, some 
of which was controlled by fellow Chinese in other areas of Asia. 
At the same time they were able to use the same network to 
funnel manufactured goods, especially textiles, back into the 
countryside where the desire for new products gave farmers 
increased incentive to produce for the money market rather than 
for their own subsistence. 

The monetization of the economy increased the power of a 
portion of the noble class–those able to use their political 
control over the capitalist class to siphon off profits. Some were 
clever enough to convert their sakdina land rights to actual 
private ownership.  

Royal officials were not given salaries until late in the 19th 
century. Before that they were expected to seize part of the 
revenue from the areas they controlled to pay themselves. This 
tradition of dipping into state income flows was known as “gin 
muang,” or eating the city. As state officials were moved to the 
Western model of a salaried civil service, the old “gin muang” 
tradition became illegal, but failed to die out. It was nurtured by 
patron-client networks that required high-ranking officials to 
provide income for their supporters and favors for their 
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superiors. These sakdina-based cultural attitudes made it difficult 
to suppress the growth of corruption long after the sakdina 
system itself had ended.  Corrupt income lubricated a natural 
alliance of the Chinese capitalists and old aristocratic Thai 
families in positions of power. That alliance was expressed not 
only in corrupt deals for state favors, but even in convenient 
marriages that joined economic and political power. With these 
substantial economic incentives, the immigrant Chinese were 
steadily assimilated, adopting Thai names, language and identity.  

External economic and colonialist pressure, combined with 
internal economic development and political competition 
between Thai kings and their officials, steadily distorted and 
weakened the sakdina system through the 19th century. Changing 
the revenue collection system so it went through “tax farmers” 
who bid for rights to collect various taxes in particular areas 
instead of the officials and lords was a key blow to the traditional 
system by the mid-19th century. Instead of filtering through the 
regional lords, payments in lieu of corvee labor, as well as a host 
of other taxes (such as those on tin, coconut oil, rosewood, 
ebony, gambling, opium and liquor), now went directly from tax 
farmers to the royal government in Bangkok–often to the 
advantage of the officials running the key ministries rather than 
the king. The power of the Bunnag family, originally immigrants 
from Persia, for example, was a product of bureaucratic 
positions that gave them control of more than 30 tax farms. 
Although the tax farmers were often awarded sakdina ranks and 
titles, they came from commercial rather than traditional 
aristocratic family backgrounds. It was not their family heritage, 
their war skills or their virtue that gave the tax farmers this 
financial and political power; it was their ability to generate 
revenues for the king or his officials.32 

By the late 19th century, the increasing ability of peasants to 
earn cash income they could use to pay their way out of their 
corvee obligations was making the old corvee system irrelevant. 
The formal sakdina system was gradually dismantled under King 
Chulalongkorn, who reduced the use of corvee labor and, in 
1897, outlawed slavery. The registration of phrai came to an end 
and new laws, written with advice from foreign lawyers, no 
longer took into account one’s sakdina ranking. Corvee labor was 
replaced by a head tax that was extended to include the Chinese. 
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The changing concept of the military  
 
The end of sakdina had profound implications for the 

Siamese military and for the idea of a military. Under sakdina, 
military service had been integrated into the legal, social and 
political system. Royal officials and local lords were, through 
their sakdina status, responsible for recruiting, arming and 
commanding a citizen army. The required military service was 
simply another type of corvee labor for phrai. Aside from some 
foreign mercenaries, there were no professional military men or 
professional military leaders dedicated only to military matters. 
Military and socio-political command came together. 
Throughout most of Thai history, Thai kings had been warrior 
kings who had close personal control over all military 
undertakings and often led their armies into battle. 

That began to change under King Mongkut, a former 
Buddhist monk. The change accelerated under his son King 
Chulalongkorn. The increasing complexity of both national 
administration and military affairs meant that the king had to 
focus on administration and rely on others, usually royal 
relatives, to deal with military matters. The main military 
challenges in the 19th century were no longer conflicts with 
similar Southeast Asian kingdoms, but European colonial 
powers with powerful military technologies and systems. In 1852 
King Mongkut established the Royal Siamese Army as a standing 
force and hired foreign military experts to train that force in the 
European tradition. Both King Mongkut and his successor came 
to understand that the traditional Siamese military system of 
part-time soldiers could not stand up to the professional and 
technologically advanced armies of the Western imperialist 
powers. The humiliating experience of battling France33 in the 

                                                           
33 In the 1880s France, from colonial bases in Vietnam and 
Cambodia, began pressuring Siam to give up its claims to 
territory that became Laos. When Siam rejected French 
demands, France sent three military columns into the 
disputed region to assert French control in April 1893. 
Scattered fighting led to France sending warships up the 
Chao Phraya River to bring the grand palace under their 
guns. Under this threat King Chulalongkorn was forced to 
agree to a treaty that ceded Laos to France along with two 
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last two decades of the 19th century must have been a motivating 
factor in the king’s decision to send royal relatives and talented 
commoners abroad for advanced military training. In 1905 the 
King replaced the corvee with a conscription system that gave 
the new professional military leaders firmer control over the 
rank and file. These changes marked a departure from the idea 
of military service as one part of a citizen’s duty to the idea of 
the military as an institution with its own distinct duties, 
interests, loyalties and traditions. The sakdina concept of dual 
civilian and military roles, however, did not disappear. It was to 
re-emerge in the 20th century and contributed to military 
willingness to overthrow the powerful, centralized monarchy 
King Chulalongkorn had created. Still later the military’s 
domination of civilian rule was to become a major roadblock to 
the radical agenda for change. This combination of sakdina 
thinking about the military’s administrative role and the Western 
concept of a disciplined professional army answerable primarily 
to its leadership was to give military leaders decisive power in the 
political conflicts over the pace and direction of change in 
Thailand. 

 
Siam becomes a nation state 
 
By the end of the 19th century Siam had been forced to 

define itself geographically within mapped borders delineated in 
relation to the encroaching European colonial powers in what 
are now Burma, Laos, Cambodia and Malaya. The mapping of 
the nation of Siam as a single, coherent entity, rather than as a 
collection of locally ruled muang with variable relationships to a 
king in Ayutthaya or Bangkok, provided the basis for a 
nationalist ideology that was to become a powerful force in the 
political thinking and political conflicts of the next two centuries. 
Influenced by the West, both radicals and royalists began the 
process of “imagining,” in Benedict Anderson’s term, the 
Bangkok monarchy as a nation state. 34 Like the definition of its 

                                                                                                 
provinces that became part of Cambodia. Siam also had to 
pay reparations and allow the French to occupy two 
eastern Thai provinces.  
34 See Thongchai Winichakul’s 1988 thesis, Siam Mapped: 
A History of the Geo-Body of Siam and Benedict 
Anderson’s  Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
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new borders, the meaning of this new Thai nationalism was 
motivated by the threat of the colonial powers and the new 
national administration was influenced by the repressive and 
racist administrations in Europe’s colonies in Asia.  

Despite these modernizing and Westernizing changes, 
however, many of the traditional sakdina attitudes towards 
authority, class, language, culture, behavior and relationships 
persisted as part of the Thai value system. These attitudes 
shaped the evolving Thai social and political systems even as 
they replaced the sakdina system with modern mechanisms of 
capitalist and bureaucratic administration.  

                                                                                                 
Origin and Spread of Nationalism (the 1991 revised 
edition) for extensive discussion of the relationship 
between mapping and nationalism. 
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CHAPTER 3 A MIDDLE-CLASS RADICAL 
 

Increased trade, improvements in travel and import of the 
printing press led to other changes in 19th century Siam. Once 
the privilege only of the ruling class, foreign travel became an 
option for common people. They could see for themselves 
different systems of government and business in places like 
Singapore, Penang, Hong Kong, Rangoon and Saigon. 
Expansion of education meant more common people could read 
and write. The printing of books and newspapers, in both Thai 
and foreign languages, meant far more Thais had access to 
information about the world outside Siam. In this period of 
rapid change, an unusual man spoke out in challenge to the old 
forms, calling for even faster and greater change. Named 
Tienwan Wannapho, he was the first radical thinker with some 
understanding of Western political thought to challenge the 
traditional system. 

Tienwan came from a middle-class family with nine 
children.35 Born in 1842 under the reign of King Rama IV, 
Tienwan moved into adulthood as the modernization of Thai 
society was beginning. Like most young Thai men of the time, 
Tienwan received his early education in a Buddhist temple. He 
then studied in palace schools for three years before he became a 
monk for 13 months, leaving the temple when he was 19 for a 
more adventurous life. He worked on a Chinese cargo ship that 
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plied the trade routes between China and Southeast Asia. He 
visited the British colonies of Singapore, Malaya and Hong 
Kong, learning some English. He was undoubtedly impressed 
that even mighty China was unable to stand before Western 
imperialism. While still in his early 20s, he left the seas and 
returned to further his education in the monkhood. He studied 
for five years at Wat Bowonniwet and Wat Rachapradit, two of 
Bangkok’s leading temples. By the time he was 25, he was 
equipped with English, Pali, Sanskrit and extensive knowledge of 
the Buddhist scriptures. He had experience of the world beyond 
Siam and he was ready to step out of the narrow world of the 
monastery. 

Tienwan continued to read widely, devouring books newly 
available from the West. After leaving the monkhood, Tienwan 
went back to sea, working on a number of Western cargo ships 
that travelled throughout the Pacific Islands and to most of East 
and Southeast Asia. But again he tired of the sea and returned to 
Bangkok to study law.  

 
Prison and radical writing 
 
At 33, after three years of law study, he became the lawyer 

for one of the few ethnic Thai merchants of the time. In his new 
function, Tienwan associated with noblemen and royal officials. 
He saw the defects and injustices of the decaying sakdina system. 
Tienwan portrayed himself as a modern man, wearing a beard 
and Western clothes. His international experience and his 
fearlessness led him to speak out when most others kept their 
mouths shut. He criticized court officials for incompetence and 
corruption. Naturally this created strong feelings against him 
among the royal officials. Tienwan was aware of the reaction but 
did not let it deter him. Without royal favor or powerful backers, 
however, Tienwan had little defense against his enemies. In 
1882, the authorities seized on a technical error he made as a 
lawyer–sending a petition to the high court without written 
permission from the Ministry of the Palace–and charged him 
with contempt of court. His sentence was incredibly harsh: 50 
lashes and life imprisonment. He remained in prison for 17 years 
until he was pardoned through the personal intervention of a 
high-ranking official. 36 This dark period gave him the time and 
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the solitude needed to refine his thoughts and put them into 
writing. While in prison he wrote 37 books and numerous essays 
and poems. 

Tienwan was 56 years old when he was finally released, but 
his literary production did not slow. He joined Radical Group 
R.S. 103 that proposed change in the traditional absolute 
monarchy. Tienwan became a full-time journalist, publishing a 
newspaper called “Dula Wipak Pojananakit” or “The Scales of 
Justice Speak.”37 The newspaper struggled through six years of 
government displeasure and financial trouble, but Tienwan kept 
up his criticism of the royal government and its officials. 

Unlike earlier radicals, Tienwan focused his critique on the 
faults of the system and generally refrained from blaming 
individuals. The paper was too intellectual for the middle class 
and too radical for officials and the upper classes. It went 
bankrupt. Tienwan came back with another paper, less 
idealistically titled “Siripojanapaak,” the “Good Writing 
Section.”38 Again the paper failed to make money and folded 
after three years. In those years, however, Tienwan put together 
the first radical critique of the traditional system. It offered no 
revolutionary solution, but his work was a big step forward in 
the still meager tradition of radical Thai thinking. 

 
Tienwan challenges sakdina thinking 
 
Sakdina values and continuing class privilege were Tienwan’s 

main targets. He had travelled enough to see other systems and 
could not help comparing them with what he saw in his own 
country. He lashed out at the remnants of the sakdina system 
that organized and authorized the exploitation of the majority of 
Thai people. He attacked officials who performed their jobs 
without love for their fellow countrymen. He warned that the 
government system and the men who administered it were 
interfering with Thailand’s progress. Tienwan also blamed the 
Thai people for failing to cooperate with each other. 

Tienwan suggested that for the country to progress, the Thai 
people had to be unified, both morally and politically. He gave a 
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religious shading to his radicalism in somewhat the same way 
that Buddhism in Burma at that period was anti-capitalist, anti-
imperialist and highly nationalistic. He offered a new 
interpretation of Buddhist teachings that would replace the 
traditions of the sakdina system. He wrote: “Moral unity means 
living with justice, without concern only for self-interest, family 
interest or group interest. Do not do anything that will ruin 
others. Be conscious and control your craving.”39 

Tienwan used the teachings of Buddhism to counter what he 
saw as the excesses and injustices of the traditional system. 
Without the oppression of the old system, Tienwan said, 
Thailand could become a more developed, prosperous and 
powerful country. He wrote that Thailand was suffering from 
two diseases:  one afflicting the government and one afflicting 
the people. The government was diseased because bureaucrats, 
both high and low, did not follow the law, were concerned only 
with self-interest, were corrupt, suppressed the people and 
abused power.40  The people’s disease, he wrote, was caused by 
ignorance and lack of morality. The cure for the second, 
Tienwan wrote, lay in treatment of the first. The king and 
government officials should work for the people’s interest. The 
people, he wrote “should be well taken care of and treated as 
generously as your wife and children.”41 

When one reader of his newspaper accused him of being 
ahead of his times, he wrote that: “I will do things that are 
considered right even though I have to die. Whether it is 
successful or not, I do not know. I see that the country is full of 
evil. If no one speaks up, the superiors will never notice. If no 
one speaks up, the sickness will spread into the bone.”42  

Tienwan wrote that “times have changed, but the people still 
have not changed their opinion. They cling to their little cliques 
in the police and the army.” Tienwan was the first radical thinker 
who was able to present his ideas to the public and his ideas 
became key elements of later radical calls for change. 

With his training in law, Tienwan was especially critical of 
weaknesses and injustices in the Thai legal system.  He hit out at 
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widespread corruption and class bias among judges, saying no 
honest person could succeed in a Thai court of law. Corruption, 
he charged, made the whole judicial system weak and unreliable. 
He called for changes in the libel laws and more freedom to 
criticize the government. “Before I die,” he wrote, “I wish to see 
that in our country it will not be a crime to speak up for the 
public interest. Even if what a person says cannot be proved, he 
should not be in violation of the law. This way, those who 
behave badly will be afraid of being criticized. People will 
compete to do well. The country will then be unified and 
secure.”43 Tienwan demanded much greater freedom of speech 
than considered acceptable at the time and called for changes in 
a legal tradition of criminal defamation that continued to be used 
to restrict legitimate free speech into the 21st century.  

 
Call for electoral democracy 
 
Tienwan repeatedly called for an elected democratic 

government to replace the all-powerful monarchy. He concluded 
that in order to solve political problems, Thailand needed a 
parliamentary system. “Other countries survive quite well using 
this system. So we, as thinking, logical animals, should be able to 
follow their path.”44 In a traditional verse, he wrote: 

We ought to prepare the day 
For the people to voice their wishes 
In a parliamentary system. 
If we wait too long 
We shall fall behind the times. 
Let us be truly civilized and not tarry. 
Let us hurry to establish a parliament 
And get the people to unite 
And move on to freedom without delay 
To care for our land and help our princes.45 

 
Tienwan was not the first to call for a parliament for Siam. In 

1885, a group of royal relatives and nobles educated in the West, 
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petitioned King Chulalongkorn for democratic reforms.46 The 
leader of this group was Prince Prisdang, a brilliant scholar and 
diplomat who had been the first Thai to graduate from a 
Western university, winning several academic prizes at Kings 
College London. Prisdang asked Thai students and diplomats in 
Europe to help him respond to a request from the King to 
suggest ways that Siam could avoid colonization by the Western 
imperialist powers.  

Prisdang and his colleagues wrote a proposal that analyzed 
the threat of colonization and the weaknesses of the steps 
already taken by the king. It said: “The present system of 
government in Siam is not only inviting danger from without, 
but in itself is not a good system. It is too capricious, being 
dependent only upon His Majesty and the Office of the Royal 
Secretary.”47 It said that existing reforms, international law, and 
increased trade with the West would be insufficient to stop 
French and British plans to carve up Siam, maintaining only a 
narrow sliver of the country as a buffer between their colonies. 
“There is only one solution: the country must adopt a 
Constitution,”48 the petition said.  

 
It said the proposed constitution should include the 

following points: 
 

1. Change must be made from an absolute to a 
constitutional monarchy. 

2. Defense and administration of the country 
should be in the hands of ministers who will 
together form a Cabinet, and a clearly 
formulated Law of Succession should be 
promulgated. 

3. All corruption is to be stamped out, and to 
ensure this, the salaries of government 
officials are to be made sufficient.  
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47 Sumet Jumsai, “Prince Prisdang and the Proposal for the 
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4. Universal contentment is to be met by 
ensuring equality before the law, including 
the tax system. 

5. Outdated traditions are to be done away 
with, however time-honored they may have 
become. 

6. Freedom of thought, freedom of speech and 
freedom of the press are to be guaranteed. 

7. Appointments and dismissals in government 
service are to be determined by clearly 
defined legislation.49 

 
The calls for an end to absolute power, elimination of 

corruption, equality before the law and freedom of thought, 
speech and press, although first made by privileged young 
aristocrats, would recur in radical demands for the next 130 
years. 

The king, having only recently consolidated his own power 
after a struggle with senior officials decided that the country was 
not ready for a constitution and a legislature. In a response to 
Prisdang50, King Chulalongkorn wrote that although he agreed 
with the recommendations in principle, the lack of officials 
capable of administering a constitutional government meant that 
they could not be carried out. Instead, he enacted reforms that 
further centralized administrative power in his own hands.  

That increase in centralized royal power conflicted with the 
traditions of village culture and local rule. It did not go 
uncontested by people in outlying regions accustomed to 
running their own affairs. Villages in the northeastern province 
of Khonkaen rebelled in 1895 and successfully resisted royal 

                                                           
49 Sumet, “Prince Prisdang,” pp. 110-111. 
50 Prisdang himelf fell out of favor with the king, not so 
much for his proposals, but for having brought so many 
other Thais into the process of replying to what the king 
saw as a personal request. The prince held several key 
posts before he became the object of accusations after a 
political crisis in 1990 that led him to leave Siam for 15 
years until the death of the king. He later became a monk 
in India and Sri Lanka for a period before dying in obscure 
poverty in 1935 – three years after the constitutional 
monarchy he had proposed came into being. 
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authority for three years. Four years later in Ubon Ratchathani 
province the king replaced local hereditary nobles with officials 
appointed by the royal government in Bangkok. Thousands of 
local people joined a rebellion that was quelled only by a Siamese 
army expedition that killed 300 and captured 400 of the rebels. 
In the frequently restive Malay areas of the far south there was 
resistance when the raja of Patani was arrested. In the north, 
rebel Shan groups captured Phrae province and attacked 
Lampang before being suppressed by the army led by a Danish 
military advisor.51 

In the face of these challenges from the periphery and the 
king’s disapproval, the progressive royal group quietly 
abandoned moves towards democratization. Tienwan, however, 
did not give up so easily. He saw that needed political change 
could not occur without corresponding changes in the social 
system and the values of the people. In one poem, he wrote that 
in order to make the country civilized, the first step was to 
abandon sakdina-style prostration and kneeling before social 
superiors. The second was to get rid of slavery. But a third step 
would show real progress–to let the people participate in the 
government. He even made about the most radical suggestion 
possible in Thailand at that time: the elimination of the 
hereditary monarchy - though he made this call somewhat 
obliquely: 

“I have examined the King’s performance of his tasks and 
see that he is highly responsible. Still, he wishes to continue his 
family on the throne in the future. Because the kings in China 
and India wished to perpetuate the royal lines, they fought to 
suppress capable men. They do not like to have any challenge to 
their own family’s prestige. But people in the West, America, 
have relieved some of the ruler’s worry. They have established a 
political structure for a republican government. Even though 
one is elected a president, he does not have to worry about his 
heir. He has confidence that people will choose a qualified 
person to continue in his position. The throne (in America) is 
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not something that can be inherited. What they want is only 
happiness for all.”52 

In another of his poems, Tienwan pointed out that Thais 
should look to Japan as an example. The Japanese, he wrote, 
have organized their society better than the Russians or the 
Chinese, who also retained a monarchy. He predicted that 
“countries all over the world will change their traditions; they 
will get rid of the bad things and replace them with good things. 
I believe that those countries that refuse to change will fall under 
the control of others.”53 

Thailand, he said, would remain weak if it could not reform 
its system. Prophetically, he warned that better education and 
more knowledge of Western ways had created dissatisfaction 
among students and the middle class. “I worry,” he said, “that 
the ruling system has not yet improved enough to meet their 
demands.”54 

Tienwan urged a much more active role for the government 
in developing industry and in expanding the economy. He called 
for government loans to entrepreneurs to help them expand 
their businesses and reduce unemployment. If the government 
could not generate enough funds for this, he suggested foreign 
aid–specifically borrowing from the United States. Taxes, he 
said, could be used to pay the interest. He also wanted direct 
government establishment of industries so people could be given 
jobs. He demanded the government take an active role in the 
exploitation of natural resources.55 All of these ideas were radical 
for the time.  

In the late 19th century, the idea of human rights, rights due 
simply for being human, were often ignored in Thailand. All 
rights were due to one’s position in the social-political system. 
Tienwan tried to show the sakdina system and the traditions it 
created were damaging people’s lives. He called on King 
Chulalongkorn to abolish the sakdina tradition of slavery because 
“slavery is the cause of human degradation. Slaves who become 
slaves because of debt are scorned by the slave owner... It is clear 
that this tradition of selling humans should undoubtedly be 
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53 Ibid, p. 230 
54 Ibid, p. 231 
55 Ibid, p. 367 
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eradicated.”56 Tienwan’s writing may have had some impact on 
the decision of King Rama V to begin the liberation of slaves, a 
process which was not complete until 1905.  

Polygamy was another sakdina tradition that Tienwan 
attacked, insisting that having more than one wife caused 
suffering and conflict within the family. It is hard now to 
appreciate how radical his ideas were at that time. In attacking 
many of the sakdina traditions, Tienwan was inescapably 
attacking the king, since the king was seen as the prime mover in 
the system. Even at the turn of the 20th century, the Thai king 
had many wives. 

Tienwan wrote “there are three kinds of tradition. Good 
tradition, bad tradition and tradition that is neither good nor 
bad. You should know how to select only the good ones and get 
rid of the bad ones.” After examining other Thai traditions he 
wrote, “Do not cling to crazy traditions just because they are 
traditions. Try new things. They may be better than the old.”57 

Tienwan called on the king to give equal opportunities for 
education to everyone. At that time, advanced education was still 
limited to noblemen or those with connections to the royal 
family. Tienwan himself had an opportunity to study in the 
temple to a high level because his father was a royal official. He 
realized that the educational system should be broadened. He 
insisted that: 

“Knowledge can be obtained by both noble and 
commoner if they have the opportunity to 
learn. The only difference is in the individuals. 
There are noblemen who learn well and there 
are also commoners who learn well. If anyone 
argues the commoner is evil by nature, lower 
and cannot compare with the noblemen, I 
would like to speak up for the commoner. Look 
at some of the most knowledgeable noblemen 
today and ask who their teachers were. The 
answer is that many were taught by the lowly 
born who raised themselves with study and 
learning. For this reason I believe that all 
commoners, not just noblemen, can be 
knowledgeable. If you agree with me, please 

                                                           
56 Ibid, p. 82 
57 Ibid, p. 156-157 



RADICAL THOUGHT, THAI MIND 

45 

cooperate to build schools for commoners. It 
will be of great use to the country.”58 

 
Tienwan urged people to build schools not more temples 

where most schooling had traditionally been done. The idea of 
building schools separate from temples was new and radical in 
its own way. Tienwan was one of the first in Thailand to separate 
secular from religious knowledge. Tienwan saw education as 
something that should continue long after getting a degree or a 
position. “Education should be a long-life activity…Even 
though (you are) aging and are already very happy, even though 
you have achieved great power, you should not stop studying 
and developing,”59 he wrote. 

 
Tienwan’s Buddhism 
 
Tienwan, although trained in a monastery, could not avoid a 

critique of Buddhism in his efforts to imagine a new society for 
Thailand. In his newspapers, he lost no opportunity to criticize 
religious superstition. He pointed out that the Buddha taught 
that superstition had no part in a religious life. He observed: 

“There is one group that is very ignorant. They 
think of strange ways of making merit. They 
build temples, cast Buddha images and carve 
religious scriptures. They make their children, 
nephews and servants become monks. All these 
religious performances are done because they 
expect to have a better next life. They anticipate 
getting more treasure in return.... There are 
many people like this among those who call 
themselves Buddhists. They could be 
considered the most ignorant because they do 
not understand what real religion is.”60 
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Tienwan believed merit can only be gained when one does 
not seek it. Real merit, he wrote, comes from doing good 
without any intention of receiving something in return. 

Tienwan’s Buddhist faith kept his criticism from dissolving 
into personal attacks on specific government officials or 
appearing motivated by personal disputes like the criticism of 
earlier radicals. His understanding of Buddhist teachings carried 
over into his ideas about politics and government. He 
emphasized honesty, selflessness and unity. However, he 
intentionally omitted references to traditionalist Buddhist 
teachings about obedience that had been emphasized by the 
kings and the sakdina leaders of the past.  

 
Calls for reform 
 
In one of his articles, “Dream without Sleep”, Tienwan 

proposed a list of reforms and changes for Thailand. Among 
them were: 

- limiting men to a single wife 
- the abolition of slavery 
- an end to smoking opium  
- establishment of a wide variety of schools open 

to all classes 
- setting up schools for girls with the same 

subjects as for boys 
- establishing a parliamentary government 
- building a government-run irrigation system 
- creating a government office to give work to the 

unemployed 
- investigations of the effectiveness of all 

government officials  
- correction of religious instruction (to make it 

more consistent with the teachings of the 
Buddha)61 

 
Soon after Tienwan’s list was published, Prince Vajiravudh 

(who would later come to the throne as King Rama VI) wrote a 
satire that described the chaos that would ensue if the country 
had a parliamentary system. Among the characters in the story 
was an MP who proposes a list of reforms, many of them similar 
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to those proposed by Tienwan.  The prince’s story ridicules the 
MP as a braggart and a fool. 62 

Tienwan did not let royal criticism deter him. He wrote that 
his aim was “to let the next generation know that a commoner 
who was considered a weird person was able to stand up and 
fight for Siamese justice.”63 Some people claimed Tienwan was 
mentally ill because, even after his long prison term, he 
continued to criticize the traditional government and social 
structure. His books, poems, articles and newspaper editorials 
constitute, in effect, Thailand’s first radical development plan.  
His public critique was comprehensive and practical. He covered 
economics, politics, justice, defense, society, religion and 
literature, offering criticisms and suggesting changes in all of 
them. Tienwan was a democrat, a nationalist and possibly a 
socialist, with a rationalist understanding of Buddhism. That, in 
his time, made him a radical. 

Tienwan proposed changes he saw as made necessary by the 
failings of the sakdina system as well as the encroachment of 
Western imperialism, political ideas, science and technology. 
Noting the dangers of Western capitalism, Tienwan called for 
social safety nets, such as government provisions for 
employment and welfare. He supported the idea of government 
involvement in the economy as investor and producer, as long as 
government investment was for the public interest. He was an 
idealist, but he remained practical. He called for change, but as a 
Buddhist, he never called for violent revolution. He made rueful 
comment on the powers of government suppression in a short 
verse: 

The rule of law will never surmount 
The rule of cliques and 
The rule of cliques will never avoid 
The rule of suppression and 
The rule of suppression will always be ruled 
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By the breaking of necks. 64 
 
Pridi Banomyong, one of the initiators of the 1932 

revolution, wrote of meeting Tienwan shortly before his death in 
1915.  

“I saw immediately he was far from crazy. This 
was Tienwan, whose pen name was Wannapho. 
He had a very high, democratic mind. At that time 
his moustache was white and he was over 70. He 
had been jailed although he had never broken the 
law. But he was still opposed to totalitarianism. 
He was a commoner, so he was not interested in 
people who clung to old ways of power.”65  

Tienwan made an impression on Pridi, who, for 30 years 
from 1932 onward, became the most influential leader for radical 
change in Thailand. Pridi read much of Tienwan’s work and he 
adopted some of Tienwan’s ideas in his own thoughts and 
actions.  

Tienwan was also admired by the generation of radicals after 
World War II. Although the official Thai histories pay little 
attention to Tienwan and his newspaper had a small circulation, 
he eventually had a significant influence on the radical thinkers 
following him.66 His demand for democracy and his attacks on 
class-based privilege have been taken up by generations of 
radicals. 

Like many other Thai radicals, Tienwan stressed the political 
and the social over the economic. He represents one strand of 
the radical tradition that continued into the 21st century. His 
rebellion welled up from his Buddhist faith, his independence of 
spirit, his humanism and his awareness the rapid changes in the 
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world meant the old hierarchical system could not survive 
without repression. 

Although Tienwan’s ideas were considered radical, many 
were eventually adopted in the three decades following his death, 
sometimes at the urging of forward-looking kings. Today his 
thoughts about monogamy, slavery, opium, education, gender 
equality, democracy, Buddhism and the role of government may 
seem unremarkable, but they were outrageous to many in the 
19th century.  Tienwan provided a courageous example of 
critical thinking for the political journalists who flourished in the 
reign of King Vajiravudh. Like Tienwan, this next generation of 
writers, reacting to ideas from the West, called for an end to 
authoritarian rule and class-based privilege. Like Tienwan, these 
radical thinkers were to resist repression to publish critical 
attacks on the king, the government, class privilege and the 
economic system.  
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CHAPTER 4 PRESSURE FOR SOCIALIST 
CHANGE 

 
“Private ownership is the cause of inequality, as 
it creates the rich and the poor.”  
                                      –Phraya Suriyanuwat 

 
While Tienwan focused his efforts on calls for democracy 

and social justice, a new economic strand was being added to 
Thai political thought–utopian socialism. Phraya Suriyanuwat, 
the man mainly responsible for introducing socialism to 
Thailand, was quite different from the middle-class Tienwan. 
Phraya Suriyanuwat was the son of a high-ranking royal official. 
He was born in 1862, 20 years after Tienwan, to the privileges 
and attitudes of the ruling class.67  Over a long and prestigious 
career, he rose to a high rank in royal service and made major 
contributions to the development of government institutions. 

Phraya Suriyanuwat’s original name was Kert Bunnag, a 
member of the powerful family that had long held key positions 
in royal service.  His father served as minister of defense 
responsible for the northern provinces. Kert, however, did not 
remain long in the sheltered family life of a royal official. He was 
sent off to a British boarding school in Penang, Malaya, when he 
was only nine years old and then sent for further studies in 
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Calcutta. He returned to Siam while still a teenager, but was 
immediately appointed to the service of the King. He began as a 
junior official handling translations and foreign correspondence 
for the Ministry of the Interior. With his talent, education and 
connections, Kert rose quickly to become an advisor to the 
mayor of Chiang Mai, an important town in the north. He also 
became the supervisor of the financial departments of the nearby 
towns of Lampun and Lampang. In 1884, when he was only 22 
years old, he was appointed assistant to the ambassador to 
England. While in England he wrote his first book, “Kanob 
Thamnium Rachakan Tang Prathet” –”The Customs and Traditions of 
Foreign Royalty,” the first book about diplomatic practice in 
Thai.68 In recognition of his talent, Kert was appointed to the 
royal rank of Phraya and given his new name. 

From London, he was transferred to the embassy in Berlin 
where he rose to become first secretary and then quickly went 
on to become ambassador to France. Later he served as 
ambassador to Italy, Spain and Russia. He traveled once to the 
United States to head a Siamese museum delegation. While in 
Paris he set up the loan certificate and bond procedures that 
allowed the Siamese government to tap European sources of 
capital under advantageous terms. He was the inventor of the 
telegraphic code for secret messages to be sent in Thai by 
telegraph. With some modifications the “Suriya Code“ and 
“Siam Madu Code” invented by Phraya Suriyanuwat were still in 
use a century later. His various skills won the admiration of King 
Chulalongkorn.  

In 1903 when a French colonial army marched on the eastern 
Thai province of Chantaburi, Phraya Suriyanuwat was selected to 
head the negotiating team to work out a solution. Phraya 
Suriyanuwat obtained the withdrawal of the French troops and 
the end of a French naval blockade of the Chao Phraya River in 
return for territorial concessions in Cambodia. At an early age 
Phraya Suriyanuwat was the star of the Siamese diplomatic 
corps. 

Two years after his negotiations with the French Phraya 
Suriyanuwat was summoned back to Bangkok to help direct Thai 
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economic development. He quickly reformed the outdated 
monetary system and set up the national mint.  

 
Ideas for economic reform 
 
Phraya Suriyanuwat served the royal government, but had his 

own ideas about economic reform, some culled from reading 
radical western political writings. Often those ideas did not fit 
with official Thai government policy. Sympathetic to the 
difficulties of farmers and workers and influenced by socialist 
thinkers in Europe, Phraya Suriyanuwat proposed reforms to 
lessen their burdens. Concerned by the impact of opium 
addiction and the vast sums being collected by the private 
operators of the opium monopoly, he sought to bring this 
lucrative trade under direct government control. These changes 
aroused the wrath of powerful regional officials who, operating 
semi-independently, had been making large sums of money from 
the opium trade. Other efforts to improve the economic 
situation of the poor brought · further resistance from 
entrenched and conservative officials. These officials 
campaigned against Phraya Suriyanuwat, successfully forcing him 
out of the government. His long record of achievement and the 
clear public benefits of his reform efforts were insufficient to 
protect him against the power of official greed. It was to be 19 
years before he would return to government service. 

During those years out of power, Phraya Suriyanuwat 
devoted much of his time to writing. He produced a number of 
books and frequent newspaper articles in such journals as 
“Liberty” and “Sri Krung.” His most important contributions, 
however, were in a series of articles later collected and published 
as “Sapsart,” (The Science of Property). 69   

In Sapsart Phraya Suriyanuwat provided a systematic analysis 
of Thai economic problems, their causes and possible solutions. 
Thai society was still influenced by the values and attitudes of 
the recently abandoned sakdina system. Despite the Western 
education of King Vajiravudh and many senior officials, power 
remained concentrated in the hands of the monarch with little or 
no input from the vast majority of people. The rapid expansion 
of capitalism and the market economy was putting pressure on 
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Thai farmers who had neither the education nor the cultural 
values to handle money and marketing successfully. Between 
1850 and the end of the century, the land under rice cultivation 
had doubled along with the population.  This expansion was 
encouraged and enabled by the demand for rice to feed laborers 
in the British colonies of Malaya and Singapore.70 In a few years 
the percentage of the Thai rice crop shipped to foreign markets 
rose from about 5 percent to about 50 percent.71  Most of the 
profits from that trade, however, went to millers, middlemen and 
exporters rather than farmers. High rates of taxation, land rent 
and interest on loans all impacted the working poor. Producers, 
moreover, faced large fluctuations in the price of rice as well as 
of other agricultural products. Many were finding it difficult to 
earn enough cash income to pay land rents that were changing 
from a percentage of the crop to a fixed amount of cash. 

Unlike other Thai thinkers of the time, Phraya Suriyanuwat 
did not urge the Buddhist precept of reduced craving on the 
Thai peasants. He said the problem was not spiritual, but 
material and social - the relations between men, markets, money 
and land. In order to begin solving economic problems,  Phraya 
Suriyanuwat said the old sakdina system based on hierarchy, 
corvee labor, royal trade monopolies and self-sufficient farmers 
had to be completely swept away and replaced by a market 
economy with efficient division of labor and the exchange of 
products. He was concerned, however, by the impact of quickly 
transforming the sakdina system into a laissez-faire market 
system. He suggested farmers be organized into agricultural units 
that should produce whatever was most suitable for their skills 
and resources. Each specialized unit would then exchange its 
products with the others. He emphasized that there should be 
no competition within the units. People should be more 
cooperative, he wrote “because human progress depends on 
each other’s labor and help.”72 Phraya Suriyanuwat’s proposals 
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were socialist, but he was undogmatic and used Adam Smith’s 
ideas to point out the importance of division of labor and the 
key role of capital accumulation.73 “Capital helps us to use much 
less labor.... if we do not have any capital, although we have skill 
and perfect ideas, we cannot be successful in anything,”74 he 
wrote.  

 
Capital for the poor 
 
Phraya Suriyanuwat called for an active government role in 

the formation of capital among the common people.75 He wrote 
that the government should set up a national bank for loans to 
farmers. Interest should be low because farmers were the most 
important factor in the Thai economy and needed the most help. 
“The progress of Siam rests upon farming more than other 
things....the country will be developed quickly or slowly 
depending on how much benefit farmers are allowed to retain.”76  
Phraya Suriyanuwat blamed Thailand’s inability to accumulate 
capital not only on the system, but on the habits of extravagance 
among the privileged upper class. He urged them to “accumulate 
capital instead of buying whisky, tobacco, jewelry or other 
foreign products.”77 

Phraya Suriyanuwat, even before the turn of the century, was 
pointing to the importance of a well-educated populace for 
economic development. While most, if not all, educational 
efforts of the time concentrated on the royal and bureaucratic 
elite, Phraya Suriyanuwat appealed for a nationwide compulsory 
school system. “There is no other expense that brings a greater 
return in benefit as educational expenses,”78 he said. 

Phraya Suriyanuwat wrote that the distribution of income 
was based on a class-determined structure of private ownership 
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controlled by upper class government officials. Laborers, he said, 
had no influence on the system that controlled them. 

“Private ownership is the cause of inequality, as it creates the 
rich and the poor. For the lower class, however much work they 
do, they would not have enough to live. But for the upper class, 
even if they do not work and if they accumulate much capital, 
they would get a lot of benefit from their capital. Their property 
may have been accumulated before they were born and they 
received it from their grandparents.”79 

In his criticism of private property, inheritance and social 
inequality, Phraya Suriyanuwat reflected the ideas of the Western 
Utopian socialists such as Saint-Simon and Robert Owen. 
Though he encouraged capital accumulation, he did not approve 
of capitalist lines of distribution. He opposed the competitive 
capitalist system of the West that was then encroaching on Siam.  
He wrote that, because of the advantages of capital, it was not 
fair to have capitalists and workers competing with each other. 
“On one side, the capitalist who controls the means of 
producing wealth always gets the greater benefit, while on the 
other side, laborers cannot compete with farmers who own land 
because they are large in number and have to compete amongst 
themselves first to sell their labor.80 It was unjust, he wrote, 
because some parts of society had great advantages over the 
others. 

Phraya Suriyanuwat had little faith in the emergence of a 
more responsible capitalist class because of the nature of the 
system. “One who has capital will always try to exploit one who 
is ignorant or who has less power. The capitalist will always try 
to get as much profit as he can. He will get all the benefit of the 
labor. The laborer himself has to work even though he is being 
taken advantage of.”81 

Phraya Suriyanuwat was concerned with those at a 
disadvantage in a competitive capitalist system even though 
capitalism and industrialization were just beginning to penetrate 
into Thailand. At that time, less than one percent of the 
population were wage laborers. He developed an outline for an 
agrarian socialist system that included elements of capitalism. 
However, he was firmly against laissez-faire capitalism, 

                                                           
79 Ibid, p. 128 
80 Ibid, p. 129 
81 Ibid, p. 247 



YUANGRAT AND PAUL WEDEL 

56 

particularly in Siam, with its big class inequalities. He wrote that 
“whoever is stronger will compel the weaker. The theft of 
property from labor began in ancient times and still continues in 
different forms in present society.”82 Even though he opposed 
laissez-fare capitalism, he never suggested the elimination of 
private property. He saw it as necessary for motivation. He 
wrote that if private property were abolished, people would be 
discouraged and would not want to work.  

After analyzing the mixed sakdina-capitalist reality in 
Thailand, Phraya Suriyanuwat proposed a system similar to 
Fourier’s Phalanstere or Owen’s cooperative system. He 
suggested that workers invest their labor in cooperative 
enterprises without competition. He believed, as did Western 
utopian socialists, that cooperative systems would create a happy 
and well-organized society in contrast to competitive systems 
that force people to struggle with each other for a living. 

“People who work together will keep in mind that the benefit 
is common. Everyone is the owner of the product. The will to 
cooperate destroys exploitation and disunity. The conflicts 
among men will disappear. If there is conflict, it will be solved 
easily because of the sense of cooperation,”83 he wrote. 

Phraya Suriyanuwat also proposed an “association of 
workers” to bargain with capitalists as a unit instead of 
competing among themselves. He even went so far (for a royal 
official in those days) as to suggest that the best bargaining lever 
for labor was the strike “to force the capitalist to decrease 
working hours and increase wages.”84 He added that the 
government should not interfere in labor disputes on the side of 
the capitalists.    

 
The first Thai socialist meets royal opposition 
 
Despite his high rank and reputation, Phraya Suriyanuwat’s 

ideas did not find favor with King Vajiravudh and government 
officials. By this time, many in the royal family and among royal 
officials were involved with trade and other businesses. The 
finances of powerful individuals and their Sino-Thai business 
allies were based on a capitalist economy. Royal government 
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income depended on taxing that economy. Phraya Suriyanuwat’s 
writing aroused anger at court. King Vajiravudh asked Phraya 
Suriyanuwat to stop writing the controversial “Sapsart” series 
and criticized it himself. The king wrote that “in Thailand 
nobody is higher than anyone else, except the king. Everyone is 
equal. In Thailand we do not have super millionaires or even 
millionaires like in Europe. But we also do not have the poor 
like in Europe either.”85 

The king added that Thailand did not need to follow Western 
socialist ideas to help the poor because: “Thai people donate 
things to poor relatives and friends. That is in the Dharma. We 
learn by being Buddhist in distributing to each other. Hence it is 
not necessary to teach one side to be possessive and the other 
side to confiscate others’ property. These are all the lessons to be 
found in Sapsart. We men do not have to be separated into 
different cliques and made to hate each other. Why begin?”86  

King Vajiravudh banned Sapsart and refused to allow Phraya 
Suriyanuwat to return to government. The government, fearful 
of conflicts over economic ideas, went one extraordinary step 
further and banned the teaching of all forms of economics. 
Although short-lived, the ban only encouraged distorted ideas of 
socialism. Both supporters and opponents were hurt by the 
enforced silence, which ended after King Vajiravudh’s death in 
1925. They were unable to see their areas of agreement or 
resolve their differences.  

In 1926, as pressure for changes in the royal system grew 
greater, Phraya Suriyanuwat’s ideas began to seem less radical. 
He was called back to serve as senior counselor to King 
Prachadipok. After the 1932 revolution, the People’s Party asked 
him to remain in the government as Minister to the Prime 
Minister’s office in the government that replaced the traditional 
royal government. He died only a year later. 

Phraya Suriyanuwat was one of the first Thai radical thinkers 
with extensive education and experience abroad. His writing was 
partly based on radical socialist Western thinking, though filtered 
through a Thai consciousness. His work injected new ideas into 
the Thai political discussion. His interest in communal and 
utopian socialism was to mark the beginning of an enduring 
aspect of radical Thai thought. 
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Despite recalling Phraya Suriyanuwat to government and 
considering more liberal political and economic reforms, King 
Prachadipok, like his predecessor, was unable to suppress a tide 
of criticism of the royal government. This criticism was focused 
on the abuses of the autocratic government. It arose from 
expanding education for commoners and the suffering of the 
poor. It was lifted a by a rising tide of political books, 
newspapers, magazines and pamphlets. This tide was ultimately 
to help sweep away the traditional monarchy. 

By the early years of the 20th century, Thailand’s absolute 
monarchy had become an increasingly isolated anachronism. 
Most of the absolute monarchies of Europe had become 
constitutional systems or republics. One by one, traditional 
Asian monarchies had been swept away or transformed by 
Western imperialism. Japan had reformed its monarchy and was 
forging a modern state, albeit based on some of the structures 
and values of the ancient feudal order. The oldest throne of all, 
that of China, had been replaced by a republic.  

The Thai monarchy’s struggle to fend off the European 
powers has traditionally been presented in Thai histories as a 
victory of Thai kings over imperialism. This, however, is only 
partly true. The Chakkri monarchs sought not only to preserve 
the independence of the Thai people but also to strengthen their 
own quasi-colonial empire that included non-Thai populations 
within the modern boundaries of Thailand as well as in what are 
now parts of Malaysia, Cambodia and Laos. The monarchy’s 
actions to modernize and centralize power eliminated local rulers 
in those areas and strengthened central control of semi-
autonomous areas such as the Lanna kingdom in the north and 
the Patani sultanate in the south. These moves expanded the 
power of the throne and a more modern Siamese state. Along 
with territorial concessions, these changes help stave off 
takeover by the British and French colonial powers pushing in 
from all sides. Faced with the prospect of competing with a 
more powerful Siamese nation as well as with each other, France 
and Britain, after nibbling away at territory claimed by Bangkok, 
agreed to use Siam as a locally-ruled buffer between their 
colonial possessions.  

The Thai royal reforms of the 19th century strengthened 
resistance to Western colonialism, but often conflicted with the 
lessons in democracy, equality and economics that some of the 
brightest Thai students were learning in the West.  King 
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Chulalongkorn’s creation of national ministries and his removal 
of regional rulers undermined local political power in the 
provinces. Improved transportation and communications meant 
that the king could more effectively control even remote areas 
previously left to administer their own affairs. Ironically, these 
“modernizing” changes moved the country, in some ways, back 
towards the sakdina ideal of the king as the sole source of power.  

In 1911, a group of young army officers and military school 
cadets began discussing forcing radical change on the monarchy. 
These young men felt that Thailand was slipping into economic 
and military decay because it clung to the traditional monarchy. 
They pointed to the advances of Japan and, in particular, the 
Japanese victory over the Russians. They were excited by the 
establishment of the Chinese republic. Later that year, led by a 
28-year-old lieutenant, about 100 young men began to plan a 
coup d’état. Their pride in the army had been hurt when King 
Vajiravudh announced the formation of an alternative military 
service, the Kong Sua Pa (the Jungle Tigers) and paid a great deal 
of personal attention to this new military unit. They were also 
motivated the spread of Western ideas of democracy and 
nationalism.87 

Their personal feelings of injustice were inflamed when 
several of them were publicly whipped after an altercation with 
young nobles from the palace. Hardly had they begun their 
plotting when they were betrayed, arrested, tried and sentenced 
to life imprisonment. Only 106 young officers were put on trial, 
but the plot had far wider support. A British legation report at 
the time indicated some 3,000 people, including some high-
ranking officials had supported the plot out of frustration with 
the autocratic and personalized rule of King Vajiravudh.88 The 
attempt, if it could be called that, was an abject failure, but as 
later, more successful coup makers admitted, the 1912 attempt 
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had revealed dissatisfaction with the traditional monarchy and 
planted the idea of a military overthrow in their minds.89 

Even before this abortive coup, another seed of change had 
been planted. To train the technical experts needed to modernize 
the country successive Thai kings sent not only royal relatives, 
but the nation’s brightest commoners abroad for study. These 
students saw the West at an impressionable age. They traveled to 
Europe just as the old Thai traditions appeared to be floundering 
in the face of new threats. Traditional Asian monarchies were 
failing to withstand the modern science, military might and 
aggressive economies of the Western powers. Western ideas of 
democracy and equality appeared superior to the old Thai 
traditions of rank and deference that annoyed young men newly 
confident of their education, ability and ideas. As one of the 
1932 coup makers, Prayoon Phamonmontri put it, they saw a 
new world where “there was equality among inhabitants without 
status divisions, the deference system and the debasing forms of 
speech which were so bitter to us in our own land.”90 As these 
students returned to take up positions in the civil service and the 
armed forces, they had to struggle for even minor changes in the 
established order. In the face of opposition from their 
conservative superiors, their thinking became increasingly 
radical.  

 
New media attack the traditional system 
 
At the same time, a newly educated urban middle class also 

began to question the strengthened monarchy. The first three 
decades of the 20th century saw the rise of political newspapers 
to serve this literate class. Although there were newspapers that 
were pro-monarchy, most of the independent press sought 
radical change to a monarchy depicted as holding back 
Thailand’s political, economic and social development.  

By 1924, some 100 privately owned printing presses were 
operating in Bangkok, with another 27 added over the next three 
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years. These printed 39 new book titles in a single month in 
1924. The novel was becoming an important artistic medium and 
some of these novels had a political message carried within their 
tales of social problems, travel and romance. Many of the heroes 
in these tales were socially concerned journalists who boldly 
fought for justice against venal aristocrats and officials. The 
books depicted social injustice and the impact of Westernization 
on Siam. Such novels usually managed to avoid government 
suppression by highlighting romance and adventure along with 
underlying social and political content. 

The most direct criticism of the traditional system, however, 
came from the fast-expanding newspaper and periodical 
industry. From 1916 to 1926 some 191 new newspapers, 
magazines, journals and religious publications were published.91 
Political newspapers were a key part of this production and the 
most popular papers were critical of the royal government. Many 
of the most radical journalists used pen names to protect 
themselves from retaliation. Much of their criticism followed the 
lead of Tienwan in attacking the lack of democracy, unfair class 
privilege and government corruption and incompetence. New 
issues, including the government’s alleged favoritism towards 
foreigners, also became important. The king and the government 
were charged with wasting money on imports, bloating the 
officer corps of the army with some 2,000 new appointments in 
less than a decade, relying on gambling for state income, doing 
little to assist farmers and for failing to improve provincial 
administration. 92 

King Vajiravudh and later King Prachadipok felt aggrieved 
by this criticism. In some cases, they replied to critics through 
newspapers supported by the royal court. King Vajiravudh was 
particularly prolific in writing essays and articles to oppose the 
radical thinking beginning to reach Siam from the West. He 
explained: 
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“People with such ill will cover themselves with 
the title of socialism like a beautiful gown to 
deceive others into admiring them.  So they are 
tough enemies who couldn’t be easily suppressed.   
To use force or penalty against them as we do 
against other criminals is useless, for it will make 
them more respectable in the eyes of the fools 
who will think that they are punished for speaking 
the truth.   Therefore, the expedient method 
which we should use to fight these people is their 
very own method.   We must speak up, explain, 
and oppose what they say.”93  
 

Royal arguments against radical ideas, however, failed to have 
the desired effect and criticism of the traditional system 
increased as more political publications reached the public. 
Economic and social problems in the countryside due to unequal 
opportunities from the growth of capitalism played a role in this 
dissatisfaction.  As King Prajadhipok noted in a 1926 
memorandum, “the (royal) Court was heartily detested and in the 
later years was on the verge of being detested. The birth of the 
FREE PRESS aggravated matters still more.”94  

 
The governments of both King Vajiravudh and King 

Prajadhipok sought to use lawsuits, newspaper closures and the 
lese majeste law to stifle critical comment. One publication, 
Sayam Samai, was ordered closed after only one issue. Efforts to 
sue individual writers, however, were hampered by the use of 
pen names at many publications. Some of the most critical 
newspapers protected themselves from government legal action 
by registering as being owned by foreign nationals who came 
under the extraterritoriality provisions in Siam’s treaties with 
Western countries. 

The political press frequently highlighted the problems of the 
rural population, which they depicted as poor, undereducated 
and heavily exploited. In a 1922 editorial, for example, farmers 
were said to be “falling into a type of debt slavery far worse than 
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any previous form,” “losing their fields to creditors”, “wandering 
the countryside like restless ghosts”, and ultimately “turning to 
criminal activity in order to provide for their families.”95 The 
court of King Vajiravudh was compared to a leech that “drained 
the blood” from the rural population.96 This editorial charged 
that the land tenure system exposed farmers to usurious money 
lenders. Other articles and essays charged that the royal 
government was providing little in return for the taxes extracted 
from the increasingly resentful countryside. This resentment at 
government indifference to suffering in rural areas echoed the 
abuses highlighted in Tim’s Nirad Nongkhai.   

The political newspapers of the 1920s sometimes pointed to 
revolutions in other nations as a prod for reform. In 1926, for 
example, the newspaper Pukka carried a series of essays on the 
revolution in Russia, warning the failure to move to democracy 
could lead to revolution in Siam.  A similar article in the Siam 
Review cited the fate of Czar Nicholas II and warned that 
change in Siam might only be possible through “blood and 
steel.” It said the all of the country’s independent thinkers were 
urging the government to respond to the wishes of the people 
and establish a parliament. That article led the government to 
shut down Siam Review.97 

 
Charges of corruption and demands for equality 
 
As it was for Tim and Tienwan, corruption by the privileged 

and powerful was a focus of criticism in the 1920s. The political 
press wrote exposés of high-ranking officials using public funds 
for their own benefit. All types of abuse of authority–nepotism, 
influence peddling, factionalism and debauchery–were exposed 
in the press.98 One article directly attacked King Vajiravudh for 
his “penchant for squandering millions of baht each year on the 
pleasures of his courtiers.”99 

As with the earlier radical thinkers, the political press decried 
class-based privilege and demanded “equality.” This was seen as 
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including equal legal rights, economic opportunity, access to 
education and fair treatment in the courts. Social equality was 
also important, with much sarcastic criticism of Thai society’s 
inclination to slavish obeisance to those of higher status and 
bullying those of lower status. The solution the newspapers 
proposed was the establishment of an elected, representative 
government. 

Alarmed by the growing criticism, King Vajiravudh gave new 
powers to the Ministry of Interior to control the press in 1923. 
The ministry filed charges against scores of Bangkok publishers 
for libel, sedition, and lese majeste. In two years, 17 newspapers 
were shut down, 27 publishers were prosecuted and eight people 
were sentenced to prison. The suppression, however, failed to 
tame the press; it just added a new criticism to the radical litany 
of grievances: suppression of free speech. The king and his 
courtiers were ridiculed for trying to “legislate criticism out of 
existence.”100  

While the political essays, articles and editorials were aimed at 
the relatively small percentage of the public who were literate, 
the newspapers also carried political cartoons aimed at a wider 
audience. These cartoons, particularly those of Sem Sumanan, a 
prolific and acerbic cartoonist who published in the newspapers 
Bangkok Kanmuang and Kro Lek made the ruling elite seem not 
only venal, but ridiculous. Sem’s caricatures of King Vajiravudh 
showed him as an uncaring enemy of the nation’s poor and 
middle class. In a 1925 cartoon, for example, Sem drew the king 
as a fat man in Western dress drinking a beer while two 
skeletons played billiards. In other cartoons, Sem portrayed royal 
officials as dogs, lizards, foxes and monkeys misleading the 
nation in pursuit of their own self-interest.  
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In the May 9, 1926 edition of Kro Lek, Sem portrayed the 
dynastic state as a ‘monkey king’ perched precariously on a 
chariot hitched to a team of writhing lizards (hia), traditionally 
held to be loathsome creatures. 

While such cartoons, by their nature, could not provide 
substantive analysis of the ills of the country, they were 
important because they showed the population a radically 
different view of the elite and the traditional ruling system. 
Although created by educated urban middle-class radicals, these 
cartoons were undoubtedly motivated and informed by the 
active resentment of the rural poor aroused by the privileges and 
wealth of urban capitalists and royal officials. Because the 
cartoons reached a broader, semi-literate audience, they played a 
role in preparing the ground for the overthrow of that system in 
1932.  

 
A radical critic of king and religion 
 
Among those brought to prominence in this time of rising 

criticism of traditional society and politics was a flamboyant 
personality who championed efforts to shake up traditions. Like 
Tienwan and Tim before him, this critic felt the wrath of the still 
powerful old order. Born in 1874, Narin Phasit came from a 
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farming family in Nonthaburi, but played a provocative part in 
the development of Siam’s newly urbanized and Western-
influenced middle class. The bold and brilliant Narin rose 
quickly in the royal bureaucracy, becoming governor of Nakhon 
Nayok province at the unusually young age of 35. But the 
boldness that fueled his rise soon led him into conflict with the 
traditional order. 

In 1915 Narin began to criticize the government of King 
Vajiravudh. His attacks were carried out through what he called 
the Khana Yindi Kankhatkhan (Pleased to Object Committee) and 
a series of magazines and pamphlets. Like Tienwan and the 
political newspapers that were soon to follow, Narin attacked 
royal officials for incompetence, corruption and arrogance. The 
government arrested him and he spent two years in prison for 
those attacks.  The prison term failed to deter Narin. Instead, it 
motivated him to demand improvements in prison conditions. 
He followed up with more publications calling for an end to the 
death penalty, lower taxes and more effective economic 
management. In 1917 the flamboyant Narin wrote and 
distributed pamphlets critical of moves to send Thai troops to 
fight in Europe. That led to another term in prison. 

Narin became particularly notorious for his efforts to 
improve the status of women in Buddhism, including a 
campaign to restore the long-abandoned order of female monks 
or bikkunis.  In 1928, he built a family temple and had his two 
daughters become female novices (samaneri) in the temple. 
Narin’s intention was to restore the four groups of ancient 
Buddhism: bikkhus (male monks), bikkunis, laymen and 
laywomen. He also hoped the female devotees would revitalize 
meditative practices he thought had been abandoned by the 
official monkhood.101  

Narin explained the Buddha had ordained female monks and 
the revival of the bikkuni tradition would help counter the 
unfortunate position of women in Siamese society. His two 
daughters and a handful of other women appeared in saffron 
robes. They collected alms in the locality with no difficulty.  

Government and religious officials, however, were clearly 
dismayed. The minister of religion personally visited Narin to tell 
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him his daughters and six other women had been fraudulently 
ordained and that he would be punished for the fraud. The 
Council of Ministers held four emergency sessions, concluding 
that “a failure to act would weigh heavily on the stability of 
HM’s government.” 102  The Supreme Patriarch issued a blanket 
ban on female ordination.  

Although no law was broken, police arrested the eight 
samaneri. Narin’s eldest daughter Sara resisted and had to be 
forcibly defrocked. On their release from jail, Sara and her 
colleagues donned Buddhist robes imported from Japan. Sara 
later took up residence in a temple in Saraburi where she was 
respected by fellow monks for several years before leaving the 
monkhood.103 

 
Radical novelists 
 
Rising literacy and a fast-expanding popular press had 

opened the way for a variety of radical writers in magazines and 
novels as well as the political newspapers. Particularly important 
was the son of a railway clerk named Kulap Saipradit who wrote 
one of the first Thai novels. Like many bright boys from 
commoner families, Kulap was educated in a temple school. He 
studied law, supporting himself by working at night. After 
graduation, he worked on a newspaper that he helped to found. 
Then, in 1928, he wrote a novel, Luk Phu Chai (A Real Man) 
that not only launched the novel genre in Thai, but also 
introduced two enduring radical literary themes: an unfair class 
system and the disruptive impact of Western ideas and values. 

 Luk Phu Chai tells the story of a young man from a humble 
background who works hard to obtain a good education and 
wins a scholarship to study abroad. After many complications 
and struggles against upper class villains, the hero achieves 
success in career and romance. The essentially optimistic 
message is that despite the inequities of the Thai social system, 
intelligence, honesty and hard work can overcome injustice. 

A year later Kulap formed a group of young writers they 
called the “Suphap Burut” (Gentleman) group to publish a 
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magazine named after the group. The magazine was not 
financially successful, but several writers in the group went on to 
prominence. Kulap himself edited several important Bangkok 
newspapers, including Sri Krung and Bangkok Kanmuang, 
critical of the royal government. He was repeatedly forced out of 
his editorial positions because of his radical views. In 1932, for 
example, he published an article entitled “Humanism” in Sri 
Krung that led to the closure of his newspaper. Later that year, 
only three weeks before the overthrow of the royal government, 
Kulap published his second novel, Songkram Chiwit (The 
War of Life), which borrowed some of its plot and themes from 
Dostoyevsky’s Poor People. The Russian model gave Kulap’s 
work a darker tone and marked a departure from the usual focus 
of Thai novels on romance. Songkram Chiwit again featured a 
hero from a disadvantaged background, but this time his struggle 
to overcome the disadvantages of his class failed. The novel 
indicates the gap between the wealthy and the poor was too 
great to overcome. Written as an exchange of letters, the novel 
depicts the hero’s frustration over the injustices of the Thai 
political and social system. He naively believes this criticism will 
demonstrate his worthiness. The hero’s loved one, however, 
abandons him to marry a wealthy member of the upper class. 
Although it continues to deal with the problems of romantic 
love, Songkram Chiwit was one of the first Thai novel to deal 
seriously with social problems.  

Other novelists, such as Prince Akat Damkoeng, used the 
novel to criticize traditional society by portraying love affairs 
between Thais and Europeans. His first novel, Lakhon Haeng 
Chiwit (The Play of Life) was the first to use the plot device of 
an interracial love affair to criticize traditional values. Lakhon 
Haeng Chiwit was an immediate success. In his second novel 
Pew Luang Pew Khao (Yellow Skin, White Skin) Akat 
highlighted the  injustice and racism of Chakkri rule. He portrays 
two love affairs between Thais and Westerners that suffer from 
the intolerance of society. His hero was a political journalist 
exposing the corruption and injustice of Thai authorities. He 
also attacked British colonialism in Asia. Although a member of 
the royal family, Akat was sensitive to the abuse of privilege and 
the stifling conservatism of hierarchical Thai culture. In 1932, 
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Akat suddenly and mysteriously died during a trip to Hong 
Kong.104 

The importance of radical writing, whether in novels or in 
the political press, was noted by Pridi Banomyong, the key 
thinker behind the overthrow of the absolute monarchy. “When 
I came back to Thailand in 1927 after being in France almost 
seven years, the youth of that time who had never been to see 
democracy overseas were nevertheless aroused to change the 
absolute monarchy,” Pridi wrote much later. This activist youth 
“had developed a consciousness that this system was not suitable 
as a result of their own experience and the influence of the 
progressive journalists of that time who called for change from 
the feudal system to constitutional monarchy.”105  

                                                           
104 Batson, Kulab Saipradit and the ‘War of Life’, p. 60 
105 Some Aspects of the Establishment of the People’s 
Party, in Pridi by Pridi: Selected Writings on Life, Politics 
and Economy, translated and introduced by Chris Baker 
and Pasuk Phongpaichit (Bangkok: Silkworm Books, 2000) 
P. 133 



YUANGRAT AND PAUL WEDEL 

70 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 5 INCOMPLETE REVOLUTION, 
REACTIONARY RESPONSE 
 

“Our country uses a “dictatorship” system of 
government, but our system is not like other 
‘dictator’ systems. On the contrary, it has many 
characteristics of a ‘democracy’. Thus it is a sort of 
half-and-half, and we haven’t really decided which 
system we will follow.” 

                               –King Prachadipok   
 

In the mid-1920s, a group of Thai scholarship students met 
periodically in France to discuss what could be done to 
modernize their country. Their conclusion was that radical 
change was needed. A vocal leader of the small group was a 25-
year-old law student named Pridi Banomyong. Another was a 
27-year-old army artillery officer named Plaek Pibulsonggram (or 
P. Pibulsonggram, as he often used an initial instead of his first 
name).  

The ideas and personalities of these two men were to 
dominate Thailand’s political thought and political action for 
more than 30 years. Pridi was to become the leader of the 
movement trying to make deep structural changes to the Thai 
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system. P. Pibulsonggram, more successfully, was to adapt the 
old political Thai values, mixing in ideas from European fascism, 
to create a personal, paternal despotism that harked back, in 
some ways, to ancient Thai tribal leadership. 

 
The People’s Party 
 
With five other young Thais, Pridi and Plaek formed the 

People’s Party or Khana Raatsadorn in 1927 and decided on six 
principles, the most important of which was to overthrow the 
traditional monarchy and replace it with a constitutional 
government that would guarantee equality for all.  The group, 
initially made up largely of nakrien nawk (overseas students), 
elected Pridi chairman of the party and agreed to recruit 
additional members when they returned to Thailand. Pridi, from 
his later positions in the Justice Ministry, and as a law professor, 
gathered idealistic young civil servants and students into the fold. 
P. Pibulsonggram, assigned to the army directorate of the 
inspector general, helped start the military faction of the coup 
group that was soon led by higher-ranking officers, including his 
commanding officer, Col. Bhahol Bholpayuhasena. 

World War I had made younger Thai military officers acutely 
aware of the necessity of modern technology and made the 
royalty-laden military leadership seem out of step with the needs 
of the times. All the top generals were from the royal family and 
six of the 13 in the next rank of major generals were of royal 
blood. This favoritism towards royalty was galling to officers 
who thought themselves more capable than their royal superiors. 
Adding to unfair promotion practices in the late 1920s were 
repeated budget cuts due to shortfalls in revenue that led to the 
dissolution of some army units and problems in acquiring 
modern equipment. An attempt to shore up government 
finances by taxing salaries hit hardest those working in the 
bureaucracy and the military. These financial issues increased 
dissatisfaction among those military officers without royal 
connections.  

The most outspoken of the military faction in the coup group 
was Col. Phraya Song Suradet who wrote later there were only 
two reasons for the military to stage a coup: 

• The king was unable to use his absolute 
power for the progress of the nation.  
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• Nearly all the senior government officials 
were intent only on making themselves 
favorites of the king.106  

 
He was particularly bitter about the power of the princes of 

royal blood. “King Rama VII did not show he was capable of 
correcting and improving the national situation. He aimed only 
at improving the position of the princes, which had declined 
during the reign of King Rama VI. This could be clearly seen by 
the fact there were more and more appointments of princes to 
high positions until all major positions were in the hands of the 
princes ... The Thai people were afraid of the princes like rats 
fear cats.”107 He declared that it was necessary to change the 
system to something that would allow the people to learn how to 
rule themselves.108 However, Phraya Song himself was of the 
elite and had a noble title. It is doubtful he ever intended truly 
radical social change that would reach out into the countryside 
and down among the common people. He and the military 
officers in the coup group were mostly concerned with changing 
the hands on the levers of power from an elite bogged down by 
tradition to another elite more competent to handle the 
complexities of modernization. Phraya Song was not averse to 
using deadly force to make that relatively modest change.  

 
Conflicting visions of change 
 
Pridi and some of his followers in the civilian faction of the 

coup group, however, were planning more radical change. In 
France, Pridi had already become familiar with the basic writings 
of Marx and Engels. He had joined discussion groups where the 
new ideas that had just swept to victory in Russia were discussed. 
Pridi did not just want to change the role of the king at the top 
of the old ruling hierarchy, but to sweep away all the old 
structures of government, society and economy. Others in the 
party, particularly those in the military, were more attracted to 
the vision of strong leadership, nationalism and power that was 
energizing fascist groups in Europe. The secret meetings of the 
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coup group were not the best occasions for ideological debate 
on the shape of future Thai life. The two factions saw the 
obstacles to needed change as so formidable that they 
concentrated on finding a way to seize power and paid less 
attention to how they would reconcile their differences to rule 
the country. Each faction seemed to believe that the other would 
go along with its conception of the future. The movement 
towards a coup was launched without agreement on its 
destination or much consideration of legal paths to needed 
change.  

The example of the Russian revolution as well as violent 
regime changes in Thai history led the coup group to focus on a 
military seizure of power. In retrospect, it is interesting to 
speculate whether a peaceful push for democracy would have 
avoided the subsequent 80 years of Thai political turmoil that 
included some 18 military coups, bouts of violent political 
repression and frequent authoritarian governments. Given the 
intellectual prowess of the overseas students, the rising middle 
class, the demand for more equal treatment by the rural 
population, the allies of democracy in the bureaucracy, the 
example of developed democracies and King Prachadipok’s own 
efforts at reform, it is possible to imagine that even without a 
coup, the traditional monarchy would have been forced to move 
towards a democratic government with a constitutional 
monarch. This was the path taken by monarchies in countries 
such as the Netherlands, Belgium, Norway, Denmark, 
Luxembourg, Monaco, Liechtenstein, and Sweden. In Asia, the 
rulers in what became Malaysia eventually acceded to a 
democratic constitutional monarchy without political violence. 
Such an evolution might have been possible in Thailand as well, 
but the leaders of the People’s Party were impatient. They saw 
the possibility of a quick seizure of power and they took it. By 
doing so they established a powerful precedent and an enduring 
model for political change in Thailand based on secret plotting 
among a small group of military and bureaucratic leaders to 
overthrow the government that employed them. Such leaders 
have repeatedly shown their willingness to use deadly force or 
the threat of deadly force to gain political power for themselves.  
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The coup 
 
In a well-planned series of moves in the pre-dawn darkness 

of June 24, 1932, just over 150 years after the founding of the 
Chakkri dynasty, the People’s Party alliance of returned students, 
bureaucrats and soldiers ended the dynasty’s absolute grip on 
power. The military members of the coup group commandeered 
weapons and ammunition, using small contingents of loyal 
troops to capture major military points in the capital. Forty royal 
hostages were taken to prevent a counter coup being mounted 
from the provinces. King Prajadhipok learned of the end to his 
rule in a note delivered to him on the golf course at his southern 
seaside palace near Hua Hin.109 The coup may not have involved 
the poor directly, but the coup group had been energized, at 
least in part, by their discontent. The overthrow of the absolute 
monarchy was welcomed by many of those who had suffered 
from the old system and cheering crowds lined Rachadamnern 
Avenue in the capital to hear the first proclamations of the new 
government.110 

The initial public statement of the People’s Party criticized 
the king and the absolute monarchy, saying: 

“The king is still exercising his power above the 
law. He has appointed members of his family as 
well as unqualified persons to important 
government positions contrary to popular 
wishes… granting members of his family 
privileges … and arbitrarily administering the 
nation’s affairs. It is proven that absolute 
monarchy as a form of government has failed 
to restore the country’s economy. It is so 
because the regime has never treated the people 
as human beings.”111 

                                                           
109 See Queen Ramphai’s Memoir in Thak, Buang Raek 
Prachatipatai, p. 9 
110 See Nakarin Mektrairat, Karn Patiwat Siam 1932 
(Revolution in Siam 1932), Amarin Wichakarn Press: 1997 
and  “Beliefs, knowledge and political power in the 1932 
revolution”: 1990. 
Social Science Association of Thailand, Bangkok. 
111 Vichitvong Na Pombhejara, Pridi Banomyong and the 
Making of Thailand’s Modern History, (RuankaewPrinting 



RADICAL THOUGHT, THAI MIND 

75 

 
The People’s Party proclamation went on to say that “the 

government of the king has treated the people as slaves (some 
called phrai and some kha),”112 making an argument and using 
terms that have persisted in radical discourse. The proclamation 
attacked the privileged elite, saying: “Those of royal blood just 
reap where they have not sown and sweep up wealth and 
property worth many hundred millions. Where did all this 
money come from? It came from the people...”113  

The announcement criticized the royal government for both 
ill intention and incompetence. It said: “The king’s government 
had deceitfully and dishonestly ruled the people by saying that it 
would promote better living. But after waiting a long time, it was 
not seriously undertaken and has failed. Moreover, it insulted the 
people (to) whom it owed taxes, which fed the royalty.”114 

Raising a theme that was to become a longstanding issue in 
Thai political conflict, the People’s Party accused the royal 
government of believing “the people could not have any voice in 
politics because they were stupid.”115 The announcement said 
royalty feared it would lose power if the people became educated 
enough to see how they were exploited by the ruling class. The 
nation, it said, belonged to the people, not to the king. 

The announcement said the failings of the royal government 
made it necessary to establish an elected assembly to run the 
government. The king, it said, must come “under a constitution 
where he could not do anything by himself except with the 
agreement of the House of Representatives.”116 It said if this 
demand were rejected, then the coup group would replace the 
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monarchy with a republic. The issue of royal power and the 
king’s authority in a constitutional monarchy were to remain 
matters of fierce contention between radicals and conservatives 
for at least the next 80 years. The charge that radicals wanted to 
replace the monarchy with a republic was one that often would 
be used to inflame political emotions. As late as 2012, the 
Ministry of Information blocked access to a website because it 
contained the text of the People’s Party announcement.  

The new government sought to justify the transition to a 
constitutional monarchy as a change that would actually protect 
the monarchy. Prime Minister Bhahol explained that a 
constitutional monarchy would provide stability to the 
institution because the king would not be responsible for 
controversial political decisions. Thus, the monarch would not 
have to suffer the criticism for political, social and economic 
problems such as those that had plagued both King Prachadipok 
and King Vajiravudh.117  

Most of the early proclamations of the People’s Party 
included promises to assure liberty and establish the principle 
that the people were the foundation of political power. As the 
preamble to the first constitution, drafted by Pridi, put it: “The 
Supreme Power in the country belongs to the people.”  

The main concerns of most members of the People’s Party, 
however, were to seize the reins of power, prevent a counter-
coup and deal with the king.  Among the proclamations, most 
them drafted by Pridi, was the promise to “take care of the 
people’s happiness and the economy by providing jobs for 
everyone, to set up a national economic plan that will not allow 
starvation.”118  

 
A powerful commoner 
 
 Quite possibly, the military faction saw the party’s economic 

pledge as just another promise aimed at gaining popular support. 
Pridi, however, meant what he wrote. His attempt to implement 
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a radically different economic system to deliver on those 
promises became a key turning point in modern Thai history. As 
the leading ideologue of the ruling People’s Party, Pridi had 
suddenly become, at the age of 32, the most powerful 
commoner civilian in the long history of Thailand. He was the 
first radical with, it appeared, the power to put his political and 
economic ideas into action. 

Pridi was born in 1900 into an educated middle-class Thai-
Chinese family in the province of Ayutthaya, just north of 
Bangkok. The family surname was taken from the name of a 
nearby temple. His father was a moderately wealthy and 
educated rice farmer who also ran a small trading business. The 
family had friends in royal and diplomatic circles, including one 
who told a family gathering of the 1885 petition for 
constitutional monarchy. Pridi’s parents placed great emphasis 
on education and saw to it that Pridi went on to school in 
Bangkok after completing the highest level of education available 
in Ayutthaya. However, before continuing his education, Pridi 
spent a year working with his father in the fields. Pridi felt the 
combined influences of the more modern ideas of his parents 
and the traditional beliefs of his grandmother who helped to 
raise him. The household, under the influence of the old woman, 
was devoutly Buddhist. In school Pridi was influenced by 
progressive teachers who were members of the newly educated 
middle class of the time. Pridi studied law with a French 
professor and passed the bar when only 19 years old. He won his 
first law case defending a Chinese boat owner against a suit for 
damages to royal property in an accident. After a short stint as a 
clerk in the Ministry of Justice, Pridi won one of the ministry’s 
first scholarships available for commoners to study abroad. He 
studied law for three years at the University of Caen before 
moving on to Paris where he obtained diplomas of superior 
studies in both law and economics before completing his law 
doctorate, becoming only the second Thai to gain this degree.   

Pridi followed the news of the revolutions overthrowing 
ancient monarchies in China and Russia. His interest in radical 
political change was further encouraged during his studies in 
Paris where the revolutionary slogan of liberty, equality and 
fraternity had first been proclaimed in the French revolution. 
Much more information about the early years of the Russian 
revolution was available in France than in Siam.  
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In Paris, Pridi was popular with his fellow Thai students and 
was elected president of the Thai students association in 
France.119 In this position, the young law student engaged in 
discussions of how the Thai students could help develop their 
homeland once they returned. Pridi soon clashed with the 
aristocratic and autocratic ambassador, Prince Charoonsakdi, 
over control of the student association and a request for 
increased stipends for the Thai scholars. The prince called for 
dissolution of the association on the grounds it had exceeded its 
social purpose and was becoming political. He warned that Pridi 
could become a “serious danger to the government”120 and 
demanded that Pridi be sent back home before he could finish 
his degree. At first the king agreed to the prince’s requests, but 
later, at the request of Pridi’s father, postponed Pridi’s return 
until he completed his degree on the condition that he apologize 
to Prince Charoonsakdi.   

In a comment on the young Pridi, the king noted: 
“This Nai Pridi is intelligent, but inclined to be 
a little brash, as is common among the young. 
Once he enters the government in a responsible 
position, he will probably work well, and I don’t 
much believe that he will become a ‘serious 
danger to the government’ as Prince 
Charoonsakdi has reported. If the government 
doesn’t use him in a manner commensurate 
with his knowledge, then things might develop 
in an undesirable way.”121 

 
After finishing his degree and returning to Bangkok, Pridi 

worked for the Ministry of Justice, drafting new laws and 
compiling a collection of existing laws that became a best seller. 
He taught administrative law and politics at the Ministry’s Law 
School. These activities earned him royal recognition and the 
title of Luang Praditmanutham. They also put him in a position 
to influence the thinking of many civil servants. Maintaining 
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close contact with his fellow students from France, Pridi played 
a critical role in planning the civilian side of the coup. It was to 
Pridi that the People’s Party turned for ways to implement their 
promises of jobs and well-being for all the people of Siam. 

Although the People’s Party had moved swiftly and 
efficiently to seize power, it was far from unified in its thinking 
on how to use that power. In fact, the People’s Party was divided 
into four factions:  

• a group of older conservative civilians led by 
Phraya Manopakorn Nititada;  

• the senior military faction led by Phraya 
Bhahol;  

• the junior army faction led by Pibulsonggram; 
and  

• the young civilian faction led by Pridi. 
 

Pridi’s economic plan 
 
 Unlike the leaders of the other factions, Pridi had studied 

economics and was concerned with the immense impact of an 
unfair economic system on the everyday lives of the common 
people. Although he had no practical experience in economics or 
business, he was determined to devise a new economic system to 
transform Siam in a way that political change alone could never 
accomplish. With the stunning success of the coup he was in an 
ideal position to try. Following up on the People’s Party pledge, 
Pridi designed, drafted and submitted a radical economic plan 
for government approval. He expected the plan would lead to a 
more just and effective economy. Instead, it aggravated the splits 
within the People’s Party, antagonized the king and drew the 
battle lines for economic debate for the next generation. 

Written in the afterglow of the successful revolution and 
amid grand hopes for radical change in Thailand, Pridi’s “Draft 
Economic Plan” was bold, but theoretical. Pridi later said the 
purpose of the plan had been only to “lay down guidelines that 
would be suitable for Thai society and begin to eradicate the age-
old exploitation of the people.”122 Pridi’s approach had 

                                                           
122 Supot Darntragu, Kaokrong Karn Settagit Khon Luang 
Praditmanutham (Luang Praditmanutham’s Draft 
Economic Plan) (Bangkok: Prajak Karnpim, 1974), p. 6. 



YUANGRAT AND PAUL WEDEL 

80 

significant popular support among educated commoners and the 
backing of two radical newspapers, Sajjang (Truth) and 24 
Mithuna, which were owned and edited by Sanguan Tularak. 
Sanguan was an Assemblyman and member of the civilian 
faction of the People’s Party. A radical thinker in his own right, 
Sanguan published a book entitled “Latthi Socialist” (The 
Doctrine of Socialism), one of the first Thai language books on 
socialism.123 

Pridi’s plan provided for such big changes in so many specific 
areas that the plan is much more than a mere guideline. He 
proposed the government take over virtually the entire economy, 
drastically altering relations in every part of the economic 
system. The basic economic units would not be private 
businesses, but local co-operative associations overseen by the 
government.124 Aware of the uncertainties of farmers’ lives from 
his boyhood in Ayutthaya, Pridi proposed the government 
guarantee the social welfare of each inhabitant and provide 
everyone with health insurance and a retirement pension at age 
55. Such “social insurance” was, Pridi wrote, “better than the 
accumulation of wealth.”125 The government should distribute 
enough money to each family to ensure they could buy the 
necessities of life. Money was to be used like the credit card in 
the cooperatives of Robert Owen rather than as an instrument 
of investment or accumulation. 

The money to finance the new system would come from the 
increased production due to the government’s control of the 
economy. Pridi said the government must control the three 
crucial economic factors: land, labor and capital.126 He proposed 
that the government buy all the productive land in the country 
from the people. Because90 percent of the people working the 
land did not own it,127 he said, they were not developing it to the 
fullest extent. A government whose income depended on the 
productivity of the land would be impelled to develop it fully, 
Pridi said. The question, of course, was how to find the huge 
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sums of money needed to buy such quantities of land from the 
landowners. Pridi proposed that the government “issue bonds to 
the landowners to the amount of the value of their land.”128 

Labor, under the old system, was even more wastefully 
misused, Pridi wrote. He said that Thailand was continually 
“losing labor” because the country’s labor force was not fully 
utilized. He said the average Thai farmer spent six months 
working and six months doing nothing. Labor was further 
wasted by an unsuitable economic system that allowed people to 
work separately–duplicating effort and under-utilizing farm 
equipment. If, he said, farmers worked in cooperatives, they 
could save time and labor. Still more labor was wasted because 
of crude manual farming methods. Machines, Pridi said, were 
under-utilized because so few farmers could afford them. The 
government should buy farm machinery to increase the 
efficiency of labor. Finally, labor was being lost because of social 
parasites, able to live on the generosity of friends or family. Pridi 
proposed that the government take complete control of most of 
the country’s labor by making everyone a government civil 
servant and compelling all to work. He exempted from 
government service only the wealthy who could provide for their 
own welfare and the independent professions such as writers, 
lawyers, teachers and doctors.129 He wrote: 

“No unfortunate results are to be anticipated 
from having the majority of the people become 
government employees. On the contrary, the 
results may be expected to be excellent; the 
potentialities of the people for productive labor 
will be fully and efficiently employed. After 
deducting holidays, the people as a whole will 
be provided with work for the entire year. The 
fact that, at present, the farmers are idle for six 
months of every year need worry us no longer, 
for they will all have full-time employment.”130 

 
Pridi assumed that most people would be eager for such a 

scheme because competition to enter the civil service was keen. 
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For the last key element of economic development, capital, Pridi 
tried to disarm his opponents by specifically rejecting what he 
called communist methods: “Siamese scholars who lean toward 
the social philosophy of communism advocated the 
expropriation of the wealth of the people to provide the 
necessary capital. Personally, I am opposed to the expropriation 
of property.” 131 

Pridi cited the German economic theorist Friedrich List, the 
only economist named in his plan, in proposing that the state 
take the lead in jump-starting industrialization in Siam. He noted 
with approval the experience of Germany. “At present Germany 
recognizes that the country does well with the government 
running the economy and hence has entrusted the government 
to Hitler who believes in the doctrine of government managing 
the economy itself.”132 

Instead of waiting for private investment in industry, he said 
that the government should start its own enterprises, particularly 
in banking, trade, rice milling and manufacturing. If business 
owners preferred, they could sell their businesses to the 
government in exchange for bonds, in the same way as land-
owners would sell their land. These activities, he believed, along 
with government control of labor and its purchase of land would 
give the government an effective grip on most of the capital in 
the country. 

The plan was certainly radical, in both sweep and direction, 
but it contained links to traditional ideas. State control of labor, 
at the heart of Pridi’s plan, was also the key element of the old 
sakdina system. Under the old “corvee labor” arrangements, 
each citizen owed a certain portion of time–usually the six 
months of the year between the harvest and the next rainy 
season planting–to the king (or his local lord) for special projects 
such as canal digging or palace building. Pridi saw his system as a 
way to employ labor during this agricultural off-season as in the 
corvee labor system eliminated less than 40 years earlier.  Pridi 
also counted on the traditional prestige of the civil servant, 
kharatchakan, literally the servant of the king, to attract people to 
government employment. Pridi neglected to note, however, this 
prestige came not from the position itself, but from the honor of 
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being in a small elite with power over the rest of the people, 
power that could be converted into wealth. 

Pridi had naive faith in the capability of what he thought 
would be an intelligently directed bureaucratic state. He was 
confident tremendous productive forces would be unleashed by 
more rational use of labor and collective utilization of capital 
under government guidance. Compulsory education would 
improve skills and technology to further improve productivity so 
the nation would have an annual surplus. He counted on this 
expected surplus to answer all the economic objections to his 
plan. Foreign trade, he said, could be balanced simply by the 
export of the new surplus production. Increasing and improving 
the products manufactured internally under government 
supervision would remove the incentive, Pridi thought, to buy 
foreign products. At the same time, he warned that the 
government might also have to place restrictions on imports to 
avoid a trade deficit. Pridi thought his plan would come under 
attack for its impact on traditional values and family life. He 
wrote: 

“It is true that I have said that all the people are 
to become government employees with the 
same privileges and perquisites which officials 
now enjoy, salaries in exchange for their labor, 
and pensions for their old age. I have taken care 
that none of the provisions of this plan shall 
reduce man to the level of the beasts. I want 
man to be more human than he is at present, 
harassed by the worries and anxieties implicit in 
the competitive system of private enterprises. I 
revere the family. I do not make women 
common property. I honor very deeply the ties 
of kinship which exist between grandfathers 
and grandmothers, fathers and mothers and 
their descendants. The marriage laws will not be 
repealed. The people are to continue to have 
their own homes, the only difference being that 
the homes will be better homes.”133 

 
Pridi sought ways to avoid the adverse impacts of 

competitive capitalism. His hope a change to a democratic form 

                                                           
133 Thak, Thai Politics, op. cit. pp. 134-135 



YUANGRAT AND PAUL WEDEL 

84 

of socialism would allow man “to be more human” is an echo of 
Marx. Although Pridi rejected charges of Marxism, he clearly 
shared some of Marx’s goals, and adopted some Marxist 
methods of analysis. His economic plan included elements of 
compulsion that were already evident in the Soviet Union. 
Farmers would be compelled to sell their land to the state and 
join cooperatives, the indolent would be compelled to work, and 
people would be compelled to study in their spare time to raise 
the level of education. He proposed that the cooperatives follow 
a government economic plan, but recognized that if the detailed 
“running of the economy comes directly under the central 
government, the control and supervision will be imperfect. 
Hence the running of the economy must be divided among 
various cooperatives.”134 Pridi apparently based his concept of 
the cooperative on the thinking of the European Utopian 
socialists rather than that of the Marxists, but he provided scant 
detail on how the cooperatives would be managed. The 
government ownership of industry in competition with capitalist 
industry had elements of the nationalistic state capitalism 
promoted in Europe by Hitler and Mussolini. Overall, the 
scheme was a composite.  

Unlike Marx, Pridi did not pretend to prescribe solutions for 
the whole world. He was concerned only with Siam. Unlike 
Marx (and most other radicals), Pridi was writing from the 
perspective of someone who had already won at least a portion 
of political power through revolution. In 1932, the first step of a 
revolution had been taken with surprising ease and Pridi wanted 
to turn that political victory in Bangkok into an enduring radical 
change in the lives of everyone in the country. 

Having won control of the government, it was natural Pridi 
would use the government as his instrument for change. It was 
also firmly in the Thai tradition of political thought. The 
administrative power of royal governments in Thailand had been 
as great as the communications and transportation technologies 
of the time would allow. Under King Chulalongkorn and his 
sons that power had been strengthened and further centralized.  
In some ways the draft economic plan harks back to some of the 
ideas of the sakdina system. That traditional system had been 
rendered obsolete in the last decades of the 19th century by the 
intrusion of foreign capitalism and the monetization of the 
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economy. As in the sakdina system, Pridi’s plan emphasized land 
and labor as the most important economic factors. These were 
placed under the control of the central authority in both systems. 
Under the sakdina system the king was the owner of all the land; 
under the Pridi plan it was to be the government. In both 
systems, state control of the economy was paramount. The 
scheme of making every peasant in the country a state employee 
is reminiscent of the corvee labor rights of the traditional kings. 
The small, self-sufficient cooperatives that were to be the bases 
of production under the economic plan sounded a bit like the 
traditional subsistence villages that existed before land, labor and 
agricultural produce became market commodities. The 
traditional villages also shared communal labor, particularly at 
transplanting and harvest times.  

In many ways Pridi’s plan was a revolt against capitalist 
economic relationships, rather than a revolt against the 
traditional economic relationships dominated by the king. It was 
both radical in its advocacy of a sort of democratic socialism, 
and reactionary in those aspects reminiscent of the defunct 
sakdina system. Pridi feared the rough and tumble world of 
competitive capitalism, both inside Thailand and in the country’s 
relations with the rest of the world. Over-simplifying and 
distorting Adam Smith, he wrote that: 

“Adam Smith, who has many devoted if erring 
followers, taught that the work of the world 
should be divided up among the nations, each 
nation becoming a specialist in one thing. An 
agricultural nation, according to his philosophy, 
should engage only in agriculture and never in 
industry. This theory would be excellent in a 
world where nations were absolutely honorable 
in their treatment of each other and did not 
erect trade barriers or artificially lower prices. 
But at present, this is hardly the case”.135 

 
Pridi saw the government’s role as that of guiding the people 

to avoid destructive competition among themselves and 
protecting the people from foreign economic competition. He 
wrote that economic management by the government would 
“prevent problems caused by the conflict of interests between 
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employers and employees.”136 He pointed to capitalist countries 
where conflicts between workers and management had led to 
destructive unrest, saying: 

“But when the government administers the 
entire economic system, it will not matter 
whether the people are laborers or other kinds 
of government employee. For whichever they 
are, they will be equitably rewarded for their 
services on the basis of achievement. In a very 
real sense the government will be the 
representative of the people, which is the same 
thing as saying that the people themselves will 
own everything in the nation. When the profits 
of their joint enterprises are greatly multiplied, 
laborers and other government employees will 
share this prosperity equally. The government 
will have no reason to reserve the larger share 
of the profits for any special class, for there will 
be no special class.”137 

 
Instead of the victory of one class over the other leading to a 

dictatorship of the proletariat, Pridi proposed putting both 
peasants and aristocrats together in one class–civil servants. He 
did not explain how this would work out socially or politically, 
but focused on the economic results. He proposed luxury and 
inheritance taxes to reduce economic inequality and felt that 
would lead to greater social and political equality. Like Marx, he 
believed that economics would determine politics. He naïvely 
ignored the likelihood that those with political power would 
direct economic benefits unequally into their own privileged 
hands. “The political plan must follow the national economic 
plan,”138 he wrote. 

Perhaps because his main inspiration came from the early 
writings of Marx, Pridi lacked the focus on gaining, using and 
retaining power shown by later Communist leaders in the Soviet 
Union and China. If, by the 1930s, Pridi had read much of 
Lenin, it appears he did not share the Leninist appreciation of 
the need for a disciplined revolutionary party as the necessary 
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agent of radical change even after the seizure of political power. 
Perhaps the in-fighting and splits within the People’s Party may 
already have dissuaded him from putting too much emphasis on 
a revolutionary party.  

Pridi had more faith in the ability of economic change to 
produce political change rather than the other way around. So he 
concentrated on economic change and placed his reliance on 
central government planning to achieve those changes. 

The last part of the draft economic plan included three notes: 
1. It will be necessary to investigate carefully and 

prepare estimates of the necessities of life 
required by the average citizens of a civilized 
nation in order to assure him a happy and 
prosperous existence. Estimates should not be 
so low as to leave the people in a state of 
poverty. 

2. When these various estimates and 
investigations have been completed, further 
estimates will be necessary to determine how 
much land, labor and capital will be necessary 
to produce them. 

3. When all the estimates have been prepared it 
will be necessary to make further estimates of 
the land, labor and capital now available to the 
government either potentially or actually as a 
basis for the proposed economic system. 139 

 
These notes on the need for estimates indicates that Pridi was 

not yet sure whether his ambitious plan was even feasible since 
none of the needed estimates had been prepared. It also shows 
his reliance on estimates, figures and planning. It should be 
noted that the estimates of those necessities of life were intended 
to be a government-assured minimum, not a flat equality 
imposed on all or, in the Marxist phrase “to each according to 
his need.”  Pridi said that he wanted equality, but “not in the 
sense that if a person possesses one hundred baht when the plan 
goes into operation, his one hundred baht will be expropriated 
and divided equally among one hundred people.”140 
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Pridi’s plan was not a cold, calculating system of economic 
control. He, like the radical leaders that were to follow him, 
infused it with a mixture of Utopian and Buddhist ideas. In the 
conclusion to the draft plan he wrote: 

“When the administration of the economic 
system by the government shall have brought 
about the final consummation of the aims set 
forth by the People’s Party in their six point 
platform, that state of prosperity and felicity 
which is the laudable desire of every heart and 
which in the classical language is called Sriaraya 
will have dawned. Shall we, who have opened 
the door of opportunity to the people, now 
hem and haw and jumble and hesitate to lead 
them to the place where they can gather the 
fruits of the tree of life.”141 

 
This union of Buddhist and socialist thinking is one of the 

hallmarks of Thai radicalism. It was evident in the writing of 
Phraya Suriyanuwat and Tienwan and has continued in the 
thinking of many Thai radicals since then. Pridi, beginning with 
the draft economic plan and continuing throughout his life, 
made one of the fullest and most conscious attempts to integrate 
Buddhism and Marxism, as we shall see below. In the concluding 
section of the draft economic plan Pridi described the creation 
of a new economic and social order through implementation of 
the plan: 

“There, at last, they will be able to feast on the 
fruits of happiness, adding prosperity to 
fulfillment of the Buddhist prophecy to be 
found in the religious story of Araya Mettaya. 
According to this prophecy, every act of 
devotion on the part of the faithful followers of 
religion brings that golden age a little nearer... 
Now in this plan we have a system by which we 
can press forward to this golden age. And yet 
there are some people who hesitate, who draw 
back so violently that one would suppose they 
want to return to the age before enlightenment 
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2,475 years ago when the Buddha had not yet 
come.”142 

 
Opposition to the plan 
 
Despite this appeal to religious feeling and the Thai nature of 

Pridi’s borrowings and adaptations of socialist and Marxist 
thought, the draft economic plan met determined opposition. 
Foes of the plan included both the monarchists, bruised by their 
loss of political power, and the more conservative military 
faction of the People’s Party more eager to consolidate their 
political positions than to undertake a difficult transformation of 
the economy.  

The campaign against Pridi’s plan was conducted on two 
levels: a whispering campaign of fear based on wild allegations 
and a formal debate within the government that concentrated on 
the plan’s impracticalities. The whispering campaign prevented 
Pridi from gathering support for his ideas among the ordinary 
people he believed would most benefit from it. The whisperers 
charged that Pridi’s plan would mean the end of the family unit, 
all women would be held in common, and private property 
would be abolished. While it does not appear that this campaign 
created much overt popular opposition to the plan, the whispers 
created an air of uncertainty and worry that made it easier for the 
conservative faction of the People’s Party government to reject 
the plan. 

A government committee set up to review the plan failed to 
reach agreement, but a majority, led by Pridi and Prince Sakol 
Wannakon, pushed for implementation. Without consensus, 
however, further action was postponed while the internal debate 
continued unofficially. Although a member of the extended royal 
family, Prince Sakol had become attracted to radical and socialist 
thought while a student in England. He was impressed by the 
Fabian socialism then in vogue in London and felt that, if 
anything, Pridi’s plan was not radical enough to address 
Thailand’s development problems.143 Later dubbed “the Red 
Prince” Sakol went on to become a key member of a party 
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supporting Pridi and a promoter of Communist labor unions 
after World War II. Despite his royal connections and his 
position as advisor to the Interior Ministry, Prince Sakol was 
unable to persuade the conservative government and military 
leaders that the plan was useful and, more importantly perhaps, 
failed to influence the thinking of his relative, the king. 

In March 1933, the top leaders of the party 144 and 
government held a special meeting to consider the Pridi plan. 
Though it appears some of the leaders were opposed to the 
socialist and egalitarian principles behind the Pridi plan, they 
focused criticisms on its impracticality. The accusations of 
communism being whispered on the streets had created an air of 
suspicion and fear evident in the meeting, but none of those 
opposed to the plan even mentioned the word communist. Well 
aware of the accusations in the streets, Pridi was on the 
defensive from the beginning. He tried to anticipate and defuse 
the charge of communism, saying: “This draft is not based on 
Communist principles. If the Communists read it they will 
criticize it strongly because we still recognize the rich. In fact it 
(the plan) is in parallel with capitalism. It is a combination of 
capitalism and socialism.”145 

Defense Minister Phraya Ratchawangsan was a typical 
opponent who argued that Pridi’s plan looked good only in 
theory. He concluded, “We still lack a practical means for 
implementing this ideal.” Phraya Manopakorn Nititada, 
president of the State Council said “In this present instance, I 
firmly believe that we cannot possibly hope to carry this plan 
through to a successful conclusion. Why? Because we lack the 
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experts, we lack the reserve funds, we lack the confidence of the 
people at large.”146 

Another influential member of the State Council, Phraya 
Song Suradet, who had planned and led the military side of the 
successful coup, was adamantly opposed to the plan. He said he 
believed that “it would take fifty to a hundred years to carry out 
this plan fully...The government would have to spend fabulous 
sums of money merely to acquire the land, and twenty to thirty 
years from now the government would still not have been able 
to buy it all. Now, as for the nationalization of labor, again we 
lack sufficient funds to pay the salaries required.”147 

The aristocratic advisor to the Ministry of the Interior, Prince 
Sakol Warawan, and hinted more boldly at the communistic 
aspects of the plan. “According to the outline, it would appear as 
though the author has based his thesis upon the economic 
theory known as “surplus value,”148 he said. 

 
The king weighs in 
 
While the plan was still being debated within the government, 

King Prachadipok raised the most forthright arguments against 
the plan, denouncing both its principles and its practicality. In a 
formal paper to the government, the king wrote that Pridi’s plan 
was “the same as Russia’s plan. It should be abandoned because 
it would bring trouble to Siam instead of happiness.”149 The king 
criticized the draft point by point to show that it was unrealistic 
and communistic. He argued that the Thai people were not so 
poor or in such desperate need of radical change as Pridi 
thought. Even dogs survived quite well, he wrote. He quoted a 
study by a foreign professor that showed “our standard of living 
is the highest among Asian people (exclusive of those living on 
islands).”150 

“The idea of social insurance is desirable,” the king wrote. 
“But to insure anything, one has to sacrifice something. What 
then is to be exchanged for it? Is it a small amount of indirect 
taxes collected per day? I suspect that it might be their own 
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freedom that people would have to sacrifice in return for this 
social insurance. This has actually occurred in Soviet Russia, the 
country where such a system of social insurance is practiced. 
Soviet citizens have to give up their freedom in return for social 
insurance.”151 

The king wrote that farmers being relatively idle for six 
months of the year was their own choice. Government, he said 
should not force them to work. Moreover, the freedom to be 
idle was not hurting the country because Thailand suffered not a 
shortage, but an overabundance of labor. There were many 
unemployed who wanted work, but could not find it, he said. “It 
should be remembered,” he wrote, “that the peasants have, by 
no means, been encouraged or taught to make use of the other 
half of the year in a productive manner. If encouraged or 
advised, most of them may be willing to do so.”152 

The king warned that in managing the country’s economic 
activities the government would have to take great care not to 
inhibit the freedom of the people. At the same time, he said, 
making everyone a civil servant does not necessarily solve the 
problems between labor and management. It only makes the 
government into the employer and the opponent of the 
employees. If unhappy, he argued, workers and farmers could 
strike against the government as well as against a private 
employer. He argued that people might now like to become 
government servants because they thought it meant doing light 
work behind a desk or ordering other people around, but under 
Pridi’s system most would be toiling in the fields and no one 
would want to do that. He compared such service to the army, 
noting that some people ran away from the army. “A two-year 
conscription is tolerable, but to force the people to labor for life 
under strict military discipline is too harsh.”153 The king doubted 
the efficiency of collective farms established by compulsion. 
“Communal harvesting has occasionally been practiced among 
Thai farmers,” he wrote. “Such practice, if encouraged by the 
government, might work out very well. If forced, we would gain 
nothing.”154  
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The king also attacked Pridi’s plans for using the country’s 
good reputation to borrow capital to finance the economic plan. 
Foreign countries would be worried and annoyed by the plan, 
the country’s reputation would dissolve and it would be difficult 
to raise any money, the King wrote. “If we are consistently 
losing money, who would be willing to loan us money? And it is 
quite probable that we would lose money since we still lack 
specialists and skilled workers to carry out the author’s plan.”155 

The king wrote it would be difficult to complete the required 
amount of government planning because needed statistics were 
lacking. In addition, it would be difficult to make the surveys 
required both because of lack of trained officials and because 
individual needs were difficult to standardize. 

The king’s arguments were difficult for Pridi and his 
supporters to refute because there were obvious deficiencies and 
uncertainties in the plan. More important politically, however, 
was the fact the still-influential monarch opposed the plan. Once 
the king had publicly and forcefully declared against the plan, 
there was little anyone could do to save it. The king strengthened 
the tide that was already moving against Pridi and his faction 
into a flood that swept away their ambitions for radical 
economic change. The Pridi plan, however laudable its 
objectives, was seen as overambitious, impractical and politically 
unsound. Decades later Pridi confessed to a journalist: 

“In 1925, when we began to organize the 
nucleus of a revolutionary party in Paris, I was 
only 25 years old. Very young. Too young. 
Inexperienced. Although I obtained my degree. 
I had top marks, but there is nothing more 
theoretical (than comparative law). I had no 
experience.  Without experience, I applied 
theory, sometimes dogmatically. I did not take 
into account the realities in our country. I did 
not make enough contact with the people. All 
my knowledge was book knowledge. I did not 
take into account human elements as much as I 
should have. In 1932, I was 32 years old. We 
had a revolution, but I was inexperienced. 
When I had power, I had no experience and 
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when I had more experience, I had no 
power.”156 

 
Pridi said his inexperience had led him to assume people 

would readily understand the economic plan, so he failed to 
explain it effectively. “At that time, few people, even among the 
old generation, members of former governments whom we 
invited to participate in running the country, understood my 
economic plan. I should have tried harder to explain to them 
what it all meant.”157  However, he also admitted that the plan 
was incomplete. He said later that it was more a “preparatory 
project.” The key problem, however, was fear of communism in 
a still conservative society. “There was a conflict between the old 
and the new, you understand, in the society,” Pridi said. “And 
the old were so afraid of something socialist. They did not 
understand what socialism, what communism, was. They took 
everything contrary to private enterprise to be communism.”158 

The fear of further change so soon after the 1932 overthrow 
of the traditional monarchy, the opposition of the king and the 
conservatism of the both the prime minister and military faction 
within the People’s Party led to the rejection of Pridi’s plan and 
the squelching of the first, best hope for radical economic 
change in Thailand. The defeat of the plan, however, had a wider 
political impact that shook the weak foundations of the 
country’s half-built democracy.  

In the months after the coup, the People’s Association, the 
public arm of the People’s Party had begun recruiting large 
numbers of new members, particularly among the educated 
middle-class. Many were lower ranking civil servants and 
soldiers. Pridi began considering plans to convert the People’s 
Association into a political party, to be called the Labor Party, to 
provide political support for his economic reforms. This alarmed 
both the royal court and senior military leaders. King 
Prajadhipok raised this concern with Phraya Mano, the 
compromise candidate who had been chosen to serve as the 
kingdom’s first Prime Minister. To counter Pridi’s move, the 
king’s father-in-law launched the Nationalist Party. Then, the 
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British-educated monarch spoke out against all political 
associations. He said most Thai people still lacked an 
understanding of parliamentary politics, so political parties 
would undoubtedly lead to political conflict and “create 
divisions” in the kingdom. In February 1933, Phraya Mano 
issued a prime ministerial decree that barred all civil servants, 
elected officials and military men from joining the People’s 
Association. This deprived Pridi of his natural base of support. 
King Prajadhipok went further, proposing that both the People’s 
Association and the still nascent Nationalist Party both be 
immediately dissolved. 

By March, conflict within the government over Pridi’s 
economic plan, a proposed inheritance tax strongly opposed by 
the king and the action against political parties had risen to such 
an extent that some members of the Assembly began carrying 
pistols to meetings. Security officers searched MPs for weapons 
at each meeting.  

Prime Minister Phraya Mano and Col. Song were particularly 
opposed to the socialist tendencies of the Pridi faction. They 
arranged for a cabinet meeting to criticize the economic plan. 
Unwilling to sit through such a session loaded against him, Pridi 
decided not to attend. In his absence, criticism sharpened. Prime 
Minister Phraya Mano said the “communist-inspired” plan being 
pushed by Pridi left him with only two alternatives, resignation 
or closure of the representative assembly. The self-confident 
Col. Song convinced him to stay in office and the cabinet issued 
a decree proroguing the assembly. The colonel and the prime 
minister convinced the other members of the cabinet, including 
P. Pibulsonggram to countersign the decree. Although 
Pibulsonggram had spoken in favor of Pridi’s plan and had 
misgivings about the action, he gave in to the pressure from his 
elders. His action opened a split with his friend Pridi that was to 
last the remainder of their lives. Col. Bhahol said later he had 
been “tricked” by Col. Song into signing the decree. 

Following the decree, Phraya Mano formed a new cabinet, 
dropping five ministers, including Pridi. The prime minister 
explained the former cabinet had become divided into “two 
factions whose viewpoints were beyond compromise.” He said 
the minority faction wanted “an economic policy with a 
communistic tendency, whereas the majority considered such a 
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policy contrary to the Thai tradition.”159 Col. Song organized 
political explanations to the military blaming Pridi’s 
“communist” plans for the conflict. To undercut potential 
opposition to the new government, Song and the prime minister 
ordered Pridi to take an overseas tour. Pridi reluctantly obeyed 
those orders and left for Europe under the cloud of the charge 
of communism, a charge that was to become a standard 
accusation against Thai radical intellectuals. 

In Singapore on the first leg of his trip, Pridi denied the 
charge. “I am not a Communist and do not, in the least, favor 
communism,” he told the Singapore Free Press. “The most I can 
be is a radical with some socialistic inclination. But definitely 
never a Communist.”160 In Europe he said he had never had any 
contacts with the Comintern, the Soviet-based international 
communist organization and suggested his policies were similar 
to those of the leftist parties of Europe. 

Pridi’s denials and temporary exile, however, did little to cool 
political passions. The government made public King 
Prachadipok’s memorandum on Pridi’s economic plan. Within 
days of Pridi’s departure, the government also issued the 
country’s first “anti-communist act” providing for both fines and 
prison terms for actions supporting the “economic principle or 
method which aims at eliminating, partly or wholly, private 
property in favor of state or public ownership” or at the 
“nationalization of land, or industry or capital or labor.”161 

The two government actions were aimed at preventing Pridi 
from returning to Siam. They provided powerful legal weapons 
to attack the idealistic reforms desired by the young military and 
young civilian factions in the People’s Party. Regretting his 
agreement to dismiss the Assembly, Pibulsonggram, newly 
promoted to lieutenant colonel, along with Col. Bhahol and 
fellow officers in the army and navy, gathered forces to 
overthrow the Mano government. Following the 1932 coup 
model, the military plotters quickly and bloodlessly seized power. 
The new coup group said that their sole objective was to restore 
the Assembly. Two months later, the new government recalled 
Pridi from Europe but accompanied the recall with a statement 
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saying that it would “protect the interests of all classes and 
groups” and would forego “new ways and means to effect 
forced purchase of land and forced employment of labor.”162 
Pridi’s radical economic plan was officially dead. 

Killing Pridi’s economic plan, however, did not quell political 
conflict. Royalist military leaders under Prince Bovoradej, a 
former minister of defense and grandson of King Mongkut, led 
provincial troops against the capital in an effort to overthrow the 
People’s Party government. Lt. Col. Pibulsonggram led the 
government forces against the rebels. Making effective use of 
artillery in four days of heavy fighting, Pibulsonggram’s forces 
defeated Bovoradej’s troops north of Bangkok. Prince 
Bovoradej escaped into exile and many of his followers were 
killed or imprisoned.  

Pridi, was allowed to return to the country only after agreeing 
to six political conditions, including two proposed by King 
Prajadhipok. Together these conditions meant giving up on his 
grand plan for socialism in Siam. Pridi then went before a special 
commission considering the allegations of communism against 
him. In the commission hearings, Pridi explained that his views 
were socialist, but not communist. He maintained that he was 
strongly in favor of electoral democracy, religion and private 
property.  

“I also do not subscribe to ‘class war’, because it is not only 
useless, but will lead to unnecessary bloodshed,” Pridi told the 
committee. “I am also strongly opposed to dictatorship, 
proletariat or what have you.”163 Ultimately, the committee 
determined that Pridi was not a Communist and he again took 
high office, serving in subsequent years as interior minister, 
foreign minister, finance minister, regent and prime minister. 
Despite these powerful political positions, he was never able to 
effect the radical changes envisaged in his original economic 
plan. The People’s Party splintered and drifted to the right, with 
the government increasingly controlled by the military faction 
under P. Pibulsonggram. 

Pridi retained significant support from the growing educated 
middle class. Teachers, professionals, and middle-level 
bureaucrats had little allegiance to the old sakdina system and 
were fearful of the capitalist competition that had replaced it. 
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Pridi’s alternative vision seemed to provide a sense of order and 
justice that Thailand lacked in the rapid changes of the first half 
of the 20th century. The pattern of privileges, obligations, 
service and dependence based on the supreme power of the king 
was dissolving, replaced only by what seemed like dog-eat-dog 
capitalism and politics based on money, military power and class 
privilege. Pridi and his followers wanted to substitute a new 
system in which the people were brought into an orderly and 
stable relationship with the state not unlike the old sakdina 
paternal relationship. Pridi himself wrote that “We may compare 
our Siamese people to children. The government will have to 
urge them forward by means of authority applied directly or 
indirectly to get them to co-operate in any kind of economic 
endeavor.”164 

Although Pridi’s draft economic plan was rejected, some of 
its measures were later adapted piecemeal on a small scale. The 
first move in this direction came in 1934, when a Pridi associate, 
Phra Sarasas Phonlakhan, became minister of economic affairs 
and introduced another socialist-oriented economic plan. The 
flamboyant Phra Sarasas, a former army officer, had claimed a 
leading role in the instigation of the 1912 coup plot and a key 
role in gathering support for the People’s Party and its plans to 
transform the Thai economy. His “General Economic Plan” 
dropped the sweeping nationalization of Pridi’s plan, but 
emphasized reliance on cooperatives and central planning. Phra 
Sarasas’ plan was attacked as socialist and defeated by the 
conservative factions that defeated Pridi’s plan and he was fired 
from the cabinet.165 Elements of Phra Sarasas’s plan providing 
for agricultural cooperatives, however, were later adopted by 
more conservative governments led by Prime Minister 
Pibulsonggram. These changes, however, did little to affect the 
basic structure of Thai economic, social and political power.  

By 1935, the democratic as well as the economic intentions 
of the 1932 coup as had been frustrated. Mass political parties 
were banned. Conflict within the coup group meant that decisive 
political power was held by military factions and bureaucratic 
cliques. Moves to transform the country into a democratic state 
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had been stalled by the king, conservative military officers, 
senior bureaucrats and vested economic interests. The 
democratic elements in the government could never muster the 
unity or power to overcome this opposition. The military’s key 
role in seizing and exercising political power meant the country 
could only move forward as fast as the military would permit. 
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CHAPTER 6 RADICAL CHANGE REJECTED 

 
“A specter is haunting Siam, the specter of 
Stupidity!” –novelist Atsani Phonlajan, in a 
play on the opening words of the Communist 
Manifesto.166 

 
The conflict over Pridi’s economic plan in 1933 was part of a 

four-way struggle among the civilian radicals in the People’s 
Party, the more conservative military faction of the party, 
conservative senior civilians and the monarchists who still hoped 
to restore power to the monarchy and maintain the hierarchical 
system despite the 1932 coup.   

Looking back on this period many years later, Pridi wrote 
that the People’s Party and its supporters “were unable to 
uphold their first stage of victory and develop to full 
democracy.”167 This failure, he wrote, was mainly due to 
“disunity within the party.” Divisions within the People’s Party 
became obvious when the young soldiers in the party failed to 
support Pridi’s economic plan in the face of pressure from the 
monarchy and the elite civilians they had invited to take 
significant positions in the government. But the disunity 
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extended well beyond the economic plan to almost all aspects of 
governance, leading to repeated political crises.  In hindsight, 
Pridi thought this disunity arose because of “differences in social 
vision”168 that were never addressed and resolved. “One camp 
with a static vision was satisfied when absolutism had been 
felled,” he wrote. “A progressive camp wanted to develop the 
country further towards full democracy. A backward faction 
wanted to rule the country by dictatorship…even more 
backward than feudalism.”169  

Pridi blamed himself for the mistake of inviting members of 
the old elite to join the new government. That gave the old, 
aristocratic class the opportunity to return to influence. Pridi 
wrote that the People’s Party had made four key errors that led 
to the defeat of efforts to make a radical transformation of the 
Thai economy and political system: 

• Lack of understanding of conflicts within political 
movements and how those could lead back to 
dictatorship. 

• Quick victory leading to a failure to think carefully how 
to sustain it. 

• Relying on military leaders who were good at seizing 
power, but lacked expertise in communicating with the 
people 

• Inviting old bureaucrats to join the government, leading 
to violent internal conflict170 

 
Pridi was forced to recognize that conservative forces were 

too strong to achieve the radical changes he had sought in his 
economic plan. He decided that a more measured, step-by-step 
approach to political and economic change was necessary. In a 
variety of important government posts Pridi worked to improve 
the country more as a reformer than a radical. Despite a 
reactionary tide in Thai politics, he succeeded in reforms that 
established a central bank, strengthened the rule of law, set up 
state enterprises, ended the unequal treaties with Western 
powers, and stimulated agricultural production through 
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cooperatives. Pridi founded Thammasat University and served as 
chancellor from 1934 to 1947, establishing it as a center for 
progressive, democratic political thought. Despite these partial 
advances, many of the changes intended by Pridi and the radical 
faction of the People’s Party simply stalled. 

A critical mistake was failing to develop political parties as 
essential elements of the new Thai democracy. Instead of 
establishing its own political party, the People’s Party formally 
established itself as an association and then failed to halt a law 
banning all political parties. This ban delayed the development of 
national civilian political organizations for more than a decade 
and forced politicians seeking election to develop informal ad 
hoc networks of friends and relatives in their campaigns.  It also 
meant that the People’s Party had become reliant for support on 
bureaucrats in the various ministries.171 Support from officers in 
the Ministry of Defense became particularly important and the 
military was subject to increasing political conflict. 

The young military faction, which began edging towards 
totalitarian nationalist ideas, was splintered by personal 
antagonism between Phraya Song and Pibulsonggram. A series 
of assassination attempts against P. Pibulsonggram ensured that 
political struggles stayed heated, while competition for power led 
to shifting alliances among the four groups. King Prachadipok’s 
criticism of Pridi’s draft economic plan strengthened the 
conservatives and made accusations of communism a potent 
political weapon against socialist and radical thought. This 
weapon became even more dangerous with the passage of the 
anti-communist law. The language of the act was broad enough 
to allow legal suppression of most radical thinkers as 
communists and gave the police license to arrest people for their 
thoughts and words. 

 
The army’s power increases 
 
Military influence was consolidated in 1938 when P. 

Pibulsonggram became prime minister and also took the 
portfolios of defense and interior. Pibulsonggram had become 
sympathetic to the fascist movements in Germany, Italy and 
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Japan. His differences with his Pridi widened as he strove to 
maintain his control over a variety of ambitious military factions. 
He then had to deal with the pressures of World War II and 
Japanese military control. Pridi felt that his old friend had not 
intended to become a military dictator, but was led astray by 
supporters who were “people of the old vision.” “Although he 
had been a democrat, Luang Phibun was gradually led astray in a 
new direction,” Pridi wrote.172 

As Pridi later noted, the original vision of the People’s Party 
was to create a citizen army that would defend democracy. They 
failed, however, to make this vision a reality. The army instead 
became itself a kind of unelected political entity. With the 
advantages of top-down command, internal discipline and 
weapons, this army political entity became an enduring threat to 
democratic development. Under successive army commanders, 
according to Pridi, military training worked to make young Thai 
conscripts “a tool of dictatorship.”173 This perversion of the 
army, the quick passage of a broad anti-communist law, the 
inclination to fascism and the aggressive actions of the police 
diverted main-stream Thai politics away from leftward changes 
in the economic or social system and away from popular 
democracy. 

  
Educational failure 
 
At the same time that traditional thinking and military 

personalities returned to influence the highest levels of the 
supposedly revolutionary government, the entrenched system at 
the lower levels, also resisted change. Of particular importance 
was the education system. By retaining the king as head of state, 
the People’s Party unwittingly encouraged the whole royal civil 
service to resist efforts to transform the thinking of the Thai 
people towards the Western-influenced concepts of the radical 
People’s Party leadership.  As historian Arjun Subrahmaniyan 
wrote, “the People’s Party’s pledge on education changed the 
form, but not the content, of old regime schooling. The drafters 
of educational plans and courses were old regime officials, 
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mostly from the aristocracy or royalty.”174 The persistence of this 
elite hold on education meant that text books continued to teach 
a version of traditional culture to new generations of Thai youth. 
That version included deference to authority, justification of a 
hierarchical social order, emphasis on outward forms of 
behavior determined by relative social status and unquestioning 
acceptance of whatever teachers said. Educational materials 
introduced by the royal government that contrasted good citified 
behavior with the allegedly ignorant, boorish behavior of 
common rural folks, remained in the schools long after the 
supposed revolution of 1932.  

The values of the Pridi faction of the People’s Party, social 
equality for all people, economic fairness through a socialist 
economic system and the power of people to determine their 
leaders through a democratic political system, were glossed over 
in most educational materials. More importantly, the traditional 
school system continued to enforce conformity and deference to 
teachers. Teachers based grades on their students’ ability to 
reproduce the lectures of the teachers. Administrators 
emphasized conformity of appearance through school uniforms 
and regulations on hair length. The power of the school head 
was unquestioned. A conservative central educational 
bureaucracy appointed the school leaders, controlled the 
placement of teachers and determined school materials.  

According to Subrahmaniyan, “It took five years (after the 
People’s Party seized power) for officials to approve a new 
course curriculum. When it did come into force, it mainly added 
a thin glaze of democratic ethics to the foundational values of 
authority, hierarchy and guidance.”175  The result was the most 
successful students developed a mindset that was only modestly 
different from that of the sakdina period. Privileged positions in 
the bureaucracy awarded to those students further reinforced a 
form of hierarchical thinking that made only minor concessions 
to democratic thinking. 
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Rise of radical writing 
 
Even as the government and the educational system were 

making only minor changes to conservative thinking, radical 
thinkers and writers were moving leftward. Kulap, for example, 
had been enthusiastic about the 1932 coup and accepted the 
position of editor of a pro-government newspaper Prachachat. 
Like many intellectuals, however, Kulap grew disenchanted with 
the ascendancy of the military in politics, the maintenance of 
traditional values and what he saw as factionalism and self-
seeking within the People’s Party. The new system, he came to 
believe, was even worse than the old order it had replaced, and 
hypocritical in its thin veneer of democratic rhetoric. He left 
Prachachat and returned to his more accustomed role of social 
and political critic working outside the establishment. Like many 
other radical thinkers of the time, he saw writing as a key 
weapon in the battle to influence the mindset of the people. 

The years between the 1932 Revolution and World War II 
saw a great expansion of literacy and publications in Thailand. 
Paperback books and magazines began reaching a mass audience 
with print runs up to 30,000 copies.176  As the People’s Party 
government retreated from its original democratic goals, it 
became the target of radical writers led by Kulap. Forced out of 
a newspaper job in 1936 for expressing views critical of the 
government, Kulap went on a study tour of Japan and returned 
to write two more novels, Pa Nai Chiwit (The Jungle of Life) 
and Khang Lang Phap (Behind the Picture), often considered his 
masterpiece. Published in 1937 as the social and economic 
reforms of the People’s Party were faltering, Khanglang Phap 
has a female heroine who marries a much older man in hopes of 
escaping the stifling, class-ridden society in which she grew up. 
In Japan on her honeymoon, she falls in love with a younger 
Thai student. After many difficulties, their love is doomed by the 
conventions of Thai society. The lovelorn woman goes to a sad 
and lonely death from tuberculosis. Although considered less 
political than most of his other work, Kulap widens his critique 
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of traditional society to include its treatment of women. He also 
criticizes capitalist social values focused on financial success.177  

A device used in Kulap’s novels and stories was to make one 
of his characters the spokesman for his ideals and his 
perceptions of the ills of society. In “The Lost Sheep” such a 
character comments: “Do you know that in Thai society people 
are not as disgusted with vice and dishonesty as they are with 
poverty? In Thai society people respect power, no matter how 
that power is obtained, whether with trick or vice.”178 

A key character in “Those Kinds of People” says revolution 
must precede the building of a new society: “I want to build 
whatever I can, but before we can build anything we have to tear 
down the old or else the new will be blocked.”179 

In 1939, Kulap began writing journalistic articles again. He 
and his group restarted Suphap Burut magazine, which had been 
closed earlier. In 1944 and 1945, Kulap was elected president of 
the Thai Newspaper Association. Intent on maintaining his 
independence, he turned down an offer from Prime Minister 
Pibulsonggram to join the government, just as he had declined 
an earlier invitation from Pridi to join the People’s Party.180  

 
Influx of Chinese and Vietnamese Communists 

 
Thailand had long been the destination of tens of thousands 

of young Chinese, mostly male, seeking better lives. This influx 
included Chinese radicals fleeing police repression after the split 
between the Chinese Communist Party and the Kuomintang in 
1927. These young Chinese had only just begun organizing in 
Thailand when the anti-Communist law, passed as a weapon 
against Pridi and the radical members of the People’s Party, was 
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wielded against them. The law led to numerous arrests of ethnic 
Chinese radicals with no connection to Pridi or his economic 
plan.  

According to the account of one political prisoner, there 
were over 100 Chinese and Vietnamese radicals in Bangkhwang 
prison in 1933. Some of these were intellectuals from the rising 
middle and commercial classes. Others were only semi-literate in 
Thai and spoke with heavy accents. The arrests in the aftermath 
of the failed Bovoradej counter-revolution meant that most of 
their fellow political prisoners were conservative aristocrats. 
Despite their ideological differences, the Thai aristocrats came to 
respect the discipline and dedication of the young Chinese. The 
radicals set up political and language schools within the prison, 
studying Chinese texts on Marxism. This generation of 
underground radicals became the mentors of the radicals of the 
40s and 50s and early members of the Communist Party of 
Thailand.181 They maintained their dedication to revolution and 
radical change in Siam even as the Pridi faction of the People’s 
Party retreated from its vision of a socialist-democratic 
transformation of the country. State repression and the inspiring 
examples of the revolutionary movements in China and Vietnam 
made the ethnic Chinese radicals the core of the communist 
movement in Siam. 

The Chinese Communist Party nurtured this core, sending a 
half-dozen party cadre to Siam in 1923. Three years later this 
staff had set up the “Committee of the Southern Seas,” or 
Nanyang Party. Some three years later they established the 
Communist Party of Siam.  A second organization, the Thai 
branch of the Chinese Communist Party or the Chinese 
Communist Party of Thailand (CCPT), may have existed at the 
same time, but the connections between the three parties are 
unclear.182 

 The movement of revolutionaries from Vietnam and 
Cambodia into Northeastern Thailand to escape repression by 
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French colonial authorities created a second, but smaller, radical 
element. Ho Chi Minh, then known as Thau Chin, spent 
significant time in Siam as an agent of the Moscow-based 
Comintern working to organized the anti-French movement. 
The Thai police were less concerned with radicals working 
against French colonialism than with Thai or Chinese 
revolutionaries preaching revolution in Siam. Most Thai officials 
still saw French colonial power as a threat to the kingdom and 
the thief of its traditional territories in what is now Laos and 
Cambodia. Northeastern Thailand, with its poverty, its Lao, 
Vietnamese and Khmer populations, and its proximity to the 
Communist movements in Indochina became fertile ground for 
grassroots radical organizations.  

The Communist Party of Malaya set up sanctuaries just 
across the Thai border to escape repression by the British and 
later by the government of Malaya. These mainly ethnic Chinese 
insurgents had little interest in promoting a Siamese revolution, 
but their presence undercut central government control and 
added fuel to the resentment felt by the ethnic Malay population 
in the south. This Muslim Malay population, with its own 
language and religion, still seethed at the elimination of the 
Patani sultanate and the neglect of its economic, social and 
cultural concerns by the largely Buddhist, ethnic Thai officials of 
the central government. 

 
A new authoritarianism 
 
As the world edged towards war between democratic and 

fascist states, Pibulsonggram adopted more fascist and 
nationalist policies. He was influenced and supported by Luang 
Wichitwathakan, a prolific writer, playwright and historian who 
projected a glorified image of the Thai race and its heroic 
leaders. Wichitwathakan celebrated the existence of a Thai 
nation state for which there is little historical evidence. He 
helped Pibulsonggram accelerate the process, begun under King 
Vajiravudh, of rewriting Thai history to create an imagined 
community of Thais uniting heroically to fight against foreign 
intruders. He crafted his legends of past glory to support strong, 
authoritarian leadership. Wichitwathakan wrote the lyrics of the 
Thai national anthem still in use in the 21st century. The 
Pibulsonggram government encouraged nationalistic fervor and 
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renamed the country Thailand, emphasizing the dominant ethnic 
and linguistic group in the country.  

When the Japanese invaded Thailand in 1941, Pridi and 
Pibulsonggram split on how to react. Pibulsonggram, after 
several days of battle against the Japanese army, agreed to 
collaborate with the Japanese rather than fight their 
overwhelming military force. Wichitwathakan, by then 
Thailand’s foreign minister, negotiated an agreement giving the 
Japanese army free passage through Thailand on its way to attack 
British forces in Burma and Malaya. Although never comfortable 
with the heavy Japanese presence in Thailand, Pibulsonggram 
must have felt there was little alternative. Pridi was more overtly 
anti-Japanese. As finance minister, he tried to resist Japanese 
pressure to extract unsecured loans from Thailand to finance 
their war effort. Under pressure from the Japanese, who 
distrusted both Thai leaders, Pridi resigned from the 
government. He accepted appointment as regent to the young 
king, Ananda Mahidol, then studying in Switzerland. Pridi 
contacted US and British forces and led the Seri Thai (Free Thai) 
forces trained and supplied by the allies to attack the Japanese 
behind the lines. 

 
A radical respite 
 
In the waning days of the war, Pridi’s supporters 

outmaneuvered Pibulsonggram in Parliament and voted him out 
of office. When the war ended in victory for the Allied Forces, 
Pibulsonggram was forced to leave the army in disgrace. He 
escaped prosecution as a war criminal on a legal technicality. 
Pridi and his Seri Thai supporters returned to dominate politics. 
The government changed the name of the country back to Siam 
and instituted a new, more democratic constitution, with a 
parliament that was, for the first time, made up completely of 
members directly elected by the people.  

Although the new constitution was seen as democratic, it 
provided one benefit to the old royalists by removing restrictions 
on political activities by lesser princes and members of the 
extended royal family. This strengthened the newly formed 
Democrat Party. It also facilitated the emergence of a discourse 
on “Thai-style democracy” led by M.R. Kukrit Pramoj, a brilliant 
writer, journalist, politician and promoter of traditional Thai 
culture. As explained by M.R. Kukrit, Thai-style democracy 
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differed from both the authoritarian democracy of 
Pibulsonggram and the social democracy of Pridi, but contained 
elements of both along with a strengthened role for the 
monarchy. In articles and essays over the next decades, M.R. 
Kukrit sought to show that the 1932 coup had moved the 
country to a democratic system before the people were ready for 
it. Therefore, the country needed a wise sovereign at the center 
of the political system to restrain the immoral and self-interested 
actions of civilian politicians elected by a politically immature 
populace.  The king, according to Kukrit, would always act in the 
best interest of his subjects, so all good political leaders should 
defend this role for the king and respect his judgment.183  

Kukrit’s thinking on a democratic role for the monarchy was 
still in its early stages when the Pridi-dominated government 
came to power in the final days of the war and sought to undo 
some of the repressive structures developed by Pibulsonggram. 
The new government, motivated by both ideology and 
pragmatism, abolished the Act Concerning Communism, at least 
in part to avoid a Russian veto of Thailand’s membership in the 
United Nations. This opened the sphere of political competition 
to the radical parties that had long been suppressed. 

With Pridi in power and the act abolished, Thai radicals, both 
Marxist and non-Marxist, were again free to appear in public. 
The three-year-old Communist Party of Thailand, which had its 
roots in the older Communist Party of Indochina and the 
Chinese Communist Party, came out into the open. Prasert 
Supsuntorn, a member of the CPT central committee, 
successfully ran for parliament. Radical books and novels were 
published. Radical thinkers had the opportunity to criticize the 
government openly and to seek power through the ballot box.  

Under Pridi’s influence Thailand became a key refuge and 
source of arms for insurgencies fighting colonial powers in 
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Malaya and Burma. The Thai 
government allowed the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to 
establish a mission in Bangkok in 1946 and the following year 
recognized the “Free Cambodian Government” over the 
objections of the French. The government gave refuge to 
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insurgent leaders, such as the Souvanna Phouma of Laos and 
Nuon Chea of Cambodia. The Seri Thai secretly shipped some 
20 tons of weapons given to them by the Allies to Ho Chi Minh-
led Vietnamese insurgents to use against the French. Pridi 
established of the short-lived “Southeast Asian League,” a 
regional organization for the coordination of nationalist, anti-
colonialist movements in Thailand, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, 
Burma, Malaya and Indonesia. Headquartered in Bangkok, the 
League’s leadership included Vietnamese and Lao Communists 
as well as pro-Pridi leftists.184 

Pridi made no immediate attempt to revive his economic 
plan from the 1930s and began stepping back from active 
politics as the faction-ridden People’s Party gradually 
disintegrated. Some People’s Party members went into private 
business; others joined a variety of new parties, including the 
Unionist Party (Pak Sahachip), the Democrat Party (Pak 
Prachathipat), and the Constitutional Front Party (Pak Naeo 
Ratthathammanoon) then being established.185 Pridi, however, 
kept the post of regent to young King Ananda Mahidol and 
retained personal influence among the various political groups 
without joining any of them. Once again named Siam, the 
country had an opportunity to return to the democratic and 
socialist path laid out by Pridi in 1932.  

 
Death of a King 
 
Then tragedy struck. Under still mysterious circumstances, 

21-year-old King Ananda, only recently returned from 
Switzerland, was found shot to death in his bedroom. Politically 
inspired rumors implicating Pridi in the tragedy were spread by 
Pridi’s opponents186 from both the Pibulsonggram military 
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faction and the royalist Democrat party. The rumors revived the 
old Communist charges and suggested that Pridi had had a direct 
role in the King’s death.  

Pridi ordered an investigation into the king’s death. This 
investigation ruled out assassination and suicide, leaving an 
unexplained accident as the only other possibility. The hasty 
investigation only inflamed the rumor-mongering and protests. 
Pridi declared a state of emergency. To quell criticism, Pridi 
resigned, and the government launched a new investigation. This 
time it ruled out accident and said both assassination and suicide 
were possible, but provided little evidence of either. The 
Democrat Party attacked the investigation and called for the 
resignation of the new government then led by one of Pridi’s 
supporters. Already struggling with economic problems caused 
by post-war readjustment and reparations being paid to Britain 
the country fell into crisis in the aftermath of the king’s death. 

The war had wounded the power and pride of the army. 
People blamed it for siding with the Japanese, thereby putting 
Thailand on the losing side. The Thai military force that had 
successfully seized the Thai-speaking Shan states of northern 
Burma from the British was ordered home in disgrace and 
disorder. The Pridi government returned the Shan states to 
Britain. Troop strength dwindled. Pibulsonggram, the armed 
forces commander, was dismissed and imprisoned.  The 1946 
constitution barred military officers from serving in the 
government positions to which they had become accustomed 
under Pibulsonggram. The government cut the military budget 
and denied the army access to the Allied weapons supplied to 
the Seri Thai during the war. In contrast, members of the Seri 
Thai, who had done little actual fighting, were awarded military 
honors and government positions. The government’s clumsy 
handling of military medals and soldiers’ graves turned the army 
bitterly against the Pridi government. With that government in 
disarray over the death of the king and the difficult economic 
situation, the army saw the opportunity to regain its lost honor 
and political power. 

Retired officers convinced the younger men left in control of 
the armed forces they had to act. The turning point in the coup 
preparation came when the commander of the first regiment of 
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the first division stationed in Bangkok, a young colonel named 
Sarit Thannarat, joined the plot. With Col. Sarit’s forces and the 
military cadets of Lt. Col. Thanom Kittikachorn, the army seized 
control of the capital and the government. The coup leaders 
invited Field Marshal Pibulsonggram to return to power. Pridi 
fled the country even though he retained the support of 
thousands of his old Thai Seri comrades, much of the navy, and 
many liberal intellectuals. 

Over the next five years Pridi and the navy struggled against 
Pibulsonggram and the army in a series of armed coup attempts. 
In 1952, the navy captured Pibulsonggram when he came aboard 
the navy ship Manhattan and launched a coup d’état that became 
known as the “Manhattan Coup.” Disgruntled bureaucrats and 
the navy revived the model of 1932, trying to use military force 
and hostage-taking to seize power. However, this time there was 
effective resistance. The air force rallied to the side of the army 
and attacked the Manhattan even though Pibulsonggram was a 
prisoner aboard. In the confusion of the attack, Pibulsonggram 
leaped into the river and swam to shore. Without their hostage, 
the outnumbered and out-gunned navy forces soon gave up the 
fight. The failure of the coup effectively ended the 30-year 
struggle within the People’s Party leadership and the Pridi-led 
effort at radical change.   

The democratic aspects of the 1932 revolution went once 
again into retreat. The spirit of the old system had fought back 
against the spirit of 1932 and won. It was a political victory that 
came out of the barrels of guns as the military became the key to 
power. But it was also a victory of the persisting values and 
attitudes of the old sakdina system of class privilege and power. 
Members of Pridi’s People’s Party were themselves affected by 
the psychological impact of sakdina values. As one researcher 
noted, “People’s Party leaders all held ranks bestowed by the old 
regime for public service, and none of them renounced these 
titles despite their attack of (sic) royal power.”187 

The next six decades of political conflict in Thailand can be 
seen as an effort to revive the radical economic and democratic 
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objectives of the 1932 overthrow of the traditional monarchy in 
a struggle against reactionary forces led by an authoritarian 
military. Those forces resisted change for reasons of self-interest, 
but they also felt the psychological threat a system of equal 
privilege and economic opportunity posed to what they 
imagined had been an orderly and peaceful system overseen by a 
wise and benevolent ruler.  

That sense of threat and the nationalistic, authoritarian 
response was developed and refined by Pibulsonggram and his 
chief propagandist Luang Wichitwathakan. Authoritarian leaders 
used the reincarnation and reaffirmation of sakdina values to 
justify increased political repression. That repression was soon to 
gain additional support from the global struggle against 
communism. 
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CHAPTER 7 REPRESSION RETURNS 
 

While Pridi and his progressive followers were being side-
tracked, weakened and defeated, a new generation of political 
thinkers arose that sought even more radical changes in 
Thailand’s political, economic and social systems. Some one-
time Pridi supporters refused to follow Pridi’s move to 
moderation. These radicals insisted on a socialist economic 
system, an end to class privilege and increased political power 
for the masses. Some adopted a Marxist analysis of Thailand’s 
historical development. Some activists worked to strengthen the 
Communist Party of Thailand as a grass-roots organization. 
Others sought to organize workers to demand higher pay and 
greater benefits. All were to become victims of harsh repression. 

 
Suppressing ideas 
 
In 1952, the government, still unsteady after its near escape 

from the Manhattan coup attempt, cracked down on these 
radicals on the pretense that a “Peace Committee” organized by 
the radicals threatened to overthrow the government.  The Thai 
committee had been set up as part of an international movement 
led by the World Peace Council, an organization directed by the 
International Department of the Soviet Communist Party to 
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oppose the use of atomic weapons and the US and UN military 
action in Korea.188  

In Thailand, the Peace Committee focused on local issues, 
including the political power of the army and high levels of 
spending on defense. The committee got more than 100,000 
people to sign a petition against the war in Korea to which the 
Thai government had contributed troops to the US side. Peace 
Movement organizations began activities in the provinces with 
the backing of the Communist Party. Prime Minister 
Pibulsonggram quickly revived a version of the Act Concerning 
Communism to use against the radicals. The government 
claimed the peace committee activists were trying to overthrow 
the government in what became known as the “Coup for 
Peace.” Police arrested the members of the committee and many 
known radicals, including Kulap, deputy leader of the 
committee.  

In prison, Kulap continued to write, producing novels, 
poems and more works on Marxism. His thinking became more 
radical, changing from ideas similar to those of Tienwan to those 
Marx and Engels. His early writing had concentrated on 
particular problems and tried to suggest steps to solve them. 
After his experience with newspaper closures and Marxist 
education, Kulap began making more sweeping criticisms. He 
thought problems could not be solved individually, but that the 
whole system had to be changed. In a series of articles on the 
development of society titled “The Order of Human Society” 
written in 1954 he paraphrased much of Engels‘ “The Origin of 
Family, Private Property and State.” Kulap wrote that injustice 
was widespread and the poor were systematically oppressed by 
the privileged members of the old sakdina class. In the novel 
“Til We Meet Again” he wrote: 

“The richness of Thailand ensures that there will never be 
starvation. But the way that men treat each other in this happy 
land is disgusting. Under the state machine, the cruel 
arrangement of societal order is one of formidable injustice. The 
lives of almost everyone in the country are oppressed. Ninety 
percent of the people in Thailand, the land of the free, have to 
shed sweat and tears in order to survive. They have to give 
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almost all of their earnings to serve the happiness of the 
minority who live in the capital.”189      

Kulap mixed a Marxist view of the economy and society with 
the belief the problem was not just with the economic or 
political arrangements of society, but within man himself. He 
believed personal purity and love for mankind were essential to 
any revolutionary change. 

Another important radical arrested in the “Coup for Peace” 
was Supot Darntragul, an advocate of Pridi’s proposals for 
radical economic and social change. Supot advocated changing 
the government to democratic socialism with elections at the 
local level. He wanted local people’s committees to take over 
from the centrally directed administrative system. He proposed a 
land reform program to force landlords to sell their land to the 
state. Supot denied he was a Communist but said communism 
was not the demon that the Thai people had been led to believe. 
Supot said communism was only a political-economic system 
that aimed at economic democracy. He said democracy meant 
the masses would be “the masters in economics, politics and 
society.”190 Like Pridi and Kulap, Supot saw a rationalist form of 
Buddhism as essential to a reformed and improved socialist 
society. “Socialism will make people richer with material and 
abstract things. At the same time Buddhism will make men rich 
in spiritual happiness–this is the perfect state that everyone 
wants.”191  

Among the radicals arrested was 30-year-old Pluang 
Wannasri, the son of a primary school teacher in the poverty-
stricken northeast. Pluang had moved to Bangkok to continue 
his studies at Thammasat University and like so many of the 
radicals, supported himself as a freelance writer and journalist. 
With the defeat of the Pridi civilian faction of the People’s Party 
and the growing power of the military, Pluang’s writings and 
actions became increasingly angry. He was among the 
Thammasat students who protested the military occupation of 
the university campus after the Manhattan incident. His ideas, 
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however, were still unformed when he was arrested with the 
other Peace Committee members on charges of fomenting a 
coup “inside and outside the country.”192  

One radical who escaped arrest in 1952 was Atsani 
Phonlajan, the son of a high-ranking civil servant. He had 
graduated from Bangkok’s leading high school and taken a law 
degree in 1940 from Thammasat University where he was 
influenced by the followers of Pridi on the faculty. Atsani 
became a practicing attorney, but under the pen name of Nai Pii 
(Mr. Ghost) he wrote poetry, short stories and novels. His 
heroes and heroines were common people who fought for their 
rights against an obsolete and oppressive system. Many of his 
poems exhorted the people to join against oppression. When 
Pibulsonggram began the arrest of radicals in 1952, Atsani 
eluded the police dragnet and remained underground until 
Pibulsonggram’s ouster in 1957.  

Another radical writer who escaped arrest was Seni 
Saowapong or Sak Bamrungpong, who had joined the foreign 
ministry and was then in Argentina. His poems and novels 
started out as romantic entertainments, but they later became 
more radical. In one of his most popular novels, “Piisart” (The 
Demon), Seni tried to show that Thai society was in a stage just 
before collapse when old traditions were worthless and 
oppressive.  He attacked sakdina values and said they must be 
eliminated, even if this required violence. The demon of his 
novel’s title was the spirit of revolution that would haunt the 
Thai ruling elite until they gave in to the demands for 
democracy, economic justice and a new, more equal society. Seni 
used some Marxist ideas in his writing, but his overall approach 
was that of a romantic socialist. 

 
Jit Pumisak, young radical 
 
The most brilliant radical of the time was still an 

undergraduate student during the Coup for Peace arrests, but 
already known as an intellectual rebel. Jit Pumisak was the son of 
a clerk in a small town in the eastern province that became part 
of Cambodia after World War II. He won entrance to the best 
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high school in Bangkok where he became known as a literary 
prodigy, writing his own encyclopedia of Thai letters. Jit went on 
to Chulalongkorn University, the most prestigious university in 
Thailand attended by the children of the upper class. It was 1950 
and the ideas of the older radical thinkers such as Pridi and 
Kulap were hotly debated. Jit involved himself with Thai 
literature and poetry. His interests in language and literature were 
reinforced by Dr. William Gedney, an American post-doctoral 
student doing research on Thai language and literature with 
whom Jit lived for a few years. Jit avidly read his way through 
Gedney’s library, developing an independent line of thought. 
Ironically, he was given access to Marxist literature when the US 
embassy asked Gedney to translate the Communist Manifesto 
into Thai and Gedney hired Jit as his assistant.193 

Jit’s thinking, however, ranged beyond Marxism to linguistics 
and literature. His critical views of Thai literature and traditions 
made him distinctly unpopular on the aristocratic campus. In his 
junior year, Jit wrote biting essays in the Chulalongkorn 
University Journal that derided corruption among Buddhist 
monks and the subservient role of women. These attacks on 
traditional society infuriated some of his professors and fellow 
students. Jit was roughed up and injured in an attack by 
conservative students. The university administration responded 
to the violence by expelling Jit instead of his attackers. During 
his enforced absence from the university, Jit worked with the 
followers of Kulap on several radical newspapers and taught in a 
high school. He resumed his studies in 1955 after his release 
from prison and graduated in 1957, but shocked the university 
by refusing to receive his diploma from the king. 

 
Repression relaxed 
 
Competition for power among right-wing groups led to a 

brief relaxation in the repression of leftist political thought in the 
mid-1950s.  Prime Minister Pibulsonggram, feeling the heat from 
rivals Army Commander Sarit and Police Chief Phao Sriyanon, 
sought legitimacy by allowing greater dissent. Beginning in 1955, 
he allowed freer speech in an experiment with a speakers’ corner 
imitating London’s Hyde Park. He loosened controls over 
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newspapers. He enacted a more liberal labor law that legalized 
labor unions and reopened opportunities for radicals to organize 
among the working class. His move to the left, however, was 
futile. The army under Sarit ousted him in a 1957 coup d’état. 
Sarit then battled Phao and the CIA-supplied police194 for 
political control.  

That conflict led to a temporary power vacuum that briefly 
allowed greater political freedom. Radicals were able to meet 
more freely and publish more openly. The government released 
all of those arrested in the “coup for peace.” Atsani came out of 
hiding. Pluang, who had been released from prison earlier 
because of illness, won election to parliament from his home 
province of Surin. Radical newspapers became bolder in their 
support of major change, believing that with Pibulsonggram and 
then police general Phao out of the way they would have a freer 
hand. In the 1955-58 hiatus in repression, the radicals moved 
above ground and contested the two 1957 elections. The five-
party Socialist Front (Naeoruam Sangkhomiyom) coalition of 
candidates, mostly from the Northeast, put forward a platform 
calling for social justice for the poor and an end to American 
anti-communist influence in Thailand.195 It was one of those 
times of hope for rapid, peaceful change in recent Thai history.  

 
Repression reprised 
 
Soon, however, the civilian and military politicians who came 

to power after the 1957 elections proved themselves unable to 
cooperate in effective administration and unwilling to yield to 
military demands. The military faction in government, led by 
Prime Minister Thanom Kittikachorn, was frustrated by its 
inability to control the parliament, especially as Sarit, the hero of 
the overthrow of Pibulsonggram was out of the country for 
medical treatment. 

Bangkok newspapers, many of them staffed by the followers 
of Kulap and the colleagues of Jit, proved particularly annoying 
to the government. Thanom lacked the brutal decisiveness of 
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Sarit and opposition increased. The press charged his 
government with nepotism and corruption. Those charges 
heightened popular distrust of authoritarian rule and 
emboldened elected politicians to assert themselves. Proposals to 
raise taxes to cover a large budget deficit led to more criticism. 
Then the political parties backing Thanom lost badly in a series 
of by-elections. It appeared progressive change could be 
achieved through peaceful, parliamentary means.  

That glimmer of hope, however, was soon snuffed out. Sarit 
hastened back to Bangkok from England and called a meeting of 
military leaders. The next day, Thanom resigned and Sarit staged 
a coup, determined this time not to let the parliament, the 
radicals or the press interfere with what he considered orderly 
government. Luang Wichitwathakan abandoned his former 
mentor Pibulsonggram and became an advisor to Sarit, again 
using his literary skills to promote an authoritarian style of Thai 
nationalism.   

The crude, locally-educated Sarit proved to be an even 
harsher enemy of radical thinkers, indeed all thinkers, than the 
sophisticated, French-educated Pibulsonggram. He immediately 
declared martial law, ordered the closure of 18 newspapers, 
revoked the labor law and banned all political parties and 
gatherings. 

Sarit’s police rounded up and imprisoned Jit, Supot and 
hundreds of other radicals. Pluang was on an official trip abroad 
as a member of parliament. When he returned, he too was 
arrested, and charged under the anti-communist act for his 
attempts to get the act repealed. Kulap was in Beijing when the 
news of the arrests came. He stayed in China. Atsani was once 
again able to evade police and slip underground.  

Jit, among the youngest of the radicals arrested, found prison 
to be an effective school for leftist thinking. He joined in the 
discussions and debates among the inmates imprisoned by Sarit. 
The enforced idleness of prison gave him time to write. Jit 
produced books, articles and poems attacking the sakdina 
system. The most important were The New Face of Thai 
Sakdina, (Chom Naa Mai Sakdina Thai), which was to give Thai 
radicals a Marxist-oriented perspective on Thai history for the 
first time, and “Art for Life, Art for People,” which was to 
become the literary manifesto of Thai radicalism. Unlike those of 
many other radicals, Jit’s ideas were more innovative than 
imitative. He used Marxist analysis for his own purposes, 
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reaching conclusions he believed were adapted to Thailand. Jit’s 
linguistic abilities enabled him to consume books in English, 
Chinese, French, Cambodian, Pali and Sanskrit. He produced 
several of the best translations of Marxist literature under a 
variety of pen-names. 

Sarit, once seen as a “leftist general” and savior from 
Pibulsonggram’s right-wing oppression, launched a new era of 
military-backed authoritarianism more brutal than any of his 
predecessors. Police used the anti-communist law against anyone 
who disagreed publicly with the government. Often, however, 
the Sarit regime did not even bother with the law. Sarit awarded 
himself the right to order summary executions under infamous 
“Article 17.” He used that right to order the killing of alleged 
“hooligans,” such as labor activist Supphachai Srisati. Sarit 
continued to use the Special Branch of the police to arrest and 
often murder radical activists. With Pridi and Kulap in China, all 
the leading radicals were dead, in exile, in prison, or in hiding. 
Sarit’s dictatorial reign marked a complete reversal of the 1932 
revolution. It moved the country back to autocratic rule and 
crushed the hopes for peaceful social and economic change that 
had once seemed so bright. 
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CHAPTER 8 ART FOR REVOLUTION, 
A REVOLUTION IN ART 

 
“There is in fact no such thing as art for art’s 
sake, art that stands above classes, art that is 
detached from or independent of politics. 
Proletarian literature and art are part of the 
whole proletarian revolutionary cause.”       

–Mao Zedong 
 

With the defeat of the Pridi faction of the People’s Party, the 
dominance of a politicized army, the restrictions on elections 
and the institutionalization of anti-communism as a weapon 
against dissent, Thai radicals were left with few legal means to 
continue the struggle. One of those was art.  

For the most part, Thailand’s radicals were not politicians, 
economists or soldiers; they were writers: poets, journalists, 
songwriters and novelists. Some wrote out of economic 
necessity; others had talents and ideas that sought expression.  
They all saw literature  and art more broadly as an effective 
means to arouse the people. They saw revolutionary art as an 
antidote to the powerful effects of sakdina culture in reinforcing 
aristocratic rule. For them, art was not only the medium for their 
political and economic ideas, but was itself one of the aspects of 
Thai culture that had to be transformed. Radical thinkers 
believed classical literature had been used by the ruling class to 
support the idea that the traditional hierarchal order was just and 
beneficial. They therefore used art to undermine this idea and 
create a different one. This view of art as a way to lead the 
people to change traditional government, social and economic 
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relations accelerated in the 1920s with the new art form of the 
novel but gained particular momentum in the years after Sarit 
seized power as other avenues of political action were closed 
down. 

As described above, the novelist Kulap was an important 
voice that emerged from prison more radical and more explicitly 
political than before. Kulap was not alone. Many other authors 
used art to push for progressive change when the military 
suppressed political activity. In times of political repression, 
fiction written under a variety of pen names was one of the few 
viable means of spreading the radical message. The post-war 
revocation of the anti-Communist act emboldened radical 
authors to be more direct and more Marxist in their writing. This 
period saw a change in the way some writers thought about their 
art. Communist party member Udom Srisuwan, in a 1947 article 
argued that genuine art had to advance the struggle of the 
people. Following Soviet and Chinese Communist ideologues, 
Udom wrote that art was inherently political and “belonged to 
the people.”196 He insisted writers had the responsibility to 
motivate their readers to strive for “knowledge, beauty, love of 
humanity and public progress”197. He wrote that books should 
support the struggle of the poor and concluded that “an art that 
only entertained the well-to-do was less valuable than the one 
that spoke for the poor”.198 

Shortly after Udom’s essay was published, the CPT periodical 
Mahachon (Masses) announced a regular short story contest 
with cash prizes. The contest required that stories “should guide 
society, expose its wickedness and shape the minds (of the 
readers). It should benefit the majority of the people who live in 
hardship and oppression.” The newspaper published short 
stories on social and economic issues, encouraging the poor to 
struggle for their rights. These stories typically told of ruthless 
factory owners exploiting their workers, the injustice of 
traditional classes and the tribulations of the poor at the hands 
of corrupt officials. Not all of the stories published by 
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Mahachon were Marxist in their orientation, but most were 
aimed at rousing feelings against the status quo.199 

This rise of socially conscious literature combined with 
attacks on traditional Thai literature. Atsani, in an essay entitled 
“Lilit phra law…wannakhadi sakdina” (Lilit Phra Law…Feudal 
Literature), stirred controversy by arguing the popular classic was 
an instrument of the ruling class to maintain its control over the 
masses. He said the descriptions of love-making in the poem 
were obscene and demonstrated the sakdina attitudes towards the 
subjugation of women.200 Atsani wrote that other sakdina poetry, 
like Lilit Phra Law, “serves two purposes: to titillate the ruling 
class’s sexual interests and to intoxicate the people.”201 He 
complained that the people portrayed in traditional poetry were 
only of the upper class. “The picture of the hero was of one who 
lived without tears or sweat,”202 he wrote. 

Atsani charged the “Ramakian,” the Thai version of the 
Indian classic, the Ramayana, was written only for “flattering the 
royal family, oppressing the people, and confirming the 
oppressed’s status as no more than slaves who had to 
demonstrate loyalty and respect for the semi-divine king and his 
followers.”203  

Atsani’s attacks on traditional literature had particular force 
because, as the son of a senior royal bureaucrat with the title of 
“phra” or lord, he came from an aristocratic background,. Well-
educated at a premier secondary school, Suan Kulap, and 
Thammasat University, he could write in French, English, 
Chinese, Urdu, Pali and Sanskrit.204 His poetry was particularly 
influential during the blossoming of radical literature in the 
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1950s. Atsani said writers were obligated to encourage the 
people to struggle against their oppressors. His own writing 
showed that he took that obligation seriously.  

As Marxist ideas became better known in Thailand, the 
objective of the struggle against oppression became clearer. 
Because Atsani had an early understanding of Marxism, he wrote 
that “the revolution of literature is one of the ways that leads to 
socialism, therefore the content of revolutionary literature must 
agree with socialism.”205 Atsani believed, however, the forms of 
classical Thai literature, rhyme patterns, alliterative and rhythmic 
structures, could be preserved in the new socialist art. He wrote 
the classical forms “were not necessarily to be changed, because 
the old traditional forms are good enough. Therefore the 
principle of revolutionary literature was to keep the old form, 
create new content...national in form, socialist in content. Beauty 
can be created by national characteristics while good is done by 
its socialist characteristics.”206 This is indicative of the 
compromises the Thai radicals made between what was Thai and 
what was Marxist. 

Much of the debate over the purpose of art took place in 
“The Writers’ Club“, a regular gathering of novelists and 
journalists supported by the owner of an influential publishing 
house. The club met more than 20 times in 1950 and 1951 to 
discuss Thai literature. It was open to writers of all ideologies. 
Reports of its meetings were published in three political 
periodicals. A critical focus was clarifying the responsibility of 
writers. The debate separated writers into two opposing groups. 
More traditional writers, such as M.R. Kukrit Pramoj insisted 
they had a duty only to produce the best art they could to 
express their own personal artistic vision. Socialist writers, such 
as Atsani, Kulap and Udom, countered that the social purpose of 
literature was to advance the interests of the poor and 
downtrodden and encourage progressive changes in society.207 
This view of the writer’s art became known as “wannakhadi peua 
chiwit” or literature for life. 

This concept was explored in greater detail in Attaniyom 
kap chintaniyom (Realism and Romanticism) by Sakchai 
Bamrungpong, writing under the pen name of Seni Saowapong.  
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Born to a peasant family in 1918, Sakchai moved to Bangkok 
and entered Thammasat University. He worked as a journalist 
before joining the Commerce Ministry. He later moved to the 
Foreign Ministry, serving as a diplomat in the Soviet Union, 
France, India, Austria, England and Burma. Despite his success 
in the government system, his writing championed the cause of 
the common people. He saw laborers and farmers as the most 
important elements of society. His novels and poems attacked 
the exploitation of the lower class by the sakdina class.208  Works 
such as Sakchai’s Khwamrak khong Wanlaya (The Love of 
Wanlaya) and Piisart (Ghost), Srirat Satanapanawat’s novel 
Phaendin ni Khong Khrai  (Whose Land is This?), Atsani’s 
poem “Isan” and many others followed the art for life 
philosophy. 

The Pibulsonggram government’s crackdown on radicals in 
1952 stemmed this rise in radical “literature for life“, but the 
incarceration of leftist writers enabled them to meet, talk and 
teach in prison. That experience only added to the “literature for 
life” trend once they were released. Journals such as Pithuphum 
and Saithan provided a ready outlet for “work focused on the 
struggles of the lower class poor and pervasive social injustice in 
Thailand. 

 
Art for life, Art for people 
 
Jit’s writing and research on art became seminal influences 

for later generations of Thai radical thinkers and activists. His 
1957 book “Art for Life, Art for People” built on the ideas of 
the Thai radicals who had preceded him, but went on to 
establish ground rules for revolutionary art that were to guide 
the generations of radical writers that followed him. 

Revolutionary art, in Jit’s view, must illuminate the struggle 
against the old and dying society. Art, for Jit, had a specific aim: 
the radical transformation of society to a more just and equal 
form. Revolutionary art must not only reflect the struggle for 
justice, but actively serve it. Jit insisted the new art must take this 
function because classical Thai art through the years had served 
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the purposes of the ruling sakdina class. “There is no art,” he 
declared, “that was not invented to serve a certain class. There is 
no art for art’s sake; there is only art for serving a certain way of 
life.”209 Jit and other radicals wrote that classical Thai art, 
especially literature, was a tool of oppression used by the sakdina 
class. Like religion in the Marxist view, art was used to create a 
world view that justified the dominance of the ruling class and 
taught the disadvantaged to accept their lot. This was of major 
importance for the radicals because they were trying to arouse a 
people who had been taught submission to authority. They had 
to show the ideals reflected in the classical literature were false 
and intended only for the benefit of the rulers. Radical writers 
such as Jit and Atsani were scholars of classical literature who 
were more than half in love with the old art they cruelly 
dissected. 

Jit’s view was that, in the sakdina period, production 
depended on the labor of serfs. The sakdina patricians did not 
have to work, so they had the free time to create art, both to 
amuse themselves and consolidate their status. He said such art 
reflected the trivial lives of the sakdina nobles immersed in 
extravagance and self-flattery. In paintings, they were made to 
look like gods. Their architects designed palaces meant to 
replicate the legendary abodes of the gods. Sculpture and 
paintings showed women only in the subordinate role of sex 
objects. Rulers were shown to be infallible and their servants 
were portrayed as invariably loyal.  

As comparative literature scholar Chetana Nagavajara put it: 
“His major approach is that of reinterpretation and revaluation 
of classical Thai literature. On the one hand, he saw classical 
Thai literature as a product of a corrupt and oppressive 
aristocratic ruling class, the history of Thai literature being that 
of an exploitation of the common people.”210 

Jit made a study of one particular work from the Ayutthaya 
period “Ong Garn Chaengnam” (Royal Command Water Oath) as 
an example of literature designed to support sakdina oppression. 
The poem describes the supernatural nature of a loyalty oath to 
the king. It teaches that those who violate their oath will have 
the holy water in their mouths turn to acid and kill them. Such 
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disloyal subjects would then be further punished in hell.211  Jit 
wrote the whole object of the poem was to increase the awe and 
fear in which the king was held. “This literature,” he wrote, 
“attempted to support the sakdina system that allows one small 
group of people to control land and live on the products of 
slaves and serfs and the debt interest of free men. This system 
was under the king’s management. The poem also tried to justify 
the position of the superior by showing it was part of a divine 
order set by the gods that no one could transgress.”212 Fear of 
divine punishment was used to intimidate those who might 
consider betraying the king. Jit wrote that the poem implied that 
“the king was the only truth in the world; no one could resist 
him.” 213 

It was not only the content of the literature to which Jit and 
other radicals objected. He criticized the creation of a separate, 
refined and exalted language the common people could not 
understand. Jit wrote that classical literature was “written with 
the sakdina class view. It uses vocabulary that could only be 
understood by the sakdina class.”214 Jit complained that such 
exalted vocabulary was intended to make the common people 
feel even more inferior. 

He saw classical art and language as finely honed weapons of 
upper class domination. The common people, in their struggle 
for their rights, needed to enlist similar weapons. Jit wrote that 
to forge those weapons, another kind of art must be created: art 
for the people. He wrote: 

“The long stream of art has developed likewise. 
The people’s art, which belongs to the workers 
who produce to feed lives and the world, has 
been distorted, hidden, deterred, insulted and 
destroyed. But the people and artists who are 
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the people’s warriors and servants have been 
fighting in order to survive all the time. So now, 
art for slave masters and for the feudal class and 
art for the liberal capitalist class are at last being 
destroyed and replaced by art for the people.... 
The new art is ‘Art for Life.’“215 

 
The concept of the artist as a warrior fighting for the people 

is a romantic image close to the way that Jit and other radicals 
liked to view themselves. Jit saw art as an important weapon in 
the struggle in Thailand where a major part of the effort was 
simply to make the people aware of the cause of their 
oppression. He believed that art could encourage the people to 
reject traditional values of obedience, detachment and emotional 
control to get angry and to do something about it. If peasant and 
worker apathy was the major problem, then Jit wanted to arouse 
them through an art showing the oppression of ordinary people 
in their daily lives. This should be a realistic art that would 
contrast with the fanciful images of demons, princes and 
supernatural beings in traditional art. In this, he followed the 
ideas of Leo Tolstoy.  

Jit, however, did not see art for life as the ultimate. He said 
“art for life is a winning step, closer to the final step, but art for 
life could serve both the people and their enemies. So the final 
step of the development of art, is art that serves only the people 
or ‘art for people.’216 

‘Art for people’ had to be more than simply being honest, 
realistic art that kept a close touch on the pulse of the life of the 
people.  Jit wrote that ‘art for people’ must be expressly directed 
at winning the people’s struggle against class oppression. He 
wrote that “art for the people is the symbol of the victorious flag 
that reveals itself with dignity in the battle field. The masses will 
raise their flag higher and higher. The people’s artists will 
cooperate to fight its enemy. They will place their flag in an 
historical place with their hearts burning with revolutionary 
consciousness.”217  
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Jit used military images to describe the role of art as a 
weapon to be used in class warfare. It was a role no different 
from that he charged the sakdina class had used throughout Thai 
history. He spent most of the rest of his book explaining exactly 
what he meant by art for people. He was quick to note that art 
for people did not simply mean art that was popular among the 
people because: 

“This kind of art is aimed only at popularity. If 
the people like this kind of art, it does not mean 
that it is art for people. It may be art that 
people in general can appreciate, but it is not 
responsible for its repercussions. As Thailand 
entered this century, the imperialists tried to 
intoxicate the people. They continue to distract 
people from the real conditions in society and 
at the same time persuade people to think only 
about extravagance and all silly things. So what 
the artists who create popular art do is no 
different from the imperialists. Their art serves 
the imperialists instead of the people.”218  

 
He went on to explain that popular songs, dances and movies 

became popular not so much because the people liked them, but 
because they were propagandized by the imperialists and people 
“mistook it as their real taste.”219  

If popularity among the people was not sufficient, then what 
made something “art for people”? Jit said that one must look at 
the effects of the art and consider all its end results. 

“Art that makes people dream of nonsense and 
leaves them concerned only with their own 
happiness, despite the suffering of the rest of the 
world, or that makes people forget their social 
consciousness and at the same time does not show 
men how to be creative or does not inspire people 
to have critical minds to develop their own 
thoughts is not ‘art for people.’ It is rather ‘art to 
intoxicate people.’  However, art that makes 
people think about their real lives and understand 
empirical reality, leads people to create their class 
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consciousness that is the symbol of certainty and 
inspires people to develop their lives–that is ‘true 
art for people’....art for people aims at serving 
people in fighting the evil in life to create a better 
life.”220 

Jit defined and labeled art according to the effects it had, with 
art for people initially defined as art that made people think 
about their lives. However, Jit wrote that he wanted art to make 
people not just think about their lives, but to think about life in 
particular ways. Art for people, he wrote must reveal: 

• The ugliness and misery of people’s lives. 

• The cause of the ugliness and misery. 

• The way to change the ugliness and misery to 
the good life. 

• An example of the new good life. 221 
 
To create the art that would make such revelations, the artist 

had to “study and live with the people so he would be able to 
transpose the reality of the people’s lives into his work. The 
most important aspect is how the people are oppressed and 
exploited.” 222 Jit challenged Thai artists to start a revolution in 
art that would lead to a wider, political revolution. He wrote: 

“Thai artists, you who are the skillful warriors 
of poor and unhappy people, you are the ones 
who seek for truth, study reality and reflect only 
reality. Always consider that the truth you look 
for must be the historical truth that relates to 
economic, political and cultural conditions. You 
are aware that the history of mankind is the 
history of class struggle, and the history of class 
struggle is the phenomenon of the 
contradiction between the people and their 
enemy. In Thailand, the main contradiction is 
the contradiction between laborers, the 
intelligentsia and the national capitalists on the 
one side and on the other the foreign 
imperialists including their followers who are 

                                                           
220 Ibid., p. 207. 
221 Ibid., p. 88. 
222 Ibid., p. 219. 
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sakdina capitalists, compradors and privileged 
capitalists who cooperate with the remaining 
sakdina class. These are the enemies of the 
people. This is the truth of the movement of 
Thai society. Use your art to unite the people’s 
force to destroy their enemies.”223 
 

Although Jit often proclaimed the virtues of freedom of 
thought and critical thinking, he had rigid and specific 
expectations of the end art product. Such art must be a weapon 
forged from a particular understanding of class struggle to attack 
the sakdina class and foreign imperialists. Accepting this theory 
of art as a necessity in the people’s struggle, many radicals 
worked to produce such weapons. Almost every radical, whether 
politician, academic, journalist or organizer, tried his or her hand 
at pouring radical social content into the highly structured forms 
invented ages ago by the sakdina class whose last vestiges the 
radicals were fighting to overthrow. 

Led by Jit and Atsani, radical writers looked back to those 
classical poets who appeared to have some spirit of rebellion. 
Sriprat, Phra Mahamontri, Nai Tim and Luang Patmapongpakdi 
became inspirations. The forms of rhyme, alliteration and 
rhythm were maintained, but the difficult, aristocratic vocabulary 
of the forerunners was simplified. The radical poets used the 
blunt, simple speech of the peasants–sometimes with good 
effect. Jit wrote one of the best known poems of the new “art 
for the people” in the traditional “klonpaet” form. 

Each time you grasp a handful of rice  
Remember it is my sweat you swallow  
To keep on living. 
This rice has the taste 
To please the tongue of every class,  
But to grow rice is the bitter work  
That only we farmers must taste. 
From my labor, the rice becomes stalks. 
It takes a long, long time 
From sprout to grain  
And it is full of misery.  
Every drop of my sweat  
Reflects this hard life. 

                                                           
223Teepagorn, Art For Life Art For People, op. cit., pp. 
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My veins strain and bulge 
So you can eat. 
The red sweat of my labor 
 Is really my life’s blood 
 That delights your teeth.224 

 
Hundreds of similar poems were written by the radicals, 

telling of the hard life of the peasants, attacking the fat life of the 
rich, recounting exploitation and oppression by the government 
and calling on the people to rise up against their oppressors. The 
radicals realized many of the people they wanted to arouse could 
not be reached by written poetry. So, many of the poems were 
set to music, beginning a style called “songs for life” (phleng peua 

chiwit) that was to become particularly influential in the 1970s. 
The device of using songs, poems or romantic fiction to 

carry the revolutionary message was particularly useful as Sarit’s 
military government ratcheted up political repression. Political 
tracts would be seized and burned while novels and poetry 
remained on sale, spreading a less direct, but perhaps more 
effective revolutionary message. Even after Atsani had gone into 
the jungle in 1961 to join the communist insurgency, many of his 
novels and short stories remained on sale under various pen 
names. Atsani, Jit and the other radicals used a bewildering 
variety of pen-names to escape suppression of their works. It 
was only in the 1970s that, with the help of associates and 
family, it became possible to identify which books were written 
by whom. 

Seni Saowapong, who continued to work abroad with the 
foreign ministry, often used foreign settings to further disguise 
his intentions, which grew more radical after an early period of 
romanticism. So even in times of severe repression, radical art 
remained an effective weapon in the revolutionary struggle. 
While the conservative military and monarchist politicians 
defeated the radicals’ challenge for political power, they were 
never able to prevent periodic radical resurgence. Radical ideas 
lived on through songs, poems, short stories, novels and political 
tracts even when the radical authors were imprisoned or killed. 

                                                           
224 Chontira Gladyu, Wannakadi Puangchon (People's 
Literature) (Bangkok: Aksornsarn, 1974), pp. 235-236. 
Translated by the authors to preserve meaning rather than 
preserve the klonpaet structure. 
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Government book seizures and controls over publishing had 
uneven success. Significantly, there was little competition for the 
minds of young people from more traditional literature. 
Conservative literature tended to escapism; radical literature 
brought a call to activism. So the “warriors” of Thai radicalism 
prior to the 1970s were the writers and artists who revived and 
projected on to new generations a radical analysis of Thai society 
and a vision of a revolutionary future that continued to provide 
inspiration for action into the 21st century. 

We live like the rice 
Waiting for the rain . . . 
Nothing left to hope for . . . 
The red sun guides our way 
It shows us the way, the road to victory 
To the plentiful harvest of our dreams . . . 
How many have died of starvation? . . . 
How few live in luxury 
The many ride their buffalo 
The few ride the backs of men! 
                                           
(Song by the Thai folk-pop group Caravan) 
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CHAPTER 9 THE FACE OF RADICAL 
HISTORY 

 
“The tradition of all dead generations weighs 
like a nightmare on the brains of the living.”–
Karl Marx  

 
Jit Pumisak’s influential attack on traditional art was 

paralleled by his efforts to undercut another prop of the old 
society - its history. Until the 20th century Thai history had been 
written almost exclusively by the servants or nobles of the ruling 
king. That history reflected the image that the kings wanted 
presented to their people. Legends and poetry were woven into 
history and passed on to the next generation. Even into the 20th 
century, the history of Thailand was written almost entirely in 
terms of its kings. Historians named the periods of history 
according to the rulers in each. They explained the fortunes or 
misfortunes of the time in terms of the abilities, personality and 
actions of the ruler. This tradition of history created an issue for 
the radicals: how to convince the people that ordinary folks 
mattered, that they could make history, when they only histories 
available made little mention of them. 

One early effort in this direction was by Phra Sarasas in his 
history, My Country Thailand, written in English after he 
returned to Thailand at the end of World War II. Published in 
varying editions from 1950 to 1960, the history, often subjective 
and unreliable, was original and unusual in its harsh criticism of 
the Thai monarchy. 
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Writing about the Ayutthaya period, Phra Sarasas condemned 
“the curse of kingship” and the “dead, unmeaning formula of 
absolute kingship”, as a “calamity” for the people “likened to 
bad weather.” He was similarly critical of the Chakkri kings, 
describing even the well regarded King Chulalongkorn as “…all 
the time haunted with the problem of how to perpetuate his 
despotic rule. This nightmare made him advance the civilization 
of his country only when such advancement would help and not 
hinder absolute kingship.”225 Although vitriolic and 
unsystematic, his approach to the monarchy was infused with a 
sense of class struggle between the good common people and 
their evil oppressive rulers. This was an early version of what 
was soon to become a common radical critique. 

A more important step in this direction was taken by Udom 
Srisuwan with his book Thai Kung-Muang Kheun (Thailand, 
a Semi-Colony) also published in 1950. In the book, Udom, a 
journalist and member of the Communist Party of Thailand, 
applied the rigid historical stages expounded by Mao Xedong to 
Thai history. He portrayed early Siam as a subsistence economy 
with external trade dominated by the king and royal officials 
through suffocating monopolies. He wrote that the sakdina 
system provided the rulers with a powerful instrument of control 
over phrai who he said were the same as the serfs of feudal 
Europe. Like serfs, he wrote, phrai were tied to lands controlled 
by sakdina lords and had few political or economic rights. Udom 
wrote the struggle of phrai against sakdina oppression repeatedly 
failed due to weak leadership. He focused his attention, however, 
on the period following the 1855 Bowring Treaty with Britain 
(and later treaties with other countries) that ended the royal trade 
monopolies. These treaties, according to Udom, transformed 
Siam into an economic colony of the imperialist powers even 
though internal political control remained in the hands of the 
royal family. This de facto partnership between the court and 
Western imperialists, in Udom’s view, made Thailand a “semi-
colony” that enabled even greater exploitation of the rural 
population.226 Prices of commodities produced in the rural areas, 

                                                           
225 Batson, ‘Phra Sarasas: Rebel with Many Causes’ p. 164 
226 Craig J. Reynolds and Hong Lysa, “Marxism in Thai 
Historical Studies”, Journal of Asia Studies, Vol. XLIII, No. 1, 
November 1983, pp. 81-82 
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particularly rice, were deliberately kept low to increase the profits 
of the royal and imperialist partners.  

The royal system maintained internal order and a steady flow 
of commodities for trade while foreign capitalists provided funds 
and technology for infrastructure projects that strengthened 
royal control of the countryside. Udom, who later rose to 
become chairman of the politburo in the Chinese-backed CPT, 
argued that the situation in Thailand was like pre-revolutionary 
China. The coup of 1932 did little to change this situation, 
Udom wrote, as the People’s Party failed to change the basic 
relations of economic power and production in the country. 

Udom’s work, despite factual and theoretical weaknesses, was 
radical in breaking with official histories that invariably focused 
on the royal system. According to historians Craig Reynolds and 
Lysa Hong, Udom “challenges acceptance of the Thai ruling 
class as beneficent, wise, and worthy of the people’s 
unquestioning obedience.”227 

 
The face of Thai sakdina 
 
Seven years later, Jit Pumisak also sought to examine Thai 

history from a Marxist view-point, in part to correct weaknesses 
he saw in Udom’s analysis. Jit wrote that Udom was overly 
influenced by Maoist ideology, leading to errors in understanding 
points where the Thai situation differed from that of China. He 
published an article entitled “The Real Face of Thai Sakdina 
Today” “Chom Naa Sakdina Thai Nai Patchuban” in the 1957 
Yearbook of the Thammasat Faculty of Law. He sought to 
provide a more rigorous analysis of pre-1855 Siam, overturn the 
traditional view of history and provide an historical justification 
for a socialist, egalitarian revolution. Jit’s article said:  

“The sakdina class wrote (in their histories) that 
everything happened because of their supernatural 
power, their high capability and their talent, even 
though it was a natural occurrence or the result of 
the labor of slaves or serfs who may have had to 
sacrifice their lives for the task. 
 
“In building towns, the people and laborers were 
the ones who put so much work into it, but it was 
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written in history that this town existed because of 
the sakdina class. For example we often find in 
legend that this prince built that town, that prince 
built this town, that a particular king rescued 
people, etc. In fact, it was the people who 
accomplished such feats.”228 
 

Jit wrote that this pattern of thinking continued in the minds 
of his contemporaries long after sakdina as a legal system of 
control had faded away. He wrote that this persistence was 
supported by the way the history of the sakdina period was 
written. “Reports of a project will always imply that because of a 
certain official’s great personal ability the project was 
successful...People who have this backward view assume that 
‘heroes create history’ or that ‘history is the result of the 
decisions of heroes,’”229 he wrote. Jit proposed, instead, the 
Marxist idea of history as he understood it: 

“The history of mankind is the history of the 
class struggle between the oppressor and the 
oppressed. The process of the long history of 
mankind began from the primitive period, then 
the slavery period, the feudal and the capitalist 
periods up to the highest period of capitalism 
which is imperialism, then on to the socialist 
period. This process is the development process 
that means that which is newer, brighter and 
more beautiful will inevitably take the place of 
the old.”230 

 
Jit’s task then was to fit the different facts of Thai history 

into the Marxist mold cast for Europe. Marx, in fact, had a more 
nuanced view of history and saw Asian history as fundamentally 
different from European history. Because Jit had to work 
without proper research facilities and without knowledge of key 

                                                           
228 Silp Pitakchon (pseud .), Bod Wiparkwijarn Wa Douy 
Silpawattanatham Khong Jit Pumisak (The Critique of Art 
and Culture by Jit Pumisak) (Bangkok: Jaroenwit Garnpim, 
1974), pp. 185-186. 
229 Ibid. 
230 Teepagorn, Art For Life Art For People, po. cit . , p. 196. 
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Marxist writings, the book is a ground-breaking, but flawed 
‘Marxist’ analysis of Thai history. 

One of Jit’s assumptions was that the sakdina period, 
beginning with the kingdom of Ayutthaya, was equivalent to the 
European feudal period. This equivalence, although accepted 
even by conservative writers at the time, is now rejected by most 
Thai historians. Unlike European feudalism, the sakdina system 
lacked Europe’s relatively independent landed nobility and its 
fief system.231 

Another difficulty was that even if this equivalence were 
reasonable, Stalinist and Maoist doctrine required that there 
must have been a “slave period” preceding it. While there were 
records of slaves in the sakdina system there was little mention of 
them in the preceding kingdom of Sukhothai, which had a rather 
sophisticated and extended tribal system with the king as a 
paternal leader. Control of labor was on a patron-client basis 
with the king being the ultimate patron offering social order, 

                                                           
231 It is this dependence on the king and the changeability 
of status that is a major difference between the sakdina 
system and the European feudal system. Both systems of 
course gave to certain sharply defined and numerically 
small classes of people the right to control both the means 
of production - the land and the labor needed to make it 
fruitful. This led many Thai radical thinkers to believe that 
the Marxist analysis of the European feudal system 
provided a ready-made understanding of the sakdina 
system. But the differences between the two systems are 
major. Among them is that sakdina status was not 
inheritable. Even though an official might rise to a very 
high sakdina status, when he died all his land reverted to 
the throne. Even within the royal family, status could not 
be inherited on a constant level, but dropped a notch with 
each generation. So a son of a king was given the rank of 
Phra Ong Chao and if he did not rise to the throne, his son 
would be of the lower Mom Chao rank, and his son in turn 
would be only a Mom Ratchawong, whose son would be a 
Mom Luang, whose son would not inherit any rank at all. 
So in five generations the descendants of a king would 
become commoners again. The sakdina system did not 
provide for powerful hereditary lords with vast family 
holdings as in Europe. 
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rank, culture and protection in times of war in exchange for 
services. Faithful to his understanding of the Marxist categories, 
Jit declared that something must be wrong. 

“Feudalism could not just exist. It was not 
simply set up by a king who thought that it was 
a good thing and so wanted to have the fun of 
establishing it. Feudalism could exist only after 
it had developed a system of production step by 
step. Without the development of its productive 
system, feudalism could not exist. This is a rule 
with no exceptions. Certainly feudalism could 
not exist without having a slavery system as the 
preceding foundation.”232 

 
Jit therefore had to show evidence of a slave period before 

the sakdina period he considered feudal. He was forced to rely on 
linguistic rather than historical evidence. His first deduction was 
that because there were wars in the Sukhothai period there must 
have been prisoners of war. The only value to such prisoners, he 
reasoned, was their labor. Therefore, these prisoners of war must 
have been slaves in the Sukhothai period. He buttressed this 
argument with a re-interpretation of an ancient stone inscription 
that refers to inheritance laws passing on praifaanaasai (literally 
bright-faced common people). Jit said the general interpretation 
of the word as “happy people” or “happy peasants” was 
incorrect. Since these people were part of an inheritance, he 
argued that they must have been slaves.  

At another point he refers to a Sukhothai inscription that 
says “(fruit tree) groves are abundant in this muang. Whoever 
plants them gets them for himself.”233 Jit reasoned that this 
inscription meant that before this period those who planted fruit 
trees did not get them for themselves, but they went to others. 
“Slaves planted them for the slave lords,” he wrote. He therefore 
concluded on this slender evidence that the Sukhothai period 
was a period of transition from the required ‘slave period’ 
proceeding the ‘feudal period’. Even if Jit were correct that there 
were slaves in the pre-Sukhothai period, he was a long way from 
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Sampan, 1976), pp. 91-92. 
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proving that slavery was an important enough factor to make it 
the key productive relation of the times. In fact, it appears likely 
slavery was less important in the pre- and early Sukhothai period 
than in the Ayutthaya and even Bangkok periods that followed. 
Because Thai military activities increased in the Ayutthaya and 
early Bangkok periods, the number of prisoners of war brought 
back to Siam as slaves was likely to have increased as well.  
Observers as late as the mid-19th century estimated that slaves 
made up one-third to one-half of the Siamese population234 and 
that slavery remained an important part of the social and 
economic system. To show that the presumed slave period had 
been replaced by the sakdina system in the Sukhothai era Jit had 
to ignore a great deal of evidence that the use of slaves 
continued and actually increased as the sakdina system became 
more powerful.  

In addition, Jit was forced to base his argument for a slavery 
period ending prior to the sakdina system on political factors, the 
wars between the kings and princes of the time, rather than on 
economic factors. Jit’s weaker arguments were usually accepted 
with little questioning by other radicals, such as Pin Bua-on and 
Supot Darntragul, who all referred to a slavery period preceding 
sakdina rule in Thai history as if it were established fact. 

Already on shaky grounds, Jit’s next step was to show how 
the slave system not only preceded but led to the “feudal 
sakdina” system. He wrote that after the slave period had existed 
for 400 years it disintegrated because of attacks by Khmer 
troops. The conflicts allowed the slaves to escape and set up 
homes in different areas, he wrote. 

“The slaves were then free and set up their own 
communities, but they were not strong enough, 
so they were often attacked by bigger tribes. 
The same happened in Europe when the 
nomads attacked the free men, the latter 
escaped to set up their own towns. The Thai 
slaves who became free then sought for 
protection by association with powerful groups 

                                                           
234 See R.B. Cruikshank, “Slavery in Nineteenth Century 
Siam,” in Journal of the Siam Society, Vol. 63.2, 1975 and 
Katherine A. Bowie, “Slavery in nineteenth century 
northern Thailand: archival anecdotes and village voices,” 
in Kyoto Review of Southeast Asia at 
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and subordinated themselves to the big towns. 
The ex-slaves...joined powerful Thai leaders 
such as Paw Khun Sri Intradit. The same thing 
happened at the other big towns...The nature of 
society in Thailand was similar to Europe 
during the feudal era.”235  

 
Again, Jit could only point to political and social causes for 

an economic transition that, according to Marxist doctrine 
should have been a result primarily of economic forces. The 
slave system, in Jit’s analysis, was destroyed by war. Then the 
feudal system came into being because of the need for security. 
The further development of the system was also explained in 
non-economic terms. Jit wrote that the main purpose of the 
distribution of land to the appointed sakdina lords was “to 
prevent coups and revolutions that could be caused by ambitious 
officials. At the same time, the system served to limit the power 
of the older feudalists. That is, to limit the political power of 
those lords by controlling their access to economic power. The 
third purpose was to seek interest from land that the king did 
not have enough slaves to work for himself.” 236 Jit’s intent was 
to show that there was nothing noble or pre-ordained about the 
form of the sakdina class system; its development was due to 
selfish reasons of security and financial return. Jit’s analysis may 
well be correct, but it is also much less in the Marxist tradition 
than he would have liked. 

Jit spent much of his analysis showing that the grand palaces 
and temples built by the kings actually came at the expense of 
the ordinary people who not only had to pay for the expensive 
materials, but were forced to contribute free labor to work on 
them. He detailed the tax system of the sakdina period to prove 
that the system was exploitative, saying it differed from taxation 
in a system in which the people who were taxed had political 
power. 

“If one doubts whether the tax systems is a 
form of exploitation or not, one should 
consider the basic problem, that is, who owns 
the means of production. In the feudal system, 
the feudal class owns the means of production 
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i.e. the land. When they own it, they have 
economic power to seek for political power by 
taxing the land as they want. When they receive 
money or produce, they use it for themselves, 
leaving the people to suffer. Hence, the tax 
system is the major means for exploitation 
especially in land. The tax system under 
capitalism is also a form of capitalist 
exploitation. The tax system in a socialist 
society in which people are the owners of the 
means of production is not a form of 
exploitation, however, because when people 
own the means of production together, they 
have political power together. And whatever 
they get from their taxes will be used for their 
own benefit.”237 

 
Jit knew he was fighting years of education and socialization 

that indoctrinated people with the belief the Ayutthaya and 
Bangkok periods were times of noble, wise kings who ruled over 
an elegant, orderly system of deference and class privilege. 
Literature and history had presented the time as one of court 
poetry, colorful spectacles, natural abundance, devotion to 
Buddhism and occasional glorious wars. Jit tried to counter this 
image by pointing out its economic base was the exploitation of 
the common people. He listed the major characteristics of the 
sakdina system as: 

• The king was the owner of all land, with 
absolute power over land and people. 

• The people did not have the right to own 
land. They had to rent the land and pay 
back with produce at high rates. 

• There was an exploitive relationship 
between landlord and serf. 

• The king’s officials were given land, 
horses, buffaloes and men so they could 
exploit common men for personal and 
royal benefit.238 
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This system, according to Jit, divided the Thai people into 

two distinct classes: the landlord or sakdina class, and the phrai or 
agricultural class. The sakdina class triumphed in this class 
struggle to monopolize political, social and economic power. 
“Simply put, the landlord class expanded its power to become 
the ruling class, while the agricultural slave class was forced 
down to become the ruled,”239 he wrote. 

Jit wanted to show that the sakdina system, supported by 
traditional art, customs, values and religion, was a system created 
by selfish rulers for their personal interests. The key function of 
the whole elaborate system, in Jit’s analysis, was to maintain the 
economic and political power of the ruler. His intent was to strip 
away the moral legitimacy of such a system and to counter the 
“great man” stories of past heroism and glory concocted by 
Luang Wichitwathakan to support the authoritarian rule of 
Prime Minister Pibulsonggram. 

He did this not only by pointing out the selfish motives 
behind the sakdina system, but by describing historical rulers in 
unglamorous terms. First, he refused to use the rajasap (royal 
language) required by tradition for accounts of the royal family. 
Second, he downgraded the role of the king from exalted ruler 
caring for his people to that of a “committee chairman” caring 
only to preserve the profits and privileges of the sakdina class. 
His tone was disparaging and mocking as he tried to transform 
sakdina from simply a system of land control to a term connoting 
exploitation, privilege, arrogance and class-based injustice. 

This effort to transform the understanding of sakdina was of 
immense importance to the radicals because they saw the 
persistence of values and attitudes from the sakdina era as a 
major obstacle to their hoped-for revolution. First, many of the 
individuals most opposed to social change had their origins in 
the sakdina class. Others, such as the military, claimed legitimacy 
from their service to the king and the adoption of some of the 
old sakdina values and structures. Most important, however, was 
the oppressed class’s acceptance of the sakdina value system of 
deference to power, political passivity, contentment with their 
place in society and respect for personal rather than ideological 
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leadership. The power and coherence of these sakdina values 
made it difficult for the radicals to rouse the common people 
against their rulers. Even more than capitalism or imperialism, 
the radicals saw the continued existence of the mental remnants 
of the sakdina society as their primary enemy. 

Jit’s treatment of Thai history was part of a long radical effort 
to undermine the legitimacy of traditional society and the 
powerful royalist, nationalist historical narrative espoused in the 
20th century to justify authoritarian rule. In the mid-1950s the 
battle against the values of the sakdina system and peasant 
political passivity was difficult indeed. One reason for Jit’s ready 
acceptance of the Marx’s European model for historical 
development, despite Thai historical evidence to the contrary, 
must have been the added benefit of Marxist theory insisting not 
only that the feudal was unjust and selfish, but that its demise 
was inevitable.  

Jit’s arrest and further problems with the authorities 
prevented him from continuing his analysis beyond the sakdina 
period, but the implications of his analysis were clear. Sakdina 
society was based on royal selfishness. It was successful because 
it was able, through its versions of art and history, to get the 
people to accept their own exploitation. To Jit and other Marxist 
radicals, sakdina society and the combined capitalist-sakdina 
system that followed it were stages in the inexorable procession 
of history described by Marx. Just as the primitive period had led 
to the slave period, the slave period to the sakdina feudal period 
and the feudal period to imperialist capitalism, a mass revolution 
against capitalism would lead to socialism and then onward to 
classless communism. 

 
Radical critiques of society 
 
Other Thai Marxists followed Jit’s lead in attacking the 

accepted version of Thai history. Pin, who studied at the Marx-
Lenin Institute in China, 240 picked up the arguments of Udom 
and Jit in his book, Wijai Sangkom Thai (Research into Thai 
Society).  Even after his split with the CPT leadership in 1970, 
Pin wrote that Thai society was “semi-colonial, semi-feudal” 
(gung sakdina, gung muangkun). According to Pin, the king was 
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losing his economic power to a new class of minor capitalists 
and imperialists. The sakdina nobles prospered by converting 
their land control into political and economic power exercised 
through the bureaucracy and the military. The nobles cooperated 
with the capitalist class in exploiting both the peasants and the 
expanding laboring class. Pin wrote that this period was full of 
confusion because of the varied class struggles going on 
“between the peasantry and landlords, between the people and 
the capitalists and the nobles, between the nationalists and the 
imperialists and between the proletariat and the capitalists.”241 

Later writers, such as historian Chatthip Natsupha, expanded 
and refined the Marxist understanding of the social formation in 
Thailand. Like Udom and Pin, Chatthip saw little change in 
Thailand’s modes of production and political control until the 
1855 treaties that broke up royal monopolies and created links to 
external capital. These treaties made Thailand a “semi-colonial” 
society. In Chatthip’s view, Thailand had remained undeveloped 
because of royal monopolies and because so much of the labor 
force was bonded to sakdina lords either as phrai or as slaves. 
Chatthip, however, also saw the ability of Thai villages to resist 
change as slowing Thai social formation. This, he wrote, made 
Thailand more like the “Oriental society” that Marx described, as 
discussed previously, in Grundisse. The combined impact of 
royal monopolies, sakdina control of labor, and village resistance 
to change, in this view, meant bourgeois society and local 
entrepreneurs were slow to develop. When entrepreneurs did 
emerge, they were almost entirely non-Thai, either Chinese or 
agents of the colonial powers.242 

The detailed issues in Thailand’s stages of social formation, 
such as whether Thailand was semi-colonial and semi-feudal, had 
implications for understanding the relations among the classes, 
the nature of the Thai state and thus for the correct 
revolutionary tactics. If Thailand was still semi-feudal, the focus 
of attack should be on the feudal class. If it was already a 
dependent capitalist society, the focus should be on the capitalist 
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class and its links to international capital. However, if Thai was 
largely a static Oriental society, the prospects for revolution 
would be bleak.  

Although details differed and were disputed among radicals, 
the revolutionary appeal of the basic Thai Marxist  interpretation 
of history was the assurance, as Pin put it, that: “when the 
capitalist system replaces the feudal system it will pass through a 
period of development and then dissolve. The socialist system 
must then take its place and develop until it too dissolves and is 
itself replaced by a higher system (communism).”243  

This predetermined theoretical dynamic made the strained 
interpretations of the radicals seem worth the effort. The radical 
interpretation of Thai history was never a disinterested scholarly 
exercise. Produced in the midst of a struggle for the minds of the 
people, the radical view of history was an effort to replace the 
ruling class’s image of the past and create new image that would 
be a useful tool for revolution. Because the old conception of 
Thai history was unquestionably one-sided and inaccurate, the 
new view had a freshness and surface plausibility that made it 
attractive to radical thinkers. 

 
Thai Marxism overlooked Marx’s writings on Asia 
 
The “Marxist” historical interpretations of Jit, Pin and other 

radicals won near unanimous acceptance among their colleagues 
and later among the student radicals of the 1970s. In fact, 
however, they failed to account for Marx’s own writings about 
Asia. The Thai radicals wrote in ignorance of Marx’s work on 
Asia because it had been suppressed after a decision at the 1931 
Leningrad conference of Soviet ideologists that Marx’s concept 
of the Asiatic society would be counterproductive to the 
revolutionary effort in Asia. Scattered in several of essays and 
newspaper articles,244 (such as the essay, “The British Rule in 
India”, several articles written for the New York Daily Tribune in 
1853 and “Grundisse der Critik der Politischen Okonomie (1857-
1858)”) this body of work was not assembled until later, much of 
it not published until the 1960s. Even then, it was repressed by 
the Soviet Communist Party. These essays and articles show that 
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Marx believed that Asia had a different pattern of development 
from Europe and that it could not be fit into the standard 
progression of historical periods. Marx described what he called 
the “Asiatic mode of production” as having the following 
characteristics: 

• No private ownership of land. 

• Because of lack of private land ownership, 
communities retain their essential cohesive 
force even though faced with aggression. 

• A close relationship among community 
members because labor on agriculture and 
home industries was shared within the 
village. 

• Large irrigation systems requiring 
centralized political power for successful 
operation. 

• The state possesses the absolute power to 
gather all surplus value.245  

 
Marx referred specifically only to China and India, but the 

sakdina system in Thailand had similar characteristics.  In 
“Grundisse” Marx wrote that societies dominated by this 
“Asiatic mode of production” were essentially stagnant, without 
internal mechanisms for change. He explains their stability by 
asserting that the power of the Asiatic despot was far greater 
than any European feudal king. The supreme power of the 
oriental king came from his ultimate ownership of the means of 
production, the land.246  In Europe, of course, the king could 
only control land that was either personal or crown property. 
Feudal lords typically controlled vast areas of land and could 
choose whether or not to contribute any of their resources in 
people and produce to the service of the crown. In Europe, 
those lords were hereditary; in the Thai kingdoms they were 
ostensibly appointed by the king (although in many cases the 
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king simply approved appointments that were, in fact, passed on 
from father to son).  

Marx was probably unaware of the details how such Asian 
kingdoms worked in practice. Believing that these kingdoms 
placed control of land firmly in the hands of the king, he felt that 
this mechanism reduced class struggle. Marx wrote that because 
“under such circumstances there need exist no harder political or 
economic dependence than common to all, subjection to the 
state. The state is here the supreme landlord. Sovereignty here 
consists in the ownership of land concentrated on a national 
scale.”247  

Marx’s Asiatic mode of production concept discussed in 
Grundisse implied that such societies would were not likely to 
progress to capitalism, proletarian revolution and socialism. For 
that reason, the idea of the Asiatic mode of production was 
rejected by Stalin and omitted from the propaganda work of the 
Comintern. In other writing, however, Marx implies some 
dynamism in the oriental mode by listing a series of stages for 
Asiatic society: Asiatic society, ancient feudalism and modern 
bourgeois society with, of course, socialism as the next step.248   

So while Marx’s writings on Asia may have been ambiguous, 
they never included the rigid historical determinism that Jit and 
the other radicals used in their view of Thai history. Marx never 
pretended to give a thorough analysis of exactly how the 
interaction of modes and relations on production gave rise to the 
Asiatic society. This could have been a useful task for Thai 
Marxist thinkers, but they preferred to take the simpler approach 
of superimposing the Marxian stages of European history on 
Thai history. The Thai Marxists were never able to produce a 
theory of history closer to the known facts or closer to Marx.  

Although largely rejected by Thai academic historians, the 
interpretation of the history of Thai social formation was 
accepted by some Thai radicals into the 1980s. It was useful 
because of its power to proclaim the inevitability of socialist 
revolution. Since then, however, that interpretation has faded 
away. The diminished persuasive power of the Marxist stages of 
history in Asia is partly due to a better understanding of Marx, 
but more importantly due to the ultimate collapse of the 
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Communist Party of Thailand, the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union and the transition of the Communist regimes in China 
and Vietnam to market-based economic systems.  

Although the Marxist aspects of the radical analysis of history 
may have been incorrect, the enduring radical achievement was 
to present an alternative view of Thai history that undercuts 
official histories that were at least equally incorrect. The work of 
Jit, Chatthip, Pin and Udom sparked academic research focused 
on economic classes, tax farming, land tenure, and trade. No 
longer could Thailand’s past be credibly viewed as a time of 
contented peasants, noble warriors and generous monarchs. The 
self-interest of the rulers, the injustice of the sakdina system and 
the hard lot of the slaves and peasants at the bottom of this 
hierarchical system were made clear. An understanding of this 
injustice and the persistence of sakdina attitudes continued to fire 
popular discontent into the 21st century.  
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CHAPTER 10 WOMEN ARE BUFFALOES,  
MEN ARE HUMAN 

 
“...aside from being segregated from economic, 
political and social activities, Thai women are 
also being dehumanized into being sexual 
objects”–Jit Pumisak 

 
As in their attack on traditional nationalistic history, Thai 

radicals followed the lead of Marx and Engels in their critique of 
the role of women in Thai society. The radicals believed the 
dominance of sakdina values in upper class culture and tradition 
forced women to be subservient to men. 

In sakdina culture, the women of upper class families were 
under strict male control, often sequestered in protected female 
enclosures. They had little role in public economic or political 
affairs. The wives and children of the king were housed in a 
separate, guarded the part of the royal palace. These women 
were allowed out of the palace only with royal approval and no 
males past puberty (aside from the king) were allowed in. 
Occupations for upper class women were typically restricted to 
music, dance, decorative arts and child care. Upper class women 
were expected to be beautiful, graceful, soft-spoken and kind. 
They were considered the property of their fathers and 
husbands. A man had the right to sell his wife into slavery or to 
force his daughter to marry whomever he chose. While there was 
clearly a range of situations depending on the wealth, location 
and status of the family, upper class women typically had little 
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role outside of the household and little right to determine how 
they would live their own lives. 

Modernization, education and exposure to the West had 
begun to change the position of Thai women in the second half 
of the 19th century just as the sakdina system itself was being 
dismantled.  For radical thinkers, these changes were not coming 
fast enough or going far enough. Tienwan, as on so many radical 
issues, was one of the first to draw attention to unequal 
treatment of women.  In 1904, Tienwan wrote that: 

“The editor (Tienwan) has examined the situation 
thoroughly and discovered that nowadays the Thai 
woman is still at a disadvantage in many ways. For 
example, according to the husband and wife law, 
women are taken advantage of. In the case that a 
man and women do not have any property before 
marriage, when they get married, whatever they 
acquire belongs to both. But the husband has the 
right to spend or use their property without his 
wife’s consent. When they get divorced, the wife 
will not receive anything, even the property 
acquired by her efforts during the marriage.”249 

 
In the Marxist writing available in Thailand in the early 20th 

century, the issue of women’s rights was connected to the abuse 
of the labor of women and children in industrializing Europe. 
This abuse was blamed on ruthless capital seeking to maximize 
the surplus value generated by laborers. Marx and Engels said 
these abuses would disappear with the destruction of capitalism 
by the revolution. That revolution would also abolish the 
bourgeois form of the family and provide women and men with 
true equality.   

While Thai radicals did not argue against the Marxist analysis, 
they emphasized the cultural impact of sakdina values as a cause 
of women’s inequality more important than capitalist 
exploitation.   Atsani Phonlajan, for example, paraphrased Marx 
and Engels, saying that “the development of society witnessed 
two kinds of problems–that is, the problem of sexual 
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antagonism and class antagonism”250 and that Thai women were 
victims of both.  

Kulap Saipradit wrote that “Women became victims of 
sexual oppression due to the traditional roles and restrictions of 
their gender and became the objects of class oppression because 
of the status of their class in general.”251 Jit Pumisak traced 
traditional cultural attitudes towards woman back through 
classical poetry. He cited passages that described women as 
“good only when she has an interesting body, good only for 
sexual release.”252 He quoted verses such as: 

Her two breasts like lotuses, 
Her body is slim, small-waisted. 
She walks like a swan flying in the sky.253 

 
His intention was to show that traditional poetry taught that 

women were to be seen only as sex objects. He cited other 
passages that contained explicit guides to proper behavior such 
as this passage from “Gridsana Sawn Nong” (Gridsana Teaches 
Her Younger Sister): 

Do not be like those bad women 
Who are not grateful to their husbands,  
Who are not ashamed to yell back, 
Who are inconsiderate, who think only 
Bad things of their husbands...  
The sewing, the repair of clothes  
Are all the work of a good wife. 
Without being reminded, the sewing should 
Be done at once. Do not chit chat 
Too much with your friends.... 
The cooking must be done on time.  
You must obey your husband; 
Do not procrastinate or talk back 
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Or fight with him physically or verbally. 
Do not nag... 
You must get up before your husband 
And go to bed after him. 
Perform your duties as you are told.254 
 

Jit wrote that the effect of sakdina culture was that “aside 
from being segregated from economic, political and social 
activities, Thai women are also being dehumanized into being 
sexual objects, to be honest, slaves, who according to Thai 
tradition have only one direct duty, which is to take care of the 
home. This includes cooking, cleaning, getting pregnant and 
caring for the children.”255 Jit said that this culturally conditioned 
segregation prevented women from developing their true 
potential. “As a consequence the Thai woman is ignorant, 
incapable, and automatically subjected to being the ‘rear feet of 
the elephant’ following Thai tradition.”256 

Atsani wrote that “the family and inheritance laws were 
devised to take advantage of women.”257 Kulap pointed out that 
these laws treated women like private property and in the 
Ayutthaya period gave husbands “full rights to sell their wives 
without their consent.”258  These laws were replaced in 1867, but 
the new laws still gave men the right to sell their wives, “under 
the condition that the wife had to give her consent. But, if she 
was a slave wife, her husband did not need her consent. 
“Certainly,” Kulap wrote, “there was no law that allowed wives 
to sell their husbands.”259 

Jit wrote that the oppression of women was a function of 
class. He pointed to a 19th century law that permitted women, 
for the first time, to divorce their husbands, but that the law 
“was to be applied only to serfs or those who had a sakdina 
status below 400 rai. If the husband had sakdina ranking above 
400 rai, he could do what he wanted without having to consider 
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his wife’s opinion.”260 Higher status gave husbands even greater 
power over their wives. 

Women’s movements arose in the 1920s and 30s to oppose 
this obvious legal inequity along with the cultural and social 
values behind it. Women seeking greater legal equality, improved 
social status and fair treatment in the workplace typically aligned 
themselves with the radical movement against capitalist 
exploitation and the traditional monarchy. The struggle for 
women’s rights was seen as one element of a greater overall 
struggle for economic, social and political change. The Siam 
Association of Women, which had its offices in the Tram 
Workers Union office, was closely associated with the labor 
movement and with a radical women’s journal called “Ying Thai” 
(Thai Woman). Ying Thai and the Association campaigned for 
equal legal and social status for women. Like other radical 
publications, Ying Thai was often threatened with closure by the 
police.261  

With the oppression of women so deeply ingrained in the 
legal system, the material relations and the culture of urban Thai 
society, the radicals concluded the only way to end that 
oppression was through revolution. Slow progress in dealing 
with gender equality seemed to justify that position. Although 
Thai women were among the first in Asia to get the right to vote 
in 1932 as a result of the People’s Party coup, the first female 
member of the Thai Parliament was not elected until 17 years 
later.262  

Social and economic change from the middle of the 20th 
century allowed more women to acquire education. Basic 
education became widely available and girls, taught to be 
responsible in caring for the home, tended to be more 
responsible in their school work. Because entrance to state 
universities was based on results in competitive examinations, 
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the number of female university students surged. By the time of 
the student protests of the 1970s a majority of university 
students were female.  

Under the influence of the earlier radical thinkers and the 
female students in the movement, gender equality became an 
important issue for radical students. They asked why women had 
to enter beauty contests that advertised them as sex objects. 
They probed the commercial sex industry, family roles, legal 
disadvantages, marriage and sexual freedom. More women took 
leadership roles in the radical movement. 

One such woman was Thida Thavornseth. Thida, who joined 
the student protests of the 1970s, was later elected to the central 
committee of the Communist Party of Thailand. Following Jit 
and Kulap, Thida believed the oppression that sakdina values 
imposed on women came on top of the class oppression 
imposed by the economic system. In Thailand’s sakdina period, 
she wrote, women had little control over family assets and were 
disadvantaged by the cultural tradition that high status men 
should have many wives. She said that in the first half of the 19th 
century, the saying that “women are buffaloes and men are 
human” was widespread. But even a century later, she said, 
“Thai women are oppressed in a capitalist economy controlled 
by a world capitalism system that impacts backward and 
uncompetitive Thai politics and government.”263 Struggling to 
earn income for their families, women become victims of sexual 
crimes and the commercial sex trade while traditional culture 
condemns them if they are not “good women,” Thida said. 

“In general, all women in the world, especially those in 
eastern societies, have three yokes on their necks: one is the 
economic, political, and class struggle, the second is sexual 
oppression, and the third is the yoke of backward culture and 
tradition,” Thida wrote, “while men only have the first yoke.”264 
She said the three yokes were connected and that sexual 
exploitation of women forced to become mistresses, “hired 
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wives” or prostitutes. “If there is progress in social, economic 
and government processes, this will give women great ability to 
fight against sexual oppression,” she wrote. “Solving the 
problem of sexual oppression cannot take place if there is no 
progress in solving the first yoke.”265 

 
Homosexual oppression ignored 
 
The role of radical thinkers in promoting broader gender 

equality was less significant. Jit Pumisak’s calls for gender 
equality, for example, did not extend to homosexuals. He wrote 
that lesbian relations in the women’s quarters of the elite palaces 
were abnormal. He claimed such relations were a negative result 
of sakdina treatment of women rather than genuine love or 
normal sexual attraction. Lesbian relationships would naturally 
disappear, he thought, if sakdina oppression of women was 
ended. In Chom Naa Sakdina Thai, Jit wrote: 

“The institution of the harem, the heavenly beauties 
who served in the ruler’s inner quarters and the 
households of the aristocrats, was widespread. 
Unnatural confinement meant that lesbianism 
(homosexual) among women in the inner quarters and 
in harems in the household of the nobility was to be 
found everywhere. The sex life of the ruling masters 
became more and more perverted, for example 
satisfying their desires by sodomy.”266 

 
Few radicals addressed the traditional discrimination against 

both male and female homosexuals and none demanded an end 
to this form of oppression. Their focus was on the status of 
heterosexual women in family relations, the economy and 
politics. 

The push for radical change in the position of homosexuals 
in 21st century Thailand has only weak roots in early political 
radicalism. Neither Marx nor Engels made much reference to 
homosexuality in their published work. While the initial law code 
in the post-revolution Soviet Union did not criminalize 
homosexuality, laws against male homosexuality were soon put 
in place by Stalin in the 1930s. Communist parties around the 
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world had differing attitudes towards homosexuality drawn 
mostly from local culture or the personal attitudes of their 
leaders. Some saw homosexuality (as Engels remarked in a 
crudely worded private letter to Marx) as “smut,”267 but others 
saw the rights of homosexuals as an extension of human rights.  
Thai radicals wrote little on this issue and typically saw both 
male and female homosexuality as perversions they blamed on 
the corrupt morality and lusts of the sakdina class. The common 
assumption of many 20th century Thai radicals was that 
homosexuality would disappear in a post-revolutionary socialist 
society. Without encouragement from either the Soviet or 
Chinese Communist parties, Thai radicals gave the oppression of 
homosexuals little attention.  
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CHAPTER 11 BUDDHISM AND MARXISM 

 
“Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, 
the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of 
soulless conditions. It is the opium of the 
people.” ― Karl Marx, Critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right 

 
In their analysis of economics, politics, history, art and the 

role of women, the Thai leftists of 1930-80 tried to follow Marx 
and the various forms of Communist ideology filtering into 
Thailand. When they strayed from the Marxist path it was due to 
misinformation, missing information or misinterpretation of 
Marxist concepts. Often the radicals’ differences with classical 
Marxist thought were due to the distortions of Stalinism and 
Maoism. The extent and direction of those departures from 
Marxism varied from person to person and from topic to topic.  

On one subject, however, almost every Thai radical openly 
differed from Marx. That was religion. A Buddhist-influenced 
philosophy was imbedded in the value system of most educated 
radicals. Many believed that, if separated from accretions of 
animism and superstition, Buddhism was intellectually 
respectable enough to compete with Western world views, 
whether Marxist, capitalist or Christian.  

Some radicals tried to explain away the differences between 
Marxism and Buddhism. Others sought to reinterpret the main 
concepts of Buddhism to bring them closer to Marxism or to 
adapt the ideas of Marx to make them more acceptable to 
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Buddhism. Very few abandoned their basic belief in the value of 
Buddhism, even though a full acceptance of Marxism entailed a 
rejection of religion.  

Most Thai radicals refused to view Buddhism as the “opium 
of the people.” They believed a rational form of Buddhism was a 
useful philosophical and social doctrine that could be part of a 
just future. Even as they cast away other traditional Thai beliefs 
and values derived from the sakdina period, most radicals held 
fast to a reformed version of Buddhism. Ironically, this stream 
of Buddhist thought has its origins in reforms initiated by those 
at the top of the sakdina class system–the Thai royal family in the 
19th century.  

King Mongkut spent 37 years in the Buddhist monkhood 
before ascending the throne in 1851. His correspondence with 
monks in Ceylon and his discussions with Christian missionaries 
in Thailand led him to doubt the ability of the then current form 
of Buddhism to face the intellectual challenges posed by Western 
scientific and religious thought. He believed the accretion of 
myth, the inclusion of Hindu ritual and the absorption of 
indigenous animism into Thai Buddhism had obscured or 
distorted the teachings of the Buddha. He sought to revive those 
original teachings and restore the original practices of Buddhism. 
He founded a new order of Buddhist monks, the Thammayut 
Nikaya, which sought to return Buddhist practice to the original 
teachings of the Buddha. To a certain extent, this meant 
changing the orientation of Buddhist teaching from a focus on a 
mythic cosmology to a focus on practical psychology. It meant 
reducing the role of superstition and increasing the emphasis on 
rationality. King Mongkut issued proclamations ridiculing 
superstitious practices. He supported the spread of Thammayut 
temples and Thammayut practices. His son and successor, King 
Chulalongkorn, continued these reforms and appointed one of 
his half-brothers to lead the Thammayut order and to install new 
systems of monastic education that de-mystified Buddhist 
teaching.268 
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Much like the political revolution of 1932, however, the 
religious revolution of the 19th century was incomplete. The new 
approach failed to eliminate the old style of Buddhism and it 
continued to exist side-by-side with Thammayut Buddhism. The 
two lines of Buddhist thought therefore competed for influence 
in the religious sphere. This struggle within Buddhism, in some 
ways, paralleled the more visible struggle between radical and 
conservative political thinking.  Thammayut followers tended to 
reject the most superstitious aspects of sakdina thinking and yet 
accept the necessity of royal leadership. The loose organization 
and tolerant attitudes of old-style Thai Buddhism allowed 
individual temples and their abbots to espouse a variety of 
beliefs and practices whether or not they were aligned with 
Thammayut Nikaya.  Over time, the differences between the two 
sects became less distinct, with Hindu and animist beliefs and 
rituals seeping into Thammayut Nikaya practice. 

 
Buddhism and Marxism together 
 
This variety within Thai Buddhism gave radical thinkers the 

opportunity to select for themselves what they considered “true 
Buddhism.” Most radicals were able to find teachings in the 
Buddhist texts sympathetic to their own radical leanings. So, far 
from trying to abolish Buddhism to eliminate the “illusory 
happiness” that most Western Marxists thought blocked the way 
to revolutionary consciousness, Thai intellectuals tried to 
preserve the essential doctrines of Buddhism. They often sought 
to do this within a revised ideological framework expanded to 
contain their belief in Marxism. In their eyes, Buddhism had 
been established for essentially good purposes, but suffered later 
distortion by the Thai ruling class.269 The Buddha was himself 
seen as a “radical” seeking to get people to think for themselves 
and to move beyond the superstitious beliefs and caste system of 
Hinduism.  
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Buddhism, or at least a ‘rational’ form of Buddhism, was not 
seen as the ideology of the ruling class, but as a system of 
thought and practice itself a revolt against the dominant Hindu 
caste system. They believed the Buddha rejected the caste system 
that had offered him a luxurious life as a prince. His teachings 
opened the possibility of enlightenment to all people, no matter 
what their caste origins might have been. Radicals often saw the 
Buddha’s opposition to the caste system as similar to their own 
opposition to the sakdina class system. Thus the original 
Buddhism, according to many radical thinkers, was a 
revolutionary creed that taught equality, rationality, materialism, 
individual worth and service to society.  

Buddhism, the radicals believed, was only much later diverted 
from its original good purposes to encourage the passivity and 
obedience that helped the Thai ruling class to maintain its 
power. Therefore, to many radicals, Buddhism had the potential 
to be reformed and returned to its original purposes. Buddhist 
could become an instrument of liberation from oppression. Jit 
Pumisak wrote: 

“Buddhism is a pure religion, but when it is in 
class society it is exploited by the dominant 
class. It is used as one of the instruments of 
class oppression. In the sakdina period, 
Buddhism was used to serve the sakdina class. 
They used Buddhism to build their power and 
prestige, to make others obedient. In fact, 
Buddhism was established to oppose class 
exploitation. But then (in Thailand) all other 
classes–Brahman, middle and proletarian were 
exploited by one class–the sakdina class. The 
sakdina class was ready to exploit any religion, 
whether Buddhism, Hinduism or animism. In 
spite of Buddhism’s denial of god and spirits, 
the sakdina class still amalgamate these things 
into Buddhism.”270 
 

For Jit and many other radicals, Buddhism was a good tool 
wrongly used. They wanted to wrest it out of the hands of the 
misusers and employ it for good. In the course of misuse, they 
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believed, Buddhism had suffered from distortion, 
misinterpretation and accretions from older faiths.  

Jit wrote that the major distortions were the prominence 
given to the cycle of rebirth, the related belief in karma from 
past lives, and the inclusion of animism and superstition in 
popular Buddhism. He said that the sakdina class persuaded 
people to think about rebirth to higher status in the next life in 
order to give hope to people denied material improvement in 
this life. People were encouraged to wait passively for 
improvement in the next life rather than fighting for it in this 
one. This made sakdina-style Buddhism the dream of the poor. 
The idea that misfortunes or oppression in this life were 
deserved because of past misdeeds or “bad karma,” the radicals 
believed, led to passivity and fatalism. Sakdina culture 
encouraged faith in Buddhist amulets, rituals and rejection of the 
scientific thinking and rational analysis that might lead to action 
against an unjust system. Superstitious Buddhism was 
incorporated into political rituals such as loyalty oaths to the 
king in order to bind the people to the will of the ruler.271 

The radical writers could have followed Marx and simply 
rejected Buddhism as a tool of oppression like other religions. 
Instead, they worked to separate an essence of Buddhist 
philosophy from the trappings of ritual, animism and political 
use that had become attached to it over the centuries. At the 
same time, they tried to show that this essence of Buddhism was 
in harmony with the essence of Marxism.  

A major difficulty, however, came from Marx’s own words 
on religion. Marx had written “the requirement for their (the 
people’s) real happiness is...the removal of religion as the illusory 
happiness of the people.”272 Lenin declared that “Marxism has 
always regarded all modern religions and all religious 
organizations as instruments of bourgeois reaction that serve to 
defend exploitation and to drug the working class.”273  Thai 
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government propaganda portraying Marxism as a destroyer of 
religion had gained much sympathy from devout villagers. So, as 
a practical matter, the Thai radicals had to make Marxism 
compatible with Buddhism if they hoped to rouse the Buddhist 
masses to engage in Marxist revolution. 

 
Opposition to theism, not Buddhism 
 
One approach embraced by the radicals was to differentiate 

Buddhism from the Western religions criticized by Marx. Atsani, 
for example, argued that it was only theist religions that 
oppressed and deceived the people because they taught the 
people to rely on supernatural power and guidance outside 
themselves. “Your two hands are all the gods you need. Isn’t it 
these two hands that create music and languages? Isn’t it these 
two hands that create all forms of art? Isn’t it these two hands 
that men can use to build society and culture?”274  

Kulap wrote that according to Buddhism, greed or craving 
for private property was one of the major sources of misery. He 
argued that Marx held the same view, although expressed in the 
language of economic and political analysis. Private property led 
to class society and class struggle, which created great misery. He 
wrote: 

“In barbarian society, men lived together like 
brothers. There was no class division. 
Everything was common property. It was 
because of greed that there came to be classes 
in society. As a result, there were slaves, 
oppression and cruel treatment. The minority 
exploited the majority so much that the latter 
were bitter. Then existed the class struggle. 
Since society became a class society, misery 
existed because of class oppression, which led 
to class struggle. Therefore, if we recall the 
Buddha’s teachings, we can see that life was 
miserable because of greed for private 
property.”275 
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This is typical of the approach of many Thai Marxists in 

pointing to similarities between Buddhism and Marxism. It has 
led to some distortion. Kulap redefines the Buddhist term for 
greed, lopa, as greed for private property. Actually lopa is more 
correctly defined as the desire for anything, even justice, 
holiness, a better life or a social revolution. According to 
Buddhist teaching, this strong desire for anything is one of the 
causes of misery. Those unaware of the true nature of the world 
would have such desire. Those able to achieve a deep 
understanding of reality, however, would be able to extinguish 
lopa and avoid misery.  

Kulap argued that eliminating misery was the common aim 
of both Marxism and Buddhism. The suffering addressed by 
Buddhism, however, is broader than the economic and social 
suffering that concerned Marx. Buddhism addresses that more 
basic misery of thinking creatures tormented by desires they can 
never fulfill. It seeks to deal with the reality that people must live 
only a certain time and then die. In the adoption of Hindu 
beliefs by some Buddhists, this misery is addressed by the 
doctrine of rebirth: that after death, people are reborn in new 
bodies in an endless cycle. If they have lived good lives they 
would be rewarded with what they desire in the next life. The 
rationalist strain of Buddhism, however, refuses to speculate 
about rebirth or life after death because these are essentially 
unknowable. A person can never be confident he will see desires 
fulfilled in the next life. Rational Buddhism is concerned with 
the psychological suffering that comes from what people want, 
but cannot have, including eternal life. This strain of Buddhism 
teaches that even if people get what they want, the affliction of 
lopa means they will suffer from fear of losing what they have 
gained or will soon begin to want something more. Suffering 
therefore cannot be ended by getting what is desired, only by 
extinguishing lopa itself.  

The suffering addressed by the Buddha was more personal 
than the class suffering described by Marx. The Buddha 
developed a method of salvation from misery to be sought and 
achieved by people as individuals. Marxism teaches the end to 
suffering can only come by concerted, violent class action to 
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benefit the whole working class. For Marx, only concerted class 
struggle on a global scale could end suffering and usher in the 
classless tranquility of communism. The Buddha, however 
taught that while living a life of social benefit and compassion 
for fellow beings was essential, personal tranquility could be 
achieved only by individuals meditating deeply on the nature of 
self and reality. This meditation would lead to the extinction of 
the selfish ego and the achievement of a state of calm, selfless 
equanimity beyond suffering. 

 
Dealing with Buddhist superstition  
 
Most Thai radicals preferred to overlook such basic 

differences. They seemed to feel that whatever the surface 
differences between Marxism and Buddhism, there was a deep 
compatibility between the two systems of thought, if not of 
practice. Supot tried to show that Buddhist philosophy was 
based on a materialist epistemology similar to that of Marxism. 
He wrote that, for both, “The only truth is that which we can 
touch. Ideas are the product of matter.”276  

Supot referred to a section of Buddhist scripture that explains 
the causes of thought, knowledge and ignorance. Supot argued 
that because Buddhism teaches that knowledge of the world 
comes through the senses and occurs in the mind, the Buddhist 
view is identical to that of Marxist materialism: that thought is a 
solely physical process, determined by a person’s physical brain 
and his sense organ interaction with the environment. To make 
his point, however, Supot has to ignore the importance 
Buddhism places on understanding of the true nature of the 
world, which is gained not through interaction with the outside 
world, but through withdrawing from it to examine the interior 
world of the mind in meditation. Buddhist practice is to empty 
the mind, not fill it; to cool emotions, not rouse them. Supot’s 
concern,  like that of reformist monks at the time, may have 
been more to counter  the popular, superstitious version of 
Buddhism, than to support Marxist philosophy. Like both 
Buddhist reformers and other political radicals, Supot believed 
the commonly accepted version of Buddhism in Thai villages 
was laden with superstition, animism and ritual that obscured the 
original purpose of the Buddha.  
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To many of the radicals, clearing this debris from popular 
Buddhism was as important as showing the similarities between 
Buddhism and Marxism. For the most part, the radicals said the 
two tasks were related. They argued that, like Marxism, true 
Buddhism was rational, materialist and scientific. Kulap wrote 
that “the Dharma of the Buddha is the science derived from 
scientific experiment. It is the fruit of the Buddha’s observations 
and experiment for six years...”277 He explained: 

“Buddhism stresses the importance of practice, 
like the scientific teaching of Marx, in order to 
cure ills or improve life and society. For 
instance, the poor who are exploited, if they 
want to abolish exploitation, according to 
scientific teaching, they have to unite and fight 
the exploiter. They have to take action. If they 
only cry and pray for help separately, they will 
never be free of exploitation ... Buddhist 
teaching is the same. It emphasizes self-reliance 
and self-practice.” 278 

 
Kulap neglected to note the practice of Buddhism entailed 

sitting quietly to empty the mind of passion, desire and violence 
while the practice of Marxism was to rouse the passions of 
whole classes of people to rise up and wage violent struggle 
against other people. He focused instead on the common aims 
of both “to abolish human misery.”279 He wrote that both 
Buddhism and Marxism “worked for humanity as a whole. 
Whoever understands the teaching of both Buddha and Marx 
correctly would be able to put their teachings into practice. He 
would be able to integrate both principles and make both useful 
for his daily life and for his society.”280 

Another radical thinker who tried to integrate Marxism and 
Buddhism was Samak Burawat, a British-educated engineer who 
taught philosophy at the Mahamakut Buddhist Academy from 
1948-1952. Samak sought to explain there was a scientific core 
of Buddhist thought that accorded with Marxism and social 
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Darwinism. In a book entitled Panyawiwat (Intellect), he 
professed to use “science to explain religion, government and 
economics.” He incorporated elements of modern physics, 
including theories of time and space, sub-atomic particles and 
quantum mechanics that seemed to parallel elements in Buddhist 
thought and used both physics and Buddhism to question 
common sense understanding of material stability.  

Samak saw Buddhism as more complete than science because 
it established a moral as well as a physical basis for peace and 
happiness despite the unreliability of our sense perceptions.281 
He argued that the Buddhist understanding of life as suffering 
logically led to a radical call to alleviate the suffering of the poor 
and disadvantaged.282 Samak, who supported the Communist 
Party of Thailand but never became a member, proposed his 
integrated Buddhist/Marxist system in opposition to the 
authoritarian myth-making of the Pibulsonggram government.283 

 
Buddhadasa Bhikku–rethinking traditional Buddhism 
 
An important influence on the radical thinkers was a 

Buddhist monk who also was re-interpreting Buddhism, but for 
religious rather than political purposes. That religious 
reinterpretation, begun in the 1930s, addressed many of the 
issues of concern to the radicals: the cycle of rebirth, karma from 
past lives, superstition, greed and the failings of capitalism.  
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Like radical political thinkers, Phra Ajaan Buddhadasa 
Bhikku, sought to respond to the dual challenges of Western 
thought and the backwardness of traditional Thai society.  For a 
Buddhist in the first half of the 20th century, the key religious 
challenge came from Christianity as an element of Western 
political and economic power. Buddhadasa sought to emphasize 
the ways in which Buddhism was respectable, intellectually as 
well as religiously.  At the same time, he tried to respond as a 
Buddhist to international thinking that included Marxism, 
capitalism, socialism, democracy and psychology. Beginning in 
1932, Buddhadasa, developed a view of Buddhist teaching that 
sought to eliminate superstition and reinstate rational thinking as 
the core of the religion.  

 Buddhadasa came from a shop-keeping family in the 
southern province of Surat Thani. He went to local schools until 
the death of his father forced him to drop out to manage the 
family shop while still a teenager. That interrupted his formal 
education, but did not stop the young man from educating 
himself by reading in the slow times at the shop. That reading 
included the work of the radical journalist Tienwan as well as 
Buddhist works that inspired him to join the monkhood for 
what he expected would be a short period.  

After ordaining at age 20, Buddhadasa moved to a temple in 
Bangkok to undertake more advanced religious studies. Those 
studies led him to commit fully to Buddhism, but also left 
Buddhadasa unhappy with the emphasis of institutionalized 
Buddhism on ornate temples, Buddha images, Brahministic 
rituals and animistic superstitions. He became dissatisfied with 
the lack of logical analysis and intellectual rigor in his religious 
studies and concerned by the conflicts between what was taught 
in the temple and the discoveries of science.  

Buddhadasa was fascinated by science.  He experimented 
with radios and early recording equipment. He was interested in 
the mechanisms of cameras and the chemical processes of 
photography. He was an excellent photographer himself. He 
read the works of psychologists such as Freud, and philosophers 
such as Hegel and Marx. Even as a young monk, he wanted to 
integrate scientific understanding with Buddhist understanding. 
He thought that Buddhism should account for the insights of 
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science and Western thought more broadly while being mindful 
of the potential dangers of some aspects of Western thinking.284 

Disappointed with the monastic education provided in 
Bangkok, the then 24-year-old monk returned to his home 
province of Surat Thani and entered a period of solitary study 
and meditation in a forest near his home in the tradition of the 
“forest monk.” This tradition emphasized meditation and stood 
apart from the administrative organization of the Sangha.285 From 
his meditation and his intensive study of the early Buddhist 
scriptures, Buddhadasa became convinced that a thorough 
reinterpretation of Buddhism was necessary. With support from 
family, especially his younger brother, and friends, he began to 
publish a tri-monthly religious journal Buddhasasana (Buddhist 
Religion) to communicate with a wider public.  

Because some of this thinking challenged established 
teachings, many of his journal articles were reprinted in 
progressive Bangkok magazines and newspapers. This earned 
Buddhadasa both followers and enemies. “There were some who 
sent poison-pen letters to the top monks in the ecclesiastic 
hierarchy,” Buddhadasa wrote later, “inciting them to 
misunderstand or even hate us.”286 Buddhadasa was also the 
target of regular attacks by the prominent conservative writer 
and politician, M.R. Kukrit, in the pages of his newspaper. 

Buddhadasa ignored his enemies and focused on his own 
understanding of scripture and his own meditation practice. For 
three years after leaving Bangkok, Buddhadasa meditated alone 
in a small hut in the forest, developing both self-knowledge and 
willpower. Through meditation and study he came to a new 
understanding of Buddhism. 

The key to Buddhadasa’s reinterpretation and 
demythologization of the scriptures was a distinction he 
propounded between “phasa khon,” people language, and “phasa 
tham,” dharmic language. Phasa khon was the language of 
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ordinary discourse, while phasa tham infused ordinary words with 
a deep understanding of the dharma.287 The same word, could 
thus have two different meanings. Buddhadasa expressed his 
understanding of Buddhism in the meanings he assigned to phasa 
tham. His interpretation dealt with many of the concerns of the 
Thai radicals and served to provide the authority of a renowned 
religious scholar for a version of Buddhism that was more 
compatible with Marxism. 

Birth, in phasa tham, was not physical birth, but the birth of 
the sense of self, the ego, and the beginning of attachment; death 
was not physical death, but “the cessation of the idea of ‘I’ or 
me.”288 In phasa tham, nirvana was not a place of delights reached 
after death or the end of the cycle of rebirths, but a state of mind 
to be achieved in this lifetime, even if for but a moment, through 
meditation and moral living. This version of nirvana was a 
psychological state resulting from “the complete and absolute 
extinction of every kind of defilement and misery.” Not only 
could this nirvana be achieved in this life, according to 
Buddhadasa, but it could be achieved by ordinary people living 
ordinary lives. Buddhadasa, therefore, was removing a class 
distinction between monks and lay people: both could, with 
proper practice, achieve nirvana. This contradicted a key tenet of 
the Thai Buddhist Sangha that nirvana could only be achieved by 
the most advanced monks and only after many years, indeed, 
many lifetimes, of advanced practice.  

Buddhadasa’s thinking represented a direct challenge to the 
hierarchical structure of Thai Buddhism. It implied a radical 
restructuring of Thai Buddhism, both as a practice and as an 
institution. Buddhadasa, however, never pushed this challenge 
beyond the realm of thought and the example of his own 
teaching and practice. He never called for change in the 
organization of the monks who comprised the institution of 
Thai Buddhism.289 Buddhadasa ultimately developed his jungle 
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plot into a meditation center that embodied many departures 
from tradition. There was no temple building, no Buddha 
images, no appeals for donations and no Bramanistic rituals. He 
welcomed other religions and emphasized their similarities to 
Buddhism. The meditation center attracted a dedicated 
following, but Buddhadasa  never pushed for the rest of Thai 
Buddhism to do likewise.   

A key aim in Buddhadasa’s reworking of traditional 
Buddhism was to eliminate the conflict between traditional 
Buddhist thought and scientific thinking. Buddhadasa 
emphasized a part of the Buddhist scripture known as the 
Kalama Sutta in which the Buddha taught that people must learn 
to think for themselves. The Sutta lists ten reasons that people 
cite for believing something and says all ten are insufficient, 
because the only reliable knowledge comes from personal 
consideration of all factors with independent intelligence. 

“There is not the least contradiction between the 
principles of science and those of the Kalama 
Sutta,” Buddhadasa wrote. “Even the eighth item, 
which states that one should not accept something 
just because it agrees with one’s own preconceived 
theories, does not contradict scientific principles. 
True scientists emphasize experimental verification, 
not their own concepts, opinions and reasoning, as 
their main criterion for accepting something as 
true.”290  

 
This scientific, iconoclastic view of Buddhism struck a deep 

chord with many in the educated middle class in the mid-20th 
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century. Buddhadasa’s following steadily expanded. The 
meditation center at Suan Mokh attracted increasing numbers of 
those wanting to hear Buddhadasa’s daily sermons and those 
seeking his guidance for their meditation practice. The ideas 
emanating from Suan Mokh also appeared to support the 
radicals’ attempt to integrate Buddhism and Marxism. 
Buddhadasa was given some of the works of Hegel and Marx, 
which he read critically through the lens of Buddhist 
teachings.291  

Some radicals traveled to Suan Mokh and many others 
became interested in Buddhadasa’s teachings through his 
extensive writing. Many radicals, when writing about Buddhism, 
expressed ideas similar to those of Buddhadasa. As a result, 
Buddhadasa’s enemies attacked him as a Communist, but 
Buddhadasa’s political writings during the turbulent 1970s, 
however, made it clear that he had no commitment to any 
political ideology–whether socialism or free enterprise, 
communism or democracy.292 His commitment was to 
Buddhism. He did write favorably about some aspects of both 
socialism and democracy, but only the aspects of those systems 
that he felt were in harmony with Buddhist dharma. To 
Buddhadasa, any political system based on dharma would be 
good, and any system without it would be lacking.  

Buddhadasa focused on religious issues such as the meaning 
of scripture, meditation, the essence of religion and leading a 
moral life, but he also addressed many of the key themes of Thai 
radical political thought. He indicated his political sympathies by 
referring to the founding of the Suan Mokh meditation center in 
the same year as the People’s Party’s overthrow of the traditional 
monarchy. “We took this as an auspicious omen of the changes 
in a new era, as a chance to make (the world) better, as much as 
we could.”293 His political thinking, however, was not well 
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aligned with any particular ideology. In some cases his 
conclusions were helpful to the radicals; in others they were not. 
His overwhelming concern with religion meant that his political 
conclusions were fully supportive of neither radical nor 
conservative political thought.  

 
Dharmic socialism 
 
In support of radical thinking, Buddhadasa favored socialism 

over capitalism. Socialism, he felt, was a more natural system, 
one that had evolved from ancient times when food could not 
be hoarded and therefore had to be shared. “The problems of 
society began,” he wrote, “when it first became possible for 
individual acquisition.”294 Buddhadasa was not opposed to the 
production and storage of a surplus, whether food or other 
goods, but believed that Buddhist ethics required that any 
surplus not go to the individuals who owned the means of 
production but to those in need. The focus on the good of 
society he saw in socialism, rather than the good of individuals, 
was in closer accord with Buddhist ethics. This idea of an 
ancient classless society ruined by greed and possessiveness is 
similar to Kulap’s view that it was greed that led to classes and 
class oppression.  

 “Coming to socialism we must look at the problems of 
society and do things that will solve the problems of society,” 
Buddhadasa wrote. “This then is a socialism that is safer than 
liberalism because it seeks the benefit of society. This liberalism 
and free enterprise cannot do due to greed. Liberalism is an 
opportunity for greed because it has the objective of benefitting 
the individual not the society like socialism.”295 This 
understanding of what Buddhadasa called “Dharmic Socialism” 
was not a Marxist understanding of socialism. Dharmic 
Socialism meant taking the side of society in contrast to 
individualism. While individual religious practice and individual 
responsibility were important in Buddhism, the individual self 
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ultimately does not exist and Buddhist teachings emphasize the 
collective good.296 

 Although generally favorable to democracy, Buddhadasa had 
concerns about democracy’s ability to control greed and 
selfishness. He wrote: 

“To say that democracy is always and absolutely 
good is to speak with one’s head in the sand. 
Those who insist on it haven’t considered that a 
democracy of selfish people is worse than a 
dictatorship under an unselfish person who 
rules for the sake of dharma and justice. A 
democracy of selfish people means the freedom 
to use their selfishness in a most frightening 
and awful manner. Consequently, problems 
drag on endlessly among those people who 
have a democracy of selfishness. Stop saying 
that democracy is absolutely good or that 
dictatorship is absolutely good. Instead, stick to 
the principle that both will be good if they are 
based in Dharma.”297   

 
The main value Buddhadasa saw in individual freedom was 

the ability to seek enlightenment through individual practice, but 
his concern with the likely abuse of freedom led him to 
comment favorably on authoritarian actions. He praised 
authoritarian rule in the time of the Buddha and felt that 
monarchy, as long as it was guided by the ten rules298 of a 
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righteous Buddhist ruler, was best for bringing peace and order 
to society. This support for the authoritarian nature of traditional 
Thai society could be seen as backing the military governments 
that periodically seized power in Thailand, but it could also be 
seen as justification for the authoritarian nature of the Thai 
Communist Party. Buddhadasa, however, insisted he supported 
authoritarian action only as a shortcut to beneficial ends, not as 
an ideal. “As a political ideal it (authoritarianism) is no good. But 
if it is simply a method of implementation only, then it can be 
useful. That is, it leads to faster action. If the people are fully 
socialist and democratic already, then if there is a problem that 
resists solution, then authoritarianism can be useful. This is 
democratic authoritarianism. This is people’s 
authoritarianism.”299  

Writing in the 1970s at a time of political violence and 
confusion in Thailand driven by fears of communism, 
Buddhadasa said Communism itself was not the cause of the 
problem. The exploitation and oppression of greedy capitalists, 
he said was driving the poor towards Communist ideas and 
violent revolution. “We are experiencing the problem,” he said, 
“that these evil-minded capitalists are sucking the blood of 
humanity to such an extent that the poor must rise up to fight 
and destroy their enemy, flooding the world with blood.”300  

Although Buddhadasa credited Communism with the 
potential to end the exploitation of the poor by the rich, he did 
not see it as a solution to mankind’s problems because 
Communism was based on the same materialistic delusions and 
attachments as capitalism. The solution, he said, must involve 
reducing or eliminating the sense of self and the deluded 
attachment of that self to material and immaterial benefits. This 

                                                                                                 
5. Maddava: to be kind and gentle 
6. Tapa: to lead a simple life, with selfcontrol. 
7. Akkadha: to be free of hatred or ill will. 
8.  Avihimsa: to be non-violent and to promote peace. 
9. Khanti: to be patient, forbearing, tolerant and 
understanding 
10. Avirodha: to never obstruct the will of the people and 
rule in harmony with the people 
299 Ibid. p. 85 
300 Peter A. Jackson, Buddhadasa: Theravada Buddhism 
and Modernist Reform in Thailand, op. cit.,  P. 236 
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can be achieved by cultivating chit wang or a mind freed from the 
delusions of self through meditation and a life helping others in 
morally guided social action. 

Buddhadasa was concerned with reducing conflict in society. 
Although generally supportive of socialism, he was concerned 
that armed revolution, as proposed by the radicals, would lead to 
greater confusion and violence. While a pure, dharmic socialism 
would reduce conflict and violence, those “calling for socialism 
through the use of weapons to kill and assassinate are on 
another level of insanity. It is as if they are using mud to wash 
off mud,” he wrote. 301 Instead of violence, “we must fight by 
using dharma to overcome non-dharma, defeat evil by using 
good.” 302 He did not see liberal democracy as the best 
alternative to communism because of his concerns that liberal 
systems would allow full play to human greed.  

Buddhadasa evaded simple categorization as conservative or 
radical. In some measure, he was both. Social critic Sulak 
Sivaraksa called him a “radical conservative.” While his advocacy 
of Buddhist socialism supported the radicals, that support was 
tempered by concerns about conflict, violence and materialism. 
Buddhadasa’s political writing, often seen as conservative, was 
less important to the radicals than his reinterpretation of 
Buddhism. This radical reinterpretation, especially his emphasis 
on the open-minded rationalism of the Kalama Sutta, the need 
for moral action to better society and his attacks on superstition 
and animism, made Buddhadasa’s version of Buddhism more 
acceptable to the modern, scientific mindset of many radicals.  It 
also allowed them to place Buddhism in a different category 
from the theistic religions derided by Marx, Lenin and Mao. 

 
Influence on radical thought 
 
From the early days of Suan Mokh, Buddhadasa had links to 

radical thinkers, especially Pridi and his followers, through his 
membership in the Buddhist Association of Thailand, a lay 
organization set up in 1934 by members of the then ruling 
People’s Party. Among the founding members of the association 
was Sanya Thammasak, a liberal jurist and educator who became 
prime minister after the popular overthrow of a military regime 
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in 1973. Buddhadasa’s rational version of Buddhism was a 
strong influence on Sanya’s work in the justice ministry, his 
efforts to reform education when he was rector of Thammasat 
University and his policies as head of an interim government 
struggling to draft a new and more democratic constitution. 

Pridi, while still a senior government leader, attended one of 
Buddhadasa’s lectures on democracy in 1947 and sought out 
Buddhadasa for extensive discussions. The then still powerful 
politician was impressed enough to plan to build a meditation 
center similar to Suan Mokh in his home province of Ayutthaya. 
303 That effort was abandoned when Pridi fled the country after 
the abortive coup of 1951. 

A number of radical writers, including Kulap and Samak, 
visited Suan Mokh and conversed with Buddhadasa. Dr. Weng 
said that Buddhadasa was critical to his political thinking from an 
early age. He said that when he was 15 years old he saved money 
to take the train from Bangkok to stay at Suan Mokh and learn 
from Buddhadasa. “Buddhadasa was a big influence,” he said. 
“He taught me that Buddhism was scientific and rational. 
Buddhadasa taught about egoism. My understanding at that time, 
when I was only 14 or 15, was superficial, but I understood that 
I had to destroy my selfishness. I read Kerd Ma Thammai 
(Why are We Born).  I bought copies of the book and 
distributed it to my friends. I wanted to work for society.”304  

 
Pridi on Buddhism and Marxism 
 
Buddhadasa’s influence can be seen in Pridi’s later attempt at 

an integration of Buddhist and Marxist thinking. After the failure 
of his final attempt to regain power, Pridi went into exile in 
southern China, then still controlled by the Kuomintang. Not 
long afterwards, the Communists under Mao swept to victory, 
demonstrating the revolutionary power of Marxism in Asia. 
Disquieted by what he saw in revolutionary China, Pridi turned 
from politics to philosophy. 

                                                           
303 Santikaro, Buddhadasa Bhikku: to act or not to act? at: 
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/buddhadasa 
www.what-Buddha-taught.net, P. 1 
304 Interview with Dr. Weng Tochirakarn on Aug. 24, 2015, 
translated by the authors. 
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With the Maoist revolution visible around him, he could have 
looked to the thoughts of the Chinese leader for inspiration and 
material. Instead, he went back to his Buddhist roots. He sought 
to integrate Buddhism and Marxism in an analysis of change in 
society. The result was “Kwam Pen Anijang Khong Sangkhom,” 
(“The Impermanence of Society”)305 and it remains one of the 
most interesting philosophical works of Thai radicalism. 

Pridi began by citing the law of impermanence as understood 
by Buddhists. He wrote “all things in this world are 
impermanent, nothing is static.”306 He redefined impermanence 
as a materialist concept that would fit with Marxism, much as 
Buddhadasa had reworked Buddhist concepts such as nirvana 
and dharma to accord with scientific thinking.  

Pridi wrote that the cause of all change is movement that 
takes place because of “the positive and negative aspects” or 
“the creation and the destruction which collide with each other 
in one component of life.”307 These collisions bring about 
change in a way similar to that of Marxist dialectics.  

Society, Pridi wrote, “does not escape the law of change. 
That is, of moves and changes in a constant flux.”308 Why? 
“Because society is also made up of negative and positive 
aspects...society has new forces which are positive, colliding with 
old forces which are negative…When the old force dissolves, the 
old social system will deteriorate; when the new force develops, 
the new social system will develop as well…The new forces will 
always defeat the old forces. But these new forces will continue 
according to the law of anijjang; that is, they will grow, deteriorate 
and then collide with still newer forces.”“309  

Pridi offered the Thai revolution of 1932 as an example. The 
People’s Party, he wrote, destroyed old forces like “the 
supremacy of the monarchy, the relations of production as 
described by people paying tribute to the king”310. New forces 
then developed. “The king as the master of life has changed to 

                                                           
305 Pridi Banomyong, Kwam Pen Anijjang Khong Sangkom 
(The Impermanence of Society) (Bangkok: Rungroengtham 
1958). 
306 Ibid ., p. 18 
307 Ibid., p. 19. 
308 Ibid., p. 20. 
309 Ibid. 
310 Pridi Banomyong, op. cit., p. 28. 
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be under a constitution that comes from the people, and the 
people can own land and stop paying tribute to kings.”311 Then 
the new forces begin to deteriorate, as in the past one hundred 
years the sakdina Thai were forced to give privileges to the 
capitalists at court, in politics and in custom. But now, he wrote, 
those capitalist powers are in decline, so Thailand can abolish 
their privileges in turn. Pridi concluded that in every change 
“there is an old force and a new force that are in conflict with 
each other. The new force will always win and lead to a more 
progressive society.”312  Pridi explained the causes of societal 
change in a mixture of Buddhist and Marxist terminology. He 
explained that society survives because of productive forces that 
include “the instruments of production and the people who can 
use those instruments to produce.”313 These productive forces 
were, like everything else, subject to anijjang. When the forces 
changed, the productive relations among them also had to 
change.  

Pridi sought to reconcile the Buddhist view of peaceful 
change through tranquility of mind with the Marxist idea of 
violent class struggle and revolution. He referred to an 
apocalyptic Buddhist prophecy. In doing this, however, he 
abandoned the usual radical line of removing superstition from 
Buddhism. He wrote: 

“According to Buddhist prophecy, the last era of 
Buddhism would be a disastrous era because of a 
decline in morality. People would fight and 
oppress each other. Then wondrous things would 
happen, which are described by one poet as a 
society in which ‘tiles will float and small dry 
gourds will sink. The nobles will have to walk in 
the small lanes and the serfs will stride down the 
middle of the big streets. Then would come the 
catastrophe that would open the way for the new 
world, a new age in which humanity would live 
with love and generosity. Everyone would be 
equal. There would be the most convenient 
communication. Society would be so rich that 
everyone’s desire would be fulfilled as if there 
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were a magic tree which produced for everyone 
whatever fruit they wanted.” 314 

 
Pridi explained the disastrous era would be one in which 

there was oppression and exploitation by those who wanted to 
keep their power “by using arms without morality.”315 Therefore, 
the oppressed would be justified in rising up against this unjust 
society. The people, he wrote, would conquer the oppressor who 
would, like the dry gourd, sink - lose their privileges and status. 
“The oppressed classes are compared to the tile which is heavy 
because it is in the majority. Like the tile in the prophecy, these 
classes would upgrade themselves to be the leaders of the society 
- float to the top.”316  Pridi wrote that the last revolution would 
be the conquest of the minority by the majority. The suffering in 
this violent struggle was justified by the end result of an ideal 
society. He explained that the ideal Buddhist society (Sriariya 
Metrai) was one in which “there was no difference in status and 
position, in physical and mental work and in town and city men 
lived peacefully together. There were no struggles between man 
and man. Morality would reach its peak and men would have no 
craving.”317 Pridi saw the prophecy of Sriariya Metrai as identical 
with the classless communist society promised by Marx. This 
identification appears to have gone back to Pridi’s early days of 
plotting to topple the absolute monarchy when his code word 
for communism, according to a fellow plotter, was “Sriariya.” 

 
Buddhism for social revolution 
 
Pridi and other radicals saw Buddhism as a revolutionary 

creed developed to overthrow the dominance of caste in ancient 
Hindu India. They saw a direct parallel with their own desire to 
overthrow the dominance of class and wealth in Thailand. To 
the radicals, Buddhism and Marxism aimed at the same ideal. 
Supot wrote that both Buddhism and Marxism could “help each 
other to reach the same goal–classless society or nirvana.”318  He 
was not oblivious to the differences between Buddhism and 
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Marxism, but saw Buddhism in terms similar to those of 
Buddhadasa: scientific, logical and based in the real world. As 
Supot put it: 

“The difference is in the practical ways to reach 
their goals. The communist way begins from 
externals, (environment) and proceeds to internals 
(mind) since scientific socialism holds that matter 
is the essence of all things. Therefore, in creating a 
peaceful and happy society, matter or 
environment, which includes political, economic 
and societal institutions were of first concern. But 
the Buddhist method emphasizes the internal 
(mind) and then proceeds to the external 
(environment). According to Buddhism, 
meditation will create peace in the individual’s 
mind and then society will be peaceful.”319 

 
Supot argued that the two approaches were not mutually 

exclusive, but interdependent. He said that “religion can solve 
social problems only when the well-being of the people is taken 
care of and the well-being can be created only by the economic 
means of communism.”320 

This radical view of the interdependence of Buddhism and 
Marxism ignored the many differences between the two, but it 
must have been satisfying to most Thai Marxists. The acceptance 
of Buddhism as an essential part of the revolutionary struggle 
has served to give most Thai Marxists a common philosophical 
base while differentiating them from most Marxists outside of 
Thailand. 

For the radicals, much of the Thai tradition had to be 
abandoned or drastically changed because it was little more than 
the residue of the exploitive sakdina period. That made it all the 
more important for them to preserve the portion of their 
intellectual heritage that they could respect. 

An accommodation between Marxism and Buddhism was 
also useful from a tactical and practical point of view. Because 
Marx’s theories were alien to the people of Thailand it was useful 
to introduce Marxist philosophical arguments in Buddhist terms, 
such as anijjang, with which they were familiar. In doing so, the 
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radicals had to alter some of the key concepts to “Marxianize” 
Buddhism. At the same time they had to “Siamize” Marxism in 
bending the two systems of thought towards each other.  

The Thai attitude towards Marxism as an ethical system is 
one example of this. Buddhism is seen as a whole way of life 
with answers for problems of epistemology, psychology, 
cosmology and everyday life as well as religion. The radicals 
often tended to view Marxism in the same way. Since both 
systems seemed to cover everything, it was necessary to merge 
them from their philosophical base to their practical 
applications. The ethical content drawn from Marxism was 
rather different from Buddhist ethics, but it was Buddhism that 
led them to expect ethical codes from their newly adopted 
philosophy and the Buddhist concept of wholeness that led the 
radicals to try to merge the two into one. 

The glorification of work in Marxism became an ethical 
precept in a forced merger with Buddhist precepts such as 
working with an empty mind. The radicals compared self-
criticism in Communist party practice to the confession of 
Buddhist monks. They linked the Buddhist concept of lopa to 
private property, changing both concepts, but clearly elevating 
Marx’s description of the bad effects of the institution of private 
property into the realm of personal ethics. The destruction of 
private property could then be compared with the destruction of 
craving that leads to the nirvana of the classless communist 
society. Even the concept of karma is obliquely attached to 
Marxism. The radicals tried to reverse the traditional Thai belief 
that high status is a mark of good karma by showing that under 
Marxism it is the proletariat that will rule in the future. Status 
remains a mark of ethical value, but now high status carries the 
stigma of exploitation and low status the promise of future 
power. 

While the intention of the radicals may have been to use 
Buddhism to ease acceptance of Marxism, they altered Marxism 
in the process. They used Buddhist terms to explain it and 
examined it with a Buddhist approach. In a sense they have tried 
to make Marxism into a revolutionary version of Buddhism, a 
radical religion for Thais. At first this may appear a victory for 
Marxism over local beliefs. However, at the core of Buddhist 
thought is individual thinking and questioning. The Buddha 
specifically warned against blind obedience to doctrine. He 
encouraged doubt. He urged his followers to believe only “when 
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you have studied and tested it for yourself; when you see it to be 
the truth on all occasions; when you can prove it to others; when 
you can see the benefit to study and adopt it; when you can learn 
it by yourself.”321  

Unfortunately Marxist ideologues, particularly those in the 
authoritarian Communist regimes in the Soviet Union and 
China, were unwilling to accept such free thinking. In most 
countries governed by Marxist parties, orthodoxy was critical 
and the unorthodox was not tolerated. Even such important 
Marxist leaders such as Leon Trotsky could not be tolerated (or 
even allowed to live) once he departed from Stalinist orthodoxy. 
Speculation and improvisation, typical of the Thai radicals, could 
not be permitted. As we shall see later, this was the core of the 
conflict that developed between a later generation of Thai 
Marxists and the Thai Communist Party. 

So, while the Thai Marxist thinkers made many changes in 
the traditional form of Buddhism in their efforts to integrate it 
with Marxism, they retained much of Buddhism’s essence. Even 
though this core of Buddhism conflicted with parts of Marxist 
doctrine and forced them into labored arguments to remove the 
contradictions, most did not abandon it. To reject Buddhism 
they would have had to reject important Thai values, most of the 
Thai people and a large part of themselves. 
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CHAPTER 12 CLASS AND THE CLASS 
STRUGGLE 

 
“The history of all previous societies has been 
the history of class struggles.” –Karl Marx 
 

While Marxist thinking on religion had to be altered or 
ignored to fit Thai minds conditioned by Buddhism, Marxist 
ideas on class were more easily accepted, although with some 
differences. Like Pridi, many radicals believed that class was 
similar to the Hindu concept of caste. Through the integration 
of Hindu rituals into the traditions of the royal court, Thais 
absorbed certain aspects of the caste system into their own social 
system even though there was never a formal caste system in 
Thailand.322 Pridi wrote that the Brahmin caste was integral to 
the system of elaborate ritual and semi-religious devotion built 
up around the Thai king. The Brahmin priests imported to 
Ayutthaya as prisoners of war from Cambodia became the 
teachers and advisors of the king. Other castes, however, were 
never formalized in Thai society even through some occupations 
and positions tended to be inherited. Any remaining caste 
differences, except for the Brahmins, were dissolved by the 
social and economic changes brought about by the opening of 
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Thailand to the world market and the monetization of the Thai 
economy. 

The extent to which capitalism became part of the Thai 
economy was also the extent to which Marxist theory could be 
applied to the Thai class structure. The idea that Thai society had 
a mixed sakdina-capitalist nature proved convenient in dealing 
with the difficulties of applying Marxist analysis to Thailand. It 
gave radical thinkers reason to believe the analysis would be 
more useful as Thailand modernized, becoming more capitalist 
and less traditional. As Pridi put it: 

“Thai society has changed. Thailand has 
become a developing country. The productive 
forces are developing from the old means of 
production to the new productive forces. While 
there is still a left-over set of relations from the 
sakdina system, new relations of production 
have already begun to develop. Therefore, in 
dividing classes in Thailand, we have to 
consider both the means and the relations of 
production.”323 
 

For practical purposes, however, the radicals of the ‘50s 
and ‘70s divided Thai society into the “oppressors and the 
oppressed.” They nuanced their economic analysis with the older 
Thai sense of class when they included the sakdina aristocracy in 
the dominant class even when key members of the oppressor 
class did not own the means of production. This was a sensible 
adaptation since these officials could control the fruits of 
production through their posts in state enterprises, the 
bureaucracy or military and reap material rewards even without 
direct ownership. To appeal to the Thai sense of class, the 
radicals kept the old labels and often called the elite oppressor 
class the sakdina class, but there were differences among them. 

Pridi wrote that “the sakdina class includes landlords, 
capitalists, national capitalists and feudal capitalists; the 
commoners include farmers, laborers and students.”324 Note that 
Pridi, who spent much of his early working life as a bureaucrat, 
did not place civil servants or the military in either class.  
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Jit wrote that a person’s own class consciousness 
determined his class. Other radicals held that class origins were 
not particularly important; what mattered was how a person 
identified himself and for which class he worked.325 

This was a useful, or at least comforting, formulation, since 
many Thai radicals had wealthy or middle-class backgrounds.326 
Some examples: Tienwan was from a middle class family; 
Suriyanuwat was from an aristocratic family; Pridi’s family was a 
wealthy farming family; Jit’s father was a government bureaucrat; 
Thida’s family owned a successful company.  Even some CPT 
leaders came from educated middle-class Sino-Thai families.  

Determining one’s class by one’s thoughts reflected a 
Buddhist rather than a Marxist approach. In Buddhism one’s 
progress towards nirvana is marked by increasingly undeluded 
understanding of reality. According to Marx, however, political 
and ideological consciousness are determined by class position, 
not the other way around.  
One issue raised by the Marxist idea of class was the vision of 
history as unending class struggle. As we have seen, Jit and 
others used this idea to reject Thai history focused on its kings. 
Despite great effort and sometimes ingenious reinterpretation of 
historical evidence, the radicals never made a strong case for 
Thai history as continuous class struggle. Alliances that crossed 
class lines in vertical client-patron relationships appear to have 
played a greater role in Thai history than class antagonisms. 
 

Class-based motivation 
 

A more immediate problem for radical thinkers was the 
lack of inclination among their contemporaries to see themselves 
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as engaged in class struggle even when they accepted the idea of 
class. The radicals blamed this reluctance on the success of the 
sakdina class in inculcating values of respecting authority, 
avoiding conflict and accepting fate. Most radicals, therefore, 
saw their main mission as one of rousing workers and peasants 
to understand their oppression, stand up to authority, create a 
revolution and build a better future. The great frustration of the 
radicals was the passivity and endurance of the peasants. In a 
well-known poem, Jit urged them to act or: 

Like rice waiting for the rain 
You’ll not escape mold, but wither and die.  
Life is so weary when 
Unmarked by worthy goals. 
You may want them, but you don’t seize them.  
That’s why the former leaves his birthplace 
To wander with his children. 
But our two legs have the power  
To walk in the light of the red sun,  
Shining to show us the way. 
We can travel together to bring victory. 
For our dreams of plentiful harvests 
Capitalism must be destroyed. 
To live as the rice waiting for rain 
Means you too will wither and die. 
How many people reap luxury from our toil!  
We ride on the buffalo, but they ride on us.327 

 
Pridi tried to motivate Thai peasants with the Buddhist 

precept that change was inevitable. “The law of impermanence,” 
he wrote, “explains change and the movements in the past and at 
present will be able to predict the events of the future: that is, 
the present social system must inevitably change from an 
oppressive system to a non-oppressive system.” 328 
This claim of inevitability, especially after the Communist victory 
in China, gave Marxist doctrine additional appeal in Thailand. 
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The Thai population, however, did not appear eager for 
revolution despite its supposedly inevitable success.  

Kulap wrote “we cannot wait for some magical thing to 
happen. Because if we only wait for others and do not help 
ourselves, we will probably wait forever. We common people 
can change our fate and force everything to be as we wish.”329 
The metaphor repeatedly used was that the people were asleep, 
lulled by the myths and values of the sakdina class. 
“Wake up, all miserable slaves! Destroy oppressive society. Wake 
up, brothers who have no rights or liberty; this time we will fight 
for the last time,”330 Jit wrote. He and other radicals saw 
themselves not so much as the makers of the revolution, but as 
the people who would awaken the masses to the revolutionary 
possibilities they seemed so slow to recognize. They felt once the 
peasants and workers were shaken from their sakdina-induced 
sleep, victory would be a quick and simple matter. Atsani, in one 
of his best-known poems wrote: 

The poor are so many, 
Hundreds of thousands and millions of them.  
These people who live scattered over the land,  
If they rise up, they would be sad no longer.  
When they all unite together 
They would be like the mighty fire 
That burns the forest so easily; farms and towns 
Would be wiped out without doubt. 331 

 
Many radicals did not concern themselves with the tactics 

of revolution or the role of the party. They had read Marx more 
than Lenin and saw their most important roles as educators and 
visionaries. Unlike Lenin and Mao, the Thai radicals did not at 
first propose the Communist Party as the unquestioned leader of 
the revolution. When they referred to the party at all it was more 
in Marx’s terms as a vehicle of communication to reach the 
revolutionary masses. Most were unconcerned with party 
organization or leadership. This was to change later with their 
experience working with the Communist Party of Thailand. In 
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the 50s and 60s, however, most radicals felt that their role was to 
light the flame of revolution and then let the fire run its course. 
This was a result, not only of the radical analysis of what needed 
to be done, but of the conflict in radical thought between 
freedom and order. They believed a revolution was necessary to 
break the bonds of the old society with its rigid prescriptions for 
behavior and relations among people.  

Radicals believed that traditional society was restrictive and 
artificial. Once it was destroyed, people would find a more 
natural and non-oppressive way of social organization without 
the divisions of class or the demands of authority. This harkens 
back to the old tribal days of nomadic travels before Hindu ideas 
of semi-divine kingship became established in the Thai palace. 

Respect for superior power and authority also runs through 
radical thought. This pattern is fed both by traditional ideas of 
warrior kings who were absolute and sometimes brutal leaders 
within a rigid social system, and by the ideas of the revolutionary 
party brought in from Maoist China and Stalinist Russia. Even 
Buddhist thinkers such as Buddhadasa advocated 
authoritarianism when authoritarian action was in line with 
dharma. The Maoist ideal of faithfully serving the party, of 
sacrificing individuality and even life for the revolution 
strengthened with the expansion of the Communist Party of 
Thailand in the 1970s.  

The emphasis on authoritarian patterns of radical thought 
was related to the extent of oppression meted out by the 
government. Radical thinking was formed not only through the 
interaction of Marxist and Thai ideas, but forged in the heat of 
political suppression. 
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CHAPTER 13   COMMUNIST PARTY 
–IDEOLOGY AND REFUGE 

 
 “Communists … openly declare that their ends 
can be attained only by the forcible overthrow 
of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling 
classes tremble at a communist revolution. The 
proletarians have nothing to lose but their 
chains. They have a world to win.” 
                      –Karl Marx and Frederick Engels 
 

While the main stream of Thai radical thought was 
developing through novels, newspaper articles, speeches and 
above ground political parties, a second stream of thought was 
coursing underground through the Communist Party of 
Thailand (CPT). This second, explicitly communist, stream 
depended on foreign sources of inspiration through the 
Communist International (Comintern) and the Chinese 
Communist Party. In its early years, as noted in Chapter 8, this 
stream was most effective in attracting recent immigrants from 
China who were not well integrated into Thai culture. Chinese 
had been migrating to Thailand for centuries and due to 
similarities in religion and culture assimilated relatively quickly. 
This may have been due in part to the fact that these early 
migrants were mostly male and tended to marry Thai women. 
This meant that the children of these Chinese were raised by 
Thai women and spoke Thai as their ‘mother tongue.’ In the 
early 20th century, however, improved transport allowed more 
women to take part in the migration from China. Among these 
more recent migrants, the second generation was less 
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comfortable with Thai language and customs. They also brought 
with them the political ideologies, Communist, nationalist and 
anti-imperialist, producing political turmoil in their homeland. By 
1930, these more recent immigrants made up the bulk of the 
urban working class in Bangkok and dominated the still small 
labor unions of the period. These Chinese workers provided, as 
historian Kasian Tejapira put it, the “political activism, 
organizational strength, radical militancy and financial support” 
that contributed to the underground stream of radicalism in 
Thailand.332 

Unlike the radical thought of politicians, journalists and 
novelists, the underground Chinese-oriented stream of 
radicalism was consistently controlled and supported by 
disciplined Communist Party cadres. Another difference was that 
the Communist Party by the 1970s had developed the ability to 
oppose state violence with its own armed force, the People’s 
Liberation Army of Thailand (PLAT). Thai Communist leaders, 
with the violent revolutions in Russia and China as examples, 
gave little thought to the possibilities of a peaceful evolution of 
the Thai system. There was no doubt in the party that the need 
for radical change and the oppressive actions of the military-
dominated government justified the killing of fellow Thais. 
While other radicals sought change through open politics, 
literature and social action, the focus of the underground 
Communists was on seizing state power through armed 
revolution. 

 
The party as an early source of ideology 
 
The two streams of radicalism sometimes flowed apart, but 

at other times they mingled, especially when the mainstream 
radicals came under physical attack. The Communists, at key 
points in the history of Thai radicalism, provided refuge and 
protection to the more public stream.  

Communist organizations also provided frequent injections 
of doctrine, written materials and training, both practical and 
ideological, from Communist countries, especially the Soviet 
Union, China and Vietnam. In the early years of the century, the 
Communist overthrow and execution of the Russian Tsar and 
his family sent shock waves through the Thai royal family which 
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had personal links to the Russian crown. Those shock waves 
heightened the strong anti-Communist feelings in the Thai ruling 
class. Those emotions motivated periodic crackdowns on radical 
thought, creating a crucible of repression that was instrumental 
in forging the most radical ideas and actions. The establishment 
of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921 and the Vietnamese 
Revolutionary Youth League (led by Ho Chi Minh) in 1925 
provided nearby centers of Communist activity. Thailand, with 
regular transport links to China and Vietnam and no colonial 
master, provided refuge for Communist activists working to 
overthrow colonial regimes elsewhere. These activists were 
sheltered and bolstered by large immigrant populations in 
Thailand, including an estimated 1.7 million Chinese and more 
than 20,000 Vietnamese by 1927.333 Communist political 
information and analysis soon began to appear in a variety of 
Chinese-language books, newspapers and pamphlets to serve 
that immigrant population. 

To escape French colonial police, Ho Chi Minh, then 
operating under a variety of pseudonyms, such as Thau Chin 
(Old  Chin), moved to Thailand in 1928 and began organizing 
the local Vietnamese population. Posing as a traditional medicine 
doctor, he visited Chinese and Vietnamese revolutionary groups 
in Bangkok, Phichit, Udon Thani, Nakhon Phanom, Sakhon 
Nakhon and Nong Khai.334 He upgraded the Vietnamese 
language news magazine, Than Ai (Friendship), opened 
Vietnamese-language schools, established various friendship 
societies, gave talks on Marxist-Leninist revolutionary theory, 
published newspapers, put up posters, opened bookshops and 
distributed Communist literature.335  
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Although his main objective was to organize support for 
Communist revolutionary work in Vietnam and China, he also 
told the Chinese and Vietnamese radicals it was the Comintern’s 
policy for revolutionaries to aid the proletarian struggle 
everywhere possible.336 

Chinese and Vietnamese Communist activists founded the 
Communist Party of Siam in March 1930. The party served as an 
umbrella organization for a variety of Vietnamese and Chinese 
radical groups. Ho Chi Minh, as head of the Comintern’s 
Southeast Asia Bureau, played the key role in bringing the 
diverse groups together and personally announced the new party 
after a meeting at the Tun Ky hotel opposite the Hua Lampong 
train station in Bangkok.337 Following Comintern policy, the new 
party, while supporting Communist activities in Vietnam and 
China, also began making the case for a workers’ and peasants’ 
revolution against the Siamese monarchy.  

A 1930 document signed by the ‘Communist Workers 
Committee of Siam‘ outlined a 14-point program calling for 
improved working conditions and the overthrow of the 
government. The same year, a Chinese language document 
seized by police accused the royal government of acting as a tool 
of the imperialist powers. “The imperialists want the absolute 
monarchy to be perpetuated in order to preserve their 
instrument of oppression,” it claimed.338 The document went on 
to provide a complex Marxist analysis of Thai classes and call for 
the overthrow of the royalty, landowners and capitalists so that 
the “property-less class” could hold absolute power. 
Interestingly, the document opposed calls by political radicals for 
a democratically elected national assembly and a constitution, 
saying that these “would only be a means of deceiving the 
people.”339 King Prajadhipok was impressed with the document 
and warned in a note circulated to senior officials “If the 
contents of this document were disseminated among the 
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agriculture classes in Siam, many might find it quite 
convincing.”340 

Such concerns meant that, although enacted to hinder 
Pridi and the left wing of the People’s Party, the 1933 Anti-
Communist Act gave the police a legal tool against the migrant 
Chinese activists and the fledgling Communist party. Police 
repression not only forced the party to become more dependent 
on its Chinese and Soviet sponsors, but helped establish the 
mindset that it would have to follow the examples of its Soviet, 
Chinese and Vietnamese mentors in pursuing armed revolution 
rather than peaceful change. A police campaign arrested dozens 
of Communist activists in the 1930s and disrupted party 
activities until the outbreak of World War II.341 

 
Opposition to the Japanese 
 
As in other Asian countries, the war, and particularly the 

occupation by the Japanese army, weakened the Siamese 
government’s ability to repress the Communists. The conflict 
gave the party a nationalist objective it had long lacked: throwing 
out the foreign occupiers. The Communists supported the Pridi-
led Seri Thai effort to undermine the Japanese, but according to 
Pridi, never coordinated activities with either Pridi or the 
Allies.342 The Communists later complained that Pridi “did not 
treat us as equals. He only thought he could make use of us.”343 
Although relations with Pridi and the central leadership may not 
have been friendly, the Communists benefited from close 
working relations with the Seri Thai at the field level, especially in 
the Northeast. The contacts between the two groups gave the 
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party the opportunity to recruit support among the idealistic Seri 
Thai members once Pridi was ousted from power in the late 
1940s.344 

While smaller and less noticeable than the Seri Thai, the 
Communist party claimed it had carried out strikes, sabotaged 
Japanese supplies and even engaged in armed skirmishes with 
Japanese forces. The Seri Thai downplayed these Communist 
activities, but the accounts of wartime action helped the once 
foreign-oriented Communists to establish valuable Thai 
nationalist credentials, much as the Chinese Communist Party 
gained a nationalist aura by fighting the Japanese in China. The 
anti-Japanese struggle also helped the Communists become 
closer to the mainstream leftist groups that gained power at the 
end of the war. 

This change in identity and allies eased the way for the 
1946 cancellation of the Anti-Communist Act and the electoral 
success of Prasert Supsuntorn as the first (and last) openly 
Communist member of the Thai Parliament. It also permitted 
the Communist Party to organize labor unions in urban areas. 
Activities in Parliament and in the unions introduced the party to 
young, ethnic Thai radical thinkers who were not Communists. 
Equally importantly, the Communist Party supported the 
publication of Thai language newspapers, magazines and books 
that conveyed Communist thinking and Marxist literature to a 
new generation.  

 
Return to repression 
 

Following the 1947 military coup and Pibulsonggram’s return 
to power, however, the space for radical publications began to 
narrow. Repression of leftist publications and writers increased 
following the successive failures of the pro-Pridi Royal Palace 
Rebellion of February 1949 and the Navy’s Manhattan coup 
attempt in June 1951. Pibulsonggram restored the Anti-
Communist Act in 1952 as a weapon against his political foes. 
While effective against the non-communist followers of Pridi, it 
may actually have helped strengthen the CPT.  

As historian Kasian points out:  
“So, ironically the restoration of the Anti-
Communist Act in 1952 and the two major 
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crack-downs on leftist press and intellectuals in 
1952 and 1958 helped the CPT gain near 
monopoly control of Marxist-communist 
cultural products and establish a dominant 
authority over radical discourse in the black 
market afterwards.”345 

 
By the 1960s, only the CPT among Thai radical groups had 

sufficient organization, discipline, secrecy and outside funding to 
enable it to continue to produce and distribute extensive 
amounts of radical literature. Importantly, however, the 
discipline and secrecy that enabled the CPT to survive led to 
practices and mindsets that made it difficult for the party to 
absorb new thinking or adjust to new circumstances. 

The Pibulsonggram regime’s arrest and imprisonment of 
radical thinkers drove the educated, ethnic Thai stream of 
radicalism towards the CPT. While a variety of weapons, both 
legal and illegal, against oppositionists had always been available 
(and sometimes used even by Pridi supporters), the restoration 
of the Anti-Communist Act made prison the most frequent 
punishment for radical thinking. Now more than simply a 
resource for Marxist publications, the CPT became a life- or at 
least liberty-preserving refuge. With its underground 
organization, its armed wing and its foreign sources of support, 
the CPT was the only refuge to which endangered radicals could 
turn, whether in prison, in exile or on the run from the police.  

 
The Lardyao Commune 
 
Many radicals saw comrades imprisoned, tortured or killed 

by the police and military. This had a marked effect on radical 
thinkers. Many of their ideas hardened as they experienced 
tougher government repression. Their natural anger made them 
more radical than before, while the experience of prison had its 
own special effect. This was particularly true when many radicals 
were imprisoned together. When Gen. Sarit clamped down on 
the radicals in 1958, hundreds were arrested. By 1960 most of 
them had been transferred to a prison outside of Bangkok called 
Lardyao. Here, under lax prison rules, the Marxists were able to 
put some of their ideas of communes and cooperatives into 
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action. A Lardyao Commune was set up by Pluang, Jit and Isara 
Amantagul among others. One prisoner, human rights lawyer 
Tongbai Tongpao, later wrote that the commune was set up to 
help poor prisoners. “It was not an imitation of the Chinese 
communes...they called it a commune because this name was 
popular among us, that’s all.”346 Whatever its motivations, the 
commune was an important step in the development of Thai 
radical thought. 

The Lardyao Commune was well organized. Tongbai wrote 
it was led by a committee of nine elected prisoners. The basic 
idea of the commune was to cooperate and share daily life 
activities. Everything was to be common property in the ideal 
communist sense. Membership increased from 29 to 118 in the 
first month. The committee divided work into four different 
divisions. They were: 

1. Production: growing vegetables, and raising 
chickens, ducks and fish. 

2. Education: teaching English, French, Khmer, 
Lao, Chinese, journalism, poetry writing, 
economics, politics and law. The teachers 
were all well-educated, like Pluang and Jit. 

3. Welfare: medication and nursing the sick 
were important because the prison’s 
healthcare was inadequate. 

4. Recreation: organized sports competitions 
and provided musical instruments.347 

 
The committee tried to divide labor according to the 

Communist ideal of taking from each according to his ability and 
giving to each according to his need. This, however, meant that 
the less well-educated prisoners ended up doing the harder work 
of food production, while the better-educated prisoners got the 
easier tasks of teaching or writing. This caused dissatisfaction 
that increased as the initial idealism and enthusiasm for the 
commune wore off. Some prisoners violated the rules against 
private property and started their own separate fishponds. There 
were squabbles over division of tasks and division of benefits. 
The organizers found that idealism was not enough to motivate 
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everyone to work together. Some worked diligently, while others 
did as little as possible. The commune broke up in 1962 after 
less than three years in a dispute over whether the political 
prisoners should draft a joint appeal to the court.  

 
The need for social control and armed struggle 
 

Despite this unsuccessful experience trying to put Marxist 
ideas into practice, most commune members failed to conclude 
that commune organization was impractical and that eliminating 
private property was no panacea. Instead, as their writing from 
this period shows, they placed increased importance on the role 
of the party as a central controlling device for socialist society. 
The balance between freedom and authoritarianism was tipped 
towards authority by the prison experience. A number of the 
Marxist intellectuals who had gone into Lard Yao as Marxist or 
socialist idealists came out with a grim practical concern for the 
need for strong party controls in a socialist society. They also 
gained an appreciation for the need for secrecy and discipline to 
deal with the power of the police. They were determined never 
to be caught by the government again.  

As they watched Sarit use force to eliminate opposition and 
run the country, many concluded this oppression could be 
stopped only by an opposing force. They decided they would 
have to be willing to kill fellow Thais, many of them innocent 
low-ranking soldiers or village defense volunteers. For each 
radical these conclusions were reached at a different point in 
their personal experience of government repression. A few never 
gave up their hopes for a peaceful revolution. Others abandoned 
the revolutionary struggle and returned home to work within the 
system. For most Marxist radicals, however, the progression was 
clear: government repression and their own frustration with the 
passive Thai majority led them to decide a violent revolution was 
needed and to accept that the revolution must be controlled by 
the authoritarian violence of Stalinist or Maoist Communism. 

Pridi and Kulap escaped beyond the reach of government 
repression in foreign exile. Both found refuge in China where 
they continued to write works influenced by Marxism, but both 
decided against joining the Communist Party. Radicals caught 
inside the country had less choice. They could return to a quiet 
private life and cease writing or acting on their ideals (and quite a 
few of the lesser-known Marxists did just this) or they could join 
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the Communists in the armed struggle that was just beginning. 
Even intellectuals such as Jit, Atsani, and Pluang were among 
those who slipped into the jungle and joined the armed struggle. 

 
Maoism in control 
 
The party these radicals joined was not new, and it was not 

theirs. As we have seen, its founders were from southern 
sections of the Communist Party of China and the Comintern. 
The leadership was almost entirely ethnic Chinese. The 
Communist victory in China in 1949 set the pattern for 
revolutionary war led by a dedicated nucleus of party members. 
The success of the Chinese Communists further strengthened 
Chinese dominance within the CPT. This influence was both 
practical and ideological. Recruitment into the party focused on 
urban Thais of Chinese heritage. Finance and supplies came 
largely from China. After 1949, CPT ideology, once influenced 
by the Soviet Comintern, fell under the sway the ideas of Mao. 
Party leaders were sent for education and training in Maoist 
China. The start of the Korean War in 1950 with large-scale 
fighting between US and Chinese troops led the CPT to 
emphasize the struggle against “US imperialism.” The signing of 
a US-Thai military assistance agreement and the dispatch of 
5,000 Thai troops to fight in Korea added to the militancy of the 
CPT. 

In 1952, the CPT held its Second Congress, with Mao’s 
influence obvious.348 The Congress established a united front of 
peasants and workers to defeat US imperialism. It adopted Mao’s 
strategy of using “the rural areas as the basis of our forces.”349 
The best-known Thai Communist, Prasert Sapsuntorn, however, 
did not agree with the new strategy. He argued that announcing 
an armed struggle would hurt the party’s recruitment efforts. 
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There were still, he insisted, less violent ways to gain popular 
support and win state power. He called for alliances with leftist 
and democratic groups, including those from the capitalist class, 
to struggle for genuine democracy. A CPT history later described 
Prasert’s ideas as “right-leaning opportunism”350 opposed by 
central committee members who had studied in China. They said 
Thailand had no tradition of seeking democracy. Prasert’s 
proposal was criticized as turning Communists in “palanquin-
bearers for the capitalist class.”351 

The party rejected Prasert’s ideas. Maoist cadre retained firm 
control.  Although still largely of Chinese origin, more CPT 
leaders in the 1960s had received education in Thai and had a 
good understanding of Thai culture. The emphasis on peasant 
support had begun to increase the number of ethnic Thais in 
front organizations and the PLAT. Repeated crackdowns by the 
Thai government on the open, socialist political parties and non-
Communist radical thinkers seemed to prove that the CPT 
strategy of a small, underground party was wise. Sarit’s military 
regime increased repression of radical thinkers and succeeded in 
arresting urban-based CPT members, including Prasert who was 
captured on his return from China in 1958. After six years in 
prison, Prasert began working with Thai counter-insurgency 
officials and was expelled from the CPT. To escape the 
increased repression, as well as to follow the Maoist rural 
strategy, most of the party leaders relocated to remote areas in 
the countryside. 

With Communist advances in Laos and Vietnam, new 
inductees to the CPT were sent to those countries for training. 
More senior leaders, however, were trained in China. The 
content of the CPT political indoctrination programs was not 
based on the thought of Marx, the early Thai radicals or even 
ethnic Thai Communists, but that of Mao. Recruits were also 
given arms training. Clearly the Thai revolution was meant was 
to follow the armed struggle path of the Chinese, Vietnamese 
and Lao Communist parties. That decision was formally made 
after intensification of suppression activities by the Sarit military 
government in 1958 and was announced at the Third Party 
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Congress in 1961.352 The Congress rejected Soviet Premier 
Khrushchev’s policy of “peaceful coexistence” and his earlier 
denunciation of the brutal, top-down nationalism of Stalin. That 
denunciation sparked the Sino-Soviet conflict that was to tear 
apart global communism. In a 1960 meeting in Moscow, the 
CPT representative sided with the Chinese. He rejected what the 
CPT called “modern revisionism led by Khrushchev.” A CPT 
radio broadcast reported that “the CPT delegate made it clear 
the possibility of using peaceful means of struggle was ruled out 
in Thailand; the people must take up arms.”353 “We learnt the 
profound lesson that it is impossible for Thailand to take the 
peaceful path to seize state power, as the revisionists claimed,” 
according to a CPT history. “We realized for certain that only 
armed struggle would triumph. We could no longer waver.”354  

With armed Communist-led insurgencies active and making 
progress in Vietnam, Laos, Malaya, the Philippines and Burma in 
the 1950s and 60s, armed insurgency seemed the logical path for 
the struggle in Thailand. The CPT began to establish military 
bases in remote jungle areas in 1963 and made its first armed 
attack on government forces two years later in the northeastern 
province of Nakhon Phanom. The CPT was most successful in 
establishing bases in the least developed areas of the north and 
the northeast where economic, cultural and language 
antagonisms with the central Thai made recruitment easier and 
large tracts of mountainous forest made government military 
operations more difficult.  

By then, Maoist cadre were in complete control of the party. 
China supplied money, arms and equipment. With the launch of 
Mao’s “cultural revolution” in 1966, Maoist fervor rose even 
higher, becoming the paramount ideology of the CPT. The CPT 
radio station, the Voice of the People of Thailand (VOPT), 
broadcasting from southern China, explained that “the present 
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cultural revolution of the Chinese proletariat is a revolution of 
the proletariat to give stability to the government and to see that 
the socialist revolution will be victorious.”355 The dominance of 
Maoist thinking in the CPT became obvious in the 1960s when 
Thai translations of the “little red book” of Mao quotations 
became the bible of CPT political thought.  

At the same time, the Sino-Soviet split began to have an 
impact on the CPT. The party followed China in denouncing 
changes in the Soviet Union, including the partial end to the 
brutal authoritarianism of Stalinist rule and attempts to provide 
more consumer goods to the Soviet people. It charged in a 1967 
VOPT broadcast commentary that the “revisionist Khrushchev 
clique” was restoring capitalism in the world’s first socialist 
nation. “The dictatorial proletariat has become dictatorial 
capitalism,” it said and claimed that the Soviet leadership was 
working with “US imperialism” to “depravedly destroy the 
revolutionary struggle of the Thai people.” It said the 
revolutionary struggles around the world were bound to succeed 
“under the brilliance of Mao Xedong’s thought.”356  

The CPT convinced many of the Lard Yao radicals to join 
the armed struggle when they were released in the 1960s. 
However, few of these radicals ever rose to high positions in the 
party and those who did had to subordinate their own ideas to 
those of Mao and the Chinese power structure within the party. 
Pluang and Atsani eventually became members of the central 
committee, but defectors from the party said they had little real 
power and their ideas made little impact on the party’s thinking. 
Jit joined the insurgency soon after his release in 1964, but was 
admitted as a party member only after he was killed two years 
later.  Another Thai thinker, Pin Bua-On, tried to present his 
own ideas in the central committee, but was rejected as a 
revisionist. Pin represented a “nationalist” line of thinking within 
the party that questioned the use of Maoist strategies for the 
different situation in Thailand. He revised his earlier assessment 
of Thailand as a semi-colony and wanted more emphasis on 
alliances and less on the armed struggle. When he was arrested 
by the government in 1967 Pin charged that he had been 
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betrayed to the police by CPT as a way to get rid of his 
influence.357  

While the party demanded ideological purity in its senior 
members, it allowed more diversity of thought in the various 
front organizations used to induce radicals to join the struggle 
without becoming members of the CPT. Despite this relative 
freedom, the actions of front organizations, such as the Thai 
Independence Movement and the Thai Patriotic Front, remained 
under party control. The front organizations were seen as 
important for mass mobilization, but the party’s main efforts 
focused on the development of the People’s Liberation Army of 
Thailand and a Maoist-style guerrilla insurgency. The ideology 
was set, the pattern of the revolution was prescribed. All that 
remained for the party to do was to execute it and wait for the 
inevitable collapse of the Thai government. 

This doctrinaire Maoist CPT might not have had much 
attraction for the radical intellectuals if they had had other 
alternatives. Government repression, however, meant the party 
was a needed refuge and its plan for armed struggle an 
understandable reaction to use of force by the government. The 
instability and policy failures of elected Thai governments, 
particularly in the decade after the end of World War II, also 
turned many radical Thai thinkers away from liberal democracy 
towards the order and discipline of one-party Communist rule. 
As liberal democratic regimes repeatedly fell to military coups, 
more radicals turned to the solution offered by the CPT. It was a 
difficult time for radicals who were faced with bleak choices due 
to the failures of democracy and the repression of authoritarian 
rule.  

At the same time, however, the CPT failed to take advantage 
of its opportunity to adapt Marxist ideas to Thai culture, Thai 
social structure and the current Thai reality. With its single-
minded focus on Mao’s thinking, 358  the CPT of the 1960s and 
70s had little to contribute to the mainstream Thai radical 
tradition that went back to thinkers such as Tienwan and Pridi. 
Even the writers and thinkers who had once been supported by 
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the CPT and published in the CPT newspaper Mahachon were 
ignored in favor of Mao. The intensely Chinese version of 
Marxism developed by Mao for China refused to allow for a 
similarly Thai version of Marxism for Thailand. The CPT 
ignored the opportunity to take possession of Thai radical 
thinking that had developed through the interaction between 
Thai and Marxist thought in the turbulence of a changing Thai 
society and political system. While Communist ideology certainly 
had an intellectual role in that interaction, the influence was 
limited to passing on translations of Mao’s writings unaltered to 
fit local Thai circumstances. That influence became important 
largely because the party had a physical presence and 
organization that enabled it to act as a refuge from government 
repression. The price for that refuge was strict adherence to the 
Maoist party line. This meant suppression of new ideas and 
disdain for the eclectic integration of Marxism, Buddhism and 
Western political thinking that had long been part of the 
development of Thai radical thought. The Thai Communist 
party, however, was to be gifted with one more opportunity to 
correct this mistake. 
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CHAPTER 14 THE OCTOBER 
GENERATION 

 
After October 1973, the Thai student 
movement became more radical. This process 
happened as a result of two parallel factors. The 
first factor was the influx of Marxist ideas from 
China and the West and the revival of Thai 
radical ideas from the past. — Prajak Kongkirati 
 

The killing of Jit Pumisak near a dusty northeastern village in 
1966 appeared to be a victory for the oppressive power of the 
Thai state. With his death, most of the leading radical thinkers 
had been silenced one way or another.  It was not, however, a 
victory of one philosophy over another or even a political 
victory engineered by popular policies or clever tactics. It was 
simply the triumph of repressive force. It was not destined to 
last. 

 
Thailand becomes an anti-communist ‘front-line state’ 
 
Prime Minister Sarit’s regime enjoyed the fruits of Thailand’s 

economic· recovery from the Second World War and an 
infusion of funding from the United States due to the new cold 
war. Although a hard-drinking and womanizing soldier with little 
understanding of economics or world politics, Sarit made three 
clever decisions to enhance his own political power. He 
encouraged the revitalization of the monarchy under the young 
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King Bhumibol and his attractive family. He left management of 
the economy to an able team of civilian technocrats and he 
positioned Thailand as an anti-Communist front-line state. While 
the cleverness of the last decision can be debated in the longer 
term, it certainly benefitted Sarit himself in the short term, 
pulling in large-scale military and development aid from a US 
government that saw the world in cold war terms.  Sarit took 
advantage of increased government revenues to enrich himself. 
He used military domination of the government and the threat 
of violence against all opposition to dip at will into state coffers 
and to keep his corruption secret. It was only after his death in 
1963 that it was revealed that he had stolen some $140 million 
from the state.359  

With the United States becoming embroiled in the hot war in 
Indochina in place of colonial France, US officials saw Thailand 
as a “front-line state” in the global struggle. The ideological as 
well as the political and military aspects of that struggle impacted 
Thailand’s internal conflict. Sarit, even more enthusiastically than 
Pibulsonggram, sowed American-style anti-communism and 
reaped the rewards. Sarit’s anti-communism assured a continued 
flow of American aid. It also encouraged a mindset within the 
Thai military and the ruling class that saw failure against 
Communism as the end of the world. Sarit’s political heirs, Gen. 
Thanom Kittikachorn and Gen. Prapat Charusathien, continued 
the anti-Communist alliance with the United States, seeking 
similar benefits and suffering similar fears. 

In the 1970s those fears intensified as the American people 
turned against the wars in Indo-China and the US government 
wound down its military involvement. Communist victories in 
nearby Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia were imminent. Thailand’s 
military rulers seemed too paralyzed by the fears their own 
propaganda had aroused to adjust to the changes on the horizon. 
Personal greed and the need to maintain political allies through 
government favors had led to widespread corruption and a 
faltering economy. Their problems were multiplied by a fast 
expanding population, a shortage of new farm land, and the 
beginning stages of a global oil crisis. A growing urban middle 
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class was becoming better educated and more insistent on its 
right to a say in the way the country was managed. The military 
tried to win favor with a façade of democracy. In 1968 Thanom 
and Prapat allowed a return to parliamentary politics. The 
elected politicians, however, proved hard to manage and 
expensive to bribe. In 1971, Thanom led a coup against his own 
government. The army simply closed down Parliament and gave 
Thanom and Prapat the power to rule by decree. Thanom 
announced he was prime minister, supreme commander, and 
minister of defense and foreign affairs. Prapat, perhaps even 
more powerful, made himself deputy prime minister, minister of 
the interior, chief of police, commander of the army and head of 
the Communist Suppression Operations Command. As had 
become the tradition for military coups, the coup leaders 
promised a new constitution and a return to democracy. 

 
Questioning the established order 
 
University students, kept under tight control by the 

intimidating figure of the ruthless Sarit, had become better 
organized while the Thanom-Prapat government was 
preoccupied with its difficulties in Parliament. Student and left-
wing journals, such as Sangkhomsat Paritat (Social Science 
Journal), The Movement of Economists, Maharat (the Masses), 
Peua Chiwit (For Life) and Chao Ban (Villager), were allowed to 
publish. They became concerned with politics and critical of the 
government.  

Sangkhomsat Paritat was of particular importance in moving 
Thai academics and university students towards a more radical 
viewpoint. Founded and edited by outspoken social critic Sulak 
Sivaraksa, the journal was important in enticing young Thai 
intellectuals and activists to think critically about traditional 
social, economic and political structures. Sulak was effective in 
connecting socially aware Buddhist thinking to the Western ideas 
of democracy, anti-imperialism, human rights and socialism that 
were becoming attractive to Thai students. Dr. Weng recalled: 
“He (Sulak) was a good influence and a good person. He 
organized seminars for the journal Sangkhomsat Paritat. There was 
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a conference every Saturday. I joined the dialogs there. I listened 
to many speakers. Ajaan Sulak explained his ideas.”360  

Several radicals interviewed by the authors pointed to 
Sangkhomsat Paritat and its associated seminars and discussions, 
often held at Sulak’s home, as important in the development of 
their political thinking.361 By the late 1960s this once royalist 
academic journal, was publishing negative articles about the US 
actions in Vietnam and Laos and the establishment of US 
airbases in Thailand. In the early 1970s, the journal came under 
the sponsorship of the pro-Pridi economist, Dr. Puey 
Ungpakorn, and published positive articles about socialist 
economic systems. The journal gave radical Western writers 
space to attack US foreign policy. It carried investigative articles 
about CIA funding of the Asia Foundation and other CIA 
activities in Thailand.  In 1968, student poll watchers were 
dispatched to detect corrupt practices in local elections. A book 
entitled Phai Khao (White Danger) appeared, warning against the 
US military presence in Thailand.  

 
Student organizations 
 
In 1970, the National Student Center of Thailand (NSCT) 

was established, initially operating without official registration. 
The center acted as a coordinating and communications 
mechanism for students from universities throughout the 
country. Most overt activity was non-political; the center focused 
on student social welfare or simply entertaining the students. 
Such inoffensive activities, however, gave students the 
opportunity to organize on a national scale for the first time. 
Soon more political actions began, but were not publicized.  

In 1972, the brilliant son of a low-level policeman,362 
Thirayut Boonmee, became secretary general of the center. 
Thirayut had won public notice with his academic achievements. 
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He finished first in the nationwide secondary school graduation 
exams. The short-sighted, slightly built Thirayut continued his 
academic brilliance at Chulalongkorn University. In many ways 
he was typical of his generation of students going to newly 
expanded universities. No longer confined to the sons and 
daughters of the rich and the well-born, the state universities 
were dominated in the 1970s by the bright sons and daughters of 
the middle and lower middle class. Because of the competitive 
entrance exams, most university students came from Bangkok or 
from the provincial capitals where children could attend 
relatively good secondary schools. This was a time of world-wide 
student rebellion and Thai university students shared the restless 
idealism of their anti-military, anti-government peers in France 
and the United States. 

One sign of this rebellious spirit was that a few students 
declined to receive their diplomas from the king. One of them, 
Jaran Dita-apichai, who later became a radical activist, explained: 

“It didn’t have anything to do with the 
monarchy. I was just one of those who wanted 
to reject the established institutions. I didn’t like 
rules, traditions, institutions or uniforms. I 
protested a lot. I was in the newspapers. I 
criticized a lot of actions by government. I had 
critical thinking about the monarchy. My 
generation was an activist generation. We grew 
up cursing the aristocracy… I saw myself as a 
revolutionary.”363 
 

Other student organizations were formed, such as the Law 
Study Group, the Dharma-Economics Group, the Dome 
Congress and the Development Volunteers. Members of these 
groups eagerly read what works of the Thai radicals they could 
find. Jit and Kulap were favorites. Thai translations of the main 
works of Marx, Lenin and Mao became more easily available and 
English language versions of Marxist writing were secretly 
circulated among radical student groups. Jaran recalled: 

“I liked Nietzsche, but most of all I loved Karl 
Marx. I read Sangkhomsat Paritat and a lot of 
articles by Sulak Sivaraksa. I read books by 
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various revolutionaries. I read books written by 
the prisoners at Lardyao...I read books by Jit 
Pumisak and Pluang Wannasri. I read some 
books in English, such as Chairman Mao’s 
Little Red Book. I also read the Selected Works 
of Lenin and the Communist Manifesto.”364 

 
The rhetoric of Marxism came to dominate discussions 

among students. The radicals were a small, but important 
minority of students, and they reached out to influence larger 
sections of the student population. 

The establishment of Student Development Volunteers 
supporting rural development projects gave the radical minority 
a chance to show more complacent students the hardships of life 
in the countryside for the first time. Each term, the state 
universities allowed groups of students to build schools in poor, 
remote areas. Many urban middle-class students, like Tim 
Sukayang a century earlier, were disturbed by the harshness of 
peasant life. Talking late at night over campfires on the site of a 
half-finished school, the radicalized few were able to point to 
specific instances of government incompetence, capitalist 
exploitation or corruption they said could be cured only by 
radical change. The radical approach to Thai history, as 
promoted by Jit, seemed to offer these students a more 
believable explanation for these problems than the royalist fairy 
tales of the history taught in school. 

 
Student protests begin 
 
The first action of this more activist generation of students 

came with the return to elected government in 1968. Some 2,000 
students marched to complain about the minor issue of a bus 
fare increase. Jaran cites the protest as a key step in his 
radicalization. “I was arrested because I was in the front of the 
protest and clashed with the police at Machala Bridge. I was 
beaten by the police,” he said.365 

During the next four years public student action was 
minimal, but radicals worked hard in discussion groups and 
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development sites to convince more conservative students to 
question the existing order. Thirayut, wary of the government’s 
repressive powers and conscious of the passivity and 
conservatism of most students, chose another economic issue as 
the focus for student action. He launched a campaign against 
Japanese dominance of the Thai economy as the NSCT’s first 
concerted public protest. With the government trying to correct 
a massive trade imbalance with Japan, officials thought the 
student demonstrations provided   a little extra leverage in 
negotiations. So the government gave the center the nod of 
approval that allowed it to further strengthen its organization. 

In early 1973 a group of Thai military officers with their 
movie-star girlfriends used government helicopters to invade 
Tung Yai National Forest for a luxurious few days of illegal 
hunting. The misdeeds came to light when one of the 
helicopters, overloaded with slaughtered game, crashed into a 
field. The government claimed the hunting trip was the cover for 
a secret mission to the Burmese border. The students of several 
universities put out a satirical booklet entitled “Top Secret from 
Tung Yai,”366 embarrassing the government. Then, Thanom 
delayed his retirement from the military to extend his control of 
the army for another year. In another journal, students of 
Ramkhamhaeng University wrote that “the Congress of Tung 
Yai has agreed to extend the life of the beasts to another year 
because of the unreliable situation both inside and outside the 
country,”367  parodying the justification Thanom used to 
postpone his retirement. 

These few lines resulted in the nine students responsible for 
the journal being expelled from the university. The government 
banned “Top Secret from Tung Yai”, but it had already spread 
from one campus to another throughout the country. The 
clumsy attempt to silence the students’ criticisms heightened 
political consciousness in the universities and anonymous 
satirical attacks on the government became more frequent and 
more aggressive. Rallies against the expulsion of the students 
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grew in intensity. Finally Ramkhamhaeng University yielded to 
the student pressure and readmitted them. 

 
Student leaders emerge 
 
This victory increased the confidence of the student leaders 

who were then much more radical than their followers. When 
Thirayut graduated, he had to give up his post at the NSCT, but 
he and a few other radical students and politicians set up a 
committee to push for swift establishment of the off-delayed 
constitution. The committee included a wide range of activists 
from an unhappy police general Sanga Kittikachorn, the prime 
minister’s own brother, old Pridi loyalists and leftist radicals such 
as Khaisaeng Suksai, a former member  of Parliament from the 
northeastern province of Nakhon Phanom, socialist academics 
such as Prof. Bunsanong Bunyothayan and the radical writer 
Montri Chunsirialak from Chaoban magazine.368 The committee 
operated out of the offices of Khaisaeng, who, like many of the 
radicals of his era, was a “graduate” of Lardyao Prison. 

The group distributed pamphlets and putting up posters 
demanding that the government fulfill its promise of a new 
constitution. Using the well-worn accusations of Communist 
activities and attempting the overthrow the government, the 
police arrested the leaders of the constitution movement. The 
arrests for the “crime” of asking the government to fulfill its 
own promises only provoked more unrest. 

The NSCT mobilized to press for the release of the students. 
Activists formed groups to petition the king, to negotiate with 
the police, to provide evidence countering the police charges, to 
deal with the press and to make public speeches explaining the 
facts to the people. Heading the public speaking section was one 
of the second rank leaders from the political science faculty of 
Thammasat University. His name was Seksan Prasertkul and he 
was to turn a defensive measure against police suppression into a 
frontal assault that brought down the government. 

Seksan was from a lower middle class family in Chonburi, 
just southeast of Bangkok. Although his family did not have 
much money, Seksan had gained some of the advantages of 
wealth through his academic ability. He attended good schools 
and went to the United States for a year of high school in the 
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American Field Service Program. The year in the United States 
increased his self-confidence and help him shake off the 
traditional Thai student’s respect for authority and group 
conformity. 

At Thammasat, Seksan was an excellent student, but with a 
growing interest in outside activities that prevented him from 
concentrating on examination results. Rather than choose a 
specialty within the faculty, he took part in a new arrangement 
for bright students that enabled them to study more broadly. 

In discussions within the student groups Seksan exuded 
confidence in his opinions. He was tall and had a commanding 
presence. Seksan attracted followers, but had difficulties working 
in groups he did not lead. Arrogant and self-absorbed at times, 
Seksan could also be persuasive and charming. He read widely 
and showed independence of thought, though once he had 
decided what he thought about something, he was difficult to 
change. 

Seksan’s experience in the United States had intensified his 
perception of the hollowness of the Thai regime’s promises of 
democracy and social justice. He also felt the influence the 
student activism that was sweeping the West. American students 
of his generation had led the massive marches in Washington 
against the Vietnam War and rejected the consumerism of their 
parents. French students had turned the streets of Paris into a 
barricade-strewn battlefield. All the arguments against US 
involvement in the Indochina conflict also applied to Thailand, 
but with even greater intensity. With the United States as the 
leading destination for Thailand’s top students going to graduate 
school, the student movements that were disrupting American 
universities and changing American policy had a strong impact in 
Thailand. Students and radicals struggling against a repressive 
military government in Thailand saw common cause with the 
radical movements fighting to end support for the repressive, 
US-backed military regime in Vietnam. 

Seksan later wrote it was the unjust social and political 
situation in Thailand that impelled people to act against 
oppression, not instigation by subversive forces. “The situation 
of society is what arouses the people to become radical and, if 
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nothing is done to lessen the propelling force of that situation, 
then the people may strike out aggressively.”369  

 
October protests 
 
The situation in early October 1973 provided an 

unanticipated opportunity for action against the government. It 
was not just the clumsy government arrests of the 13 
constitution activists and the broken promises of democracy. 
The economic situation was bad; the cost of living was rising 
despite government pledges of price control. Traditional 
acceptance of government corruption had been pushed to the 
limit by the open graft of the ruling group, particularly the greed 
of Col. Narong Kittikachorn, the son of the prime minister. The 
appointment of the corrupt Narong as deputy chief of his 
father’s government’s powerful anti-corruption agency was 
insulting. The stolid Thanom, short and obese Prapat and 
aggressive Narong became known as the “three tyrants.” 
English-speaking Bangkok students called them “the father, the 
son and the wholly gross.”370  

Nepotism and favoritism had antagonized elements even in 
the bureaucracy and army. Thanom had appointed himself 
simultaneously as Commander-in-Chief of the Army with the 
rank of Field Marshal, Admiral of the Fleet, and Marshal of the 
Royal Thai Air Force. Thanom and Prapat’s delay in retiring 
from their military positions, meant the officers beneath them in 
the armed forces were delayed in moving up. This caused 
disquiet among military leaders that lingered even after they 
stepped down from some of their posts. Crucially, October was 
the month in which retirements, promotions and new command 
assignments took effect in the Thai military.  

As Seksan and his group spoke on campus, students from the 
lower-class vocational and industrial schools joined the 
university students gathered on the Thammasat University 
campus. Word of the anti-government demonstration spread. 
Workers, civil servants, shopkeepers and other members of the 
public were attracted by the excitement of the rallies and their 
anger at the government. Satirical skits and attacks on the 

                                                           
369 Seksan Prasertkul, Khaokang Prachachon (With the 
People) (Bangkok: Jaroenwit Garnpim, 1974), p. 118. 
370 Wedel, “U.S. Policy in Thailand,” p. 14. 



 

217 

government leaders roused the emotions of the crowds. While 
some of the rhetoric of student speeches was Marxist, there is 
little evidence of active CPT involvement in organizing the 
protests. The first CPT comment on the student protests did not 
come until they were over and then the VOPT was reduced to 
quoting Western news agencies for its account of the violence.371 
The CPT seems to have been just as surprised by developments 
as the government. 

By October 13, nearly 500,000 people had gathered on the 
Thammasat University campus. The leaders of the protests had 
broadened the target from the arrests of the constitutional 
activists to the conduct of the Thanom-Prapat government. The 
demonstrations were led by Seksan and other radicals, but the 
demands that moved the crowd were not particularly radical. 
The demonstrators, parading with the national flag and portraits 
of the King and Queen, wanted the release of the activists, an 
end to corruption and the promulgation of the long-promised 
constitution, but not the overthrow of government, much less 
radical change to the entire social and political system. 

 
The military government falls 
 
The huge crowd surged through the streets of the city until 

clashes with security forces broke into violence. Troops fired on 
the demonstrators who fought back with rocks, handguns and 
gasoline firebombs. Several government buildings, including the 
national lottery building, were set aflame. Troops killed more 
than 100 demonstrators in the street battles. The vocational 
students took the lead in the fighting and suffered the greatest 
losses. Thanom ordered in heavily armed troops to fight what he 
claimed were Communist terrorists who had infiltrated the 
demonstrations. Thanom and Prapat, however, had let 
factionalism, favoritism and ineptness affect their relations with 
the military leadership. Army Commander Gen. Krit Sivara, who 
had long had his own political interests and ambitions, refused to 
order his troops to battle the protestors. With the violence 
growing in intensity and without firm army backing, the 
government was helpless. King Bhumibol stepped beyond his 
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constitutional role to ask Thanom, Prapat and Narong to step 
down.  

Lack of support from the revered monarch and the army 
commander made the position of the dictators untenable and 
they fled the country. The king announced the establishment of 
an interim government. The rector of Thammasat University, 
Prof. Sanya Thammasak, was appointed prime minister. His 
main tasks were to prepare a new constitution and hold national 
elections. The appointment of Sanya, a progressive jurist and 
longtime friend and follower of Buddhadasa, appeared to signal 
the king’s intention to move towards a political system centered 
on rational Buddhist values, rule of law and human rights. Sanya 
was a lawyer trained in Britain who had also spent time as a 
judge in provincial areas of Thailand. He understood both 
international legal norms and the plight of the poor in rural 
Thailand.  He was a founding member of the Buddhist 
Association (Samakhom Phutthasasana) that sought to spread a 
deeper understanding of rational Buddhist precepts along the 
lines taught by Buddhadasa. The overthrow of the military rulers 
and the appointment of a new government under a man like 
Sanya seemed like a new beginning for Thailand. 

It was the first time in Thai history that ordinary people 
played a major role in overthrowing their authoritarian rulers 
with the public support of the monarch. While King Bhumibol’s 
prestige and aura of power was enhanced by his actions, the 
crucial role of Gen. Krit was little noted at the time. The 
students appeared to have accomplished this seeming miracle on 
their own with support only from the king. With the police and 
military in disgrace, the repressive powers that had blocked 
progressive change since 1947 appeared to have been defeated. 
The radical student leaders, believing they had the mass of 
people behind them, were ready to sweep away the remains of 
sakdina authoritarianism and put their ideals into action, even if 
those ideals were not entirely clear, practical or widely 
supported.372   
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Radical student thinking 
 
The radical leaders who rose to prominence in 1973 were 

people whose ideas were still in the flux of development. The 
radical students were the children of the transformation of Thai 
society from a static peasant society in which everyone had a 
place to a rapidly changing, increasingly urban society in which 
there was no clear role for the young and intelligent. Only a 
decade or two earlier, anyone completing university was virtually 
assured of an important place in the state bureaucracy. The rapid 
expansion of tertiary education, however, had brought many 
more students into the system. The creation of Thailand’s open 
university, Ramkhamhaeng University, was a major factor in this 
change. In its first year, Ramkhamhaeng enrolled as many 
students as all the other universities combined. In 1961 about 
15,000 students were enrolled in five universities, but by 1972 
the numbers had risen to more than 100,000 students in 17 
universities.373 The result was clear: a university degree could no 
longer provide assurance of a place in the government 
bureaucracy and a path to power and wealth. This had two 
effects: some students felt cheated of a right to security and 
status. The lack of opportunity for a government position 
lessened the incentive to be obedient and submissive. Deprived 
of opportunity and liberated from traditional submissiveness, 
many students were ready to be radicalized. 

Some of the radical students came from the provinces to 
study at the big city universities. The lessons of unthinking 
respect to superiors and the simple world view taught in their 
provincial schools must have seemed ill-suited to the hurly burly 
of the capital. Many of the most radical studied at 
Ramkhamhaeng where the huge classes were filled with students 
neither sufficiently wealthy nor sufficiently brilliant to win 
entrance to the selective universities. Some who had done well in 
their small town schools could only get into the despised 
technical and vocational schools. The expansion of tertiary 
education had come more quickly than the expansion of suitable 
employment, so many students knew they might graduate and 
fail to find a job. They felt frustrated that the past higher 
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education promise of a secure government job was turning out 
to be empty for them. Some felt guilty that they had advanced so 
far from the condition of the peasant majority and still were not 
satisfied. 

Media coverage of political unrest abroad, idealistic young 
teachers and the government’s own rhetoric of democracy had 
promoted ideals of freedom and expectations of improvements 
that the manipulative, short-sighted military leaders refused to 
meet. Guilty, frustrated and idealistic, the students were looking 
for a different future to which they could commit themselves. 

 
Students and Thai radical tradition 
 
The first student contact with radical ideas came through the 

poems and novels of the radical authors of the 1950s and 60s. 
Novels such as Seni Saowapong’s Piisart (Demon) escaped 
banning even though they portrayed authoritarian oppression, 
promoted an idealized love of the people and promised social 
revolution. The poetry of Atsani, Jit and Kulap, although 
banned, was circulated in worn copies from student to student. 
The first knowledge of Marxism usually came through 
translations by Jit or Kulap. Before October 1973, the radicals 
picked up many of their ideas in small discussion groups led by 
activists. After the October uprising, however, all the works 
banned earlier became freely available. As Benedict Anderson 
has written, “an almost giddy sense of exhilaration, iconoclasm 
and creativity was born. For a time it seemed that one could say, 
sing, or do almost anything.”374 Although imprisoned, exiled, 
dead or underground, the earlier generation of radicals became 
influential through their writing and their intellectual heirs 
produced new publications in the Thai radical tradition. 

Newspapers such as Prachathipatai (Democracy) and Siang Mai 
(New Voice) covered daily events from a radical viewpoint. 
Maharat focused on socialism and Chao Ban promoted socialist 
solutions to the problems of the rural sector. Other journals, 
such as Raenggnan Thai (Thai Labor) and Raenggnan Paritat (Labor 
Review) espoused the rights of labor unions and covered 
capitalist exploitation of workers.  The NSCT published its own 
periodicals, “Soon” (Center) and “Athipat” (Sovereignty) that 
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took a leftwing approach to Thailand’s economic, social and 
political problems. They all denounced US actions in Indochina.  

The radical press also published sympathetic books on 
Communist leaders such as Mao, Ho Chi Minh and Fidel Castro 
as well as translations of the works of Mao, Marx and Lenin. The 
image of Argentine Communist revolutionary Ernesto “Che” 
Guevara was widespread on posters and t-shirts. The publication 
of some Marxist books and many cheaply printed pamphlets 
were supported by the underground CPT, belatedly interested in 
urban activity. Most, however, were a result of the end of 
political censorship and the thirst for radical viewpoints opposed 
to the conservative social hierarchy represented by the three 
ousted tyrants. Articles in Sangkhom Paritat attacked American 
“cultural imperialism” carried out through the American Field 
Service and the US Peace Corps, even though several leading 
student radicals had become more politically aware due to these 
programs.375 

The work of earlier generations of Thai radicals, such as 
Tienwan, Pridi, Kulap, Udom and Jit, became well-known. With 
his youth, his independent spirit, his innovative scholarship and 
his tragic death, Jit was the most popular. His Chom Naa Sakdina 
Thai was influential despite its faults. The hero-filled pageantry 
of the official histories seemed shallow and childish compared to 
Jit’s critical analysis of Thai history. In an imitative book, Chom-
Naa Mai Khong Prawatisat Thai (The New Face of Thai 
History), radical writer Saitai Terdchutham echoed Jit’s basic 
thesis: 

“History is the story of human class struggle. 
While the majority of humans who were being 
suppressed, tried every way to throw off the 
suppressor, the minority of humans, who were 
superior in wealth, power and strength, 
attempted to use their power to maintain their 
system and its process of suppression as long as 
possible.”376 
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Almost all of the radical leaders quoted Jit and used his view 
of history to discredit the traditional ruling class. Jit’s writing and 
his image as the brilliant young rebel were immensely attractive 
to the young intellectuals after 1973. Chontira Gladyu, a young 
lecturer at Chulalongkorn University, made a study of Jit’s work. 
It changed her life. Her book Literature of the Masses became 
popular among students and made Jit even better known. 
Chontira’s own moderate and apolitical views changed as she 
studied Jit’s work. Demonstrating the impact of Jit’s writing on 
personal life choices, she became an outspoken radical, divorced 
her husband and went underground to join the Communist 
insurgency.  

Chontira denounced the classical literature she had once 
taught as a tool of the oppressor class. She contrasted this 
oppressive use of art with Jit’s own writing in praise that was 
typical of how many young radicals felt: 

“Nearly every part of Jit’s writing shows his patriotism, his 
love of being Thai, and his adoration of national independence. 
This strongly nationalistic approach cannot be considered 
pretense because it shows both in the intensity and the quantity 
of his writing. The writer would like to conclude that before Jit 
went into the forest he was not a communist. He was accused 
because Thai society did not try to understand him deeply. Thai 
society interpreted his work superficially; it mistook the 
unimportant for the important.”377 

She hoped that Thai society had changed after the October 
14 uprising. “Let us hope that there will be no second Jit 
Pumisak who has to flee to the jungle because of the ignorance 
of the Thai people and has to die because of the work of the 
Thai government.”378 That hope was not to be. 
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Student radicals and Buddhism 
 
The student radical attitude towards religion was similar to 

that of the earlier generation. Buddhadasa’s teaching had helped 
to make Buddhism intellectually respectable and connected it to 
social concerns. Buddhadasa made it possible for the student 
radicals to reject parts of their religious upbringing without 
discarding what they felt was valuable. The ideas of Pridi and 
Supot were important for the students in linking the Buddhist 
faith of their childhood with their new faith in radical socialism 
and revolution. It also fit well with their nationalistic feelings. 
Somehow, many felt, it was more natural for a Thai to be a 
Buddhist. So the radical student understanding of Buddhism was 
nationalist, rationalist, socialist, materialist and activist. As 
Seksan put it: 

“Buddhism is not spiritualism. Buddhism places a great 
importance on the mind. Mind can perceive things, but 
Buddhism is not spiritualism because spiritualism means that 
men behave according to thoughts preconceived by the mind 
and uninfluenced by environment... Buddhism points out the 
relations between mind and matter. Mind depends on physical 
organs which are not determined before they experience the 
world. Then when things meet with these organs, this leads to 
perception. Perception then leads to action.”379  

This concern with religion distinguished the Thai radicals 
from leftist activists elsewhere in the world and was later to 
become an important factor in their interaction with the 
communists. To the student radicals, Buddhism was more than 
the old beliefs and rituals; for most of the radicals it was a 
philosophical basis for their ideals, even their socialist and 
revolutionary ideals. They saw Buddhism as a source of valid 
humanistic values. Seksan drew upon this humanism, common 
to both Marxism and Buddhism, when he wrote that “the final 
goal of Marxism is man, as man with spirit, because man is the 
only factor that can feel happiness in society.”380 
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Student feminism 
 
Even in their consideration of the role of women, the radical 

students borrowed from the radicals of the 50s. The writings of 
Jit and Kulap were particularly well-known, but by the 1970s the 
issue of gender roles had increased in importance to the radicals 
as discussed in in Chapter 10. The influence of the women’s 
liberation movement in the West was felt in Thailand due in part 
to the wide publicity (if limited understanding) given the 
movement in the popular media. The increased number of 
women attending universities gave such issues a ready audience. 
The laws and cultural mores restricting women were excellent 
examples of the oppression of the sakdina society. Several female 
students took leading roles in the radical movement, but the 
best-known to focus on women’s issues was Chiranan 
Pitpreecha. 

In many ways Chiranan had been an ideal Thai woman 
according to traditional values. She came from a wealthy family 
in the southern province of Trang. She was bright and she was 
pretty. Elected Chulalongkorn University Queen she seemed 
destined for an upper-class marriage and a gentile family life. 
Instead, she became involved in the radical movement and after 
1973 became a kind of unofficial spokeswoman for the radical 
movement on women’s issues. Following Kulap, who had 
paraphrased Engels, Chiranan wrote that “women are influenced 
also by the capitalist view of labor. Thais look at people as 
means of production and see women as a means which produces 
less profit (than men) without considering them as human.”381 

She said capitalism and traditional Thai values had reduced 
women to the status of either commercial goods or objects to 
denote prestige. Too many Thai men, Chiranan said, believed 
the more wives a man had, the more prestige. This forced Thai 
women to become “minor wives, mistresses and even prostitutes 
to cater to the male need for prestige.”382 The former campus 
queen denounced beauty competitions as a capitalist device 
aimed at improving the stock of living merchandise. The 
obvious discrimination that still existed in Thai society made her 
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charges ring true to many women of her generation and gave 
credence to their underlying Marxist framework.  

 
Student Marxism 
 
Marxism was a key legacy of the earlier Thai radicals. Their 

writing and translations introduced Marxism to the student 
radicals. Like their predecessors, the student radicals accepted 
the Marxist analysis of society. They saw it as the only approach 
promising the overthrow of the feudal and exploitative Thai 
society. Although the military governments they opposed were 
not particularly capitalistic (with their state-owned enterprises, 
farm cooperatives and all-controlling bureaucracy), the radicals 
labeled what they disliked as capitalism and used Marxist rhetoric 
to attack it. Marxism, however, provided more than rhetoric to 
thoughtful radicals. Most importantly it called their attention to 
the significance of economics. Socialist politician Boonyen 
Worthong wrote: “In analyzing economic problems, dialectical 
materialism helps us see the importance of economics, which is 
at the core of all problems–political, legal and human 
relations.”383 Seksan put the economic aspect of the struggle in 
simple terms: 

“It is natural that the struggle for a constitution 
and for a democracy of the people must be 
coupled with an economic front, in particular, 
the socialist front, which seeks a just 
distribution of income.... But when the people 
engage in political struggle to improve their 
economic condition, how can they possibly 
improve within the capitalist system? This 
system just doesn’t have any more room for the 
people. How could we make all of the Thai 
people into capitalists? Capitalism, by nature, 
can have only a small minority as employers 
while the majority must be employees.”384 
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Marxism gave the radicals a method of critical analysis with 

which to attack the status quo. It gave them an alternative 
conception of society and it promised the inevitability of 
revolutionary success. Marxism, however, also divided the 
student leaders from most of their followers and from the 
people who appeared to want democracy and social justice, but 
within the existing framework of law and custom. The divide 
was between those who wanted a Marxist revolution and those 
who wanted political rights and economic fairness, but within a 
democratic free enterprise system. 

In many ways the Marxism adopted by the student radicals 
was similar to that of the earlier generation. It was based on the 
writing of Marx rather than of Lenin, Stalin or Mao; it was rather 
romantic; it was adapted to fit with Buddhism; and it was mixed 
with Thai social concepts. In the 1970s, however, Thai student 
Marxism was also flavored by Marxist New Left thinkers such as 
Herbert Marcuse, Frantz Fanon and Angela Davis, then popular 
among students and intellectuals in the West. 

The October 1973 overthrow of the military government, 
however, gave the radical students the feeling they could move 
quickly towards changes that seemed distant dreams for the 
earlier radicals. The victory through mass demonstrations 
convinced them that staging such protests was the method to 
employ at every point in the struggle. While the radicals of the 
50s and 60s had been writers and teachers, the student radicals 
were organizers and activists. They knew how to arrange noisy 
demonstrations and made this their favorite tactic. 

The student radicals had much more access to a variety of 
Marxist literature. After October, the works of Mao, Marx and 
Lenin became freely available on every campus. In contrast with 
the earlier radicals, the students knew much more of Maoism. 
They may not always have agreed with Mao’s basic precept of a 
peasantbased armed revolution, but it was a familiar alternative. 

Although the theories of Leon Trotsky might have been a 
more natural fit with the thinking of the student radicals, there is 
little evidence that many students were aware of his writing. 
Trotsky, like some of the Thai radicals, believed the peasantry 
alone would not be able to play an independent revolutionary 
role. He proposed a coalition of workers and peasants such that 
a dictatorship of the proletariat leads the peasant masses behind 
it. The students, however, would likely have objected to 
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Trotsky’s exclusion of the bourgeoisie from any role in the 
revolution. 

 
Anti-imperialism and the American betrayal 
 
Because of the Vietnam War, the student radicals were even 

more concerned with nationalism and imperialism than the older 
generation. Vietnamese nationalist rhetoric and bitter anti-
Americanism made a great impact on the young Thai radicals. 
Thirayut Boonmee wrote on the Vietnamese Communist Party, 
saying “the study of the brave Vietnamese struggle, the 
transformation and revolution of Vietnamese society is 
worthwhile so we can adapt their methods to use in Thai 
society.” 385 

Seksan also wrote a book about the war in Indochina that 
was sharply critical of the US involvement. Just as the war in 
Indochina radicalized millions of American students, it linked 
nationalism, revolution and anti-imperialism in the minds of 
many Thai students. Not only was the war nearby, but the air 
war was fought, to a great extent, from U.S. airbases in Thailand. 

A book published by the students’ organization of Mahidol 
University outlined the ways in which the United States had 
“invaded” Thailand: 

1. Political invasion–America has come in to gain 
state power over the military and the police. 
The weapons America uses are money, the anti-
Communist law and the maintenance of a 
network of agents. 

2. Military invasion–America has sent military 
advisors in to control the military from the 
Department of the Army to the divisions, down 
even to the battalion level. Control of the 
Ministry of Defense and the Supreme 
Command is such that they need not even be 
mentioned. America has established 11 bases 
and operational areas in Thailand. Thai soldiers 
are the pawns on America’s strategic 
chessboard. 
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3. Economic invasion–Thailand is America’s outlet 
for expensive manufactured goods in exchange 
for cheap raw materials and cheap labor.  It is 
also an outlet for surplus capital. On the 
average each year America makes a profit of 
many billion baht in Thailand on sales of oil 
and manufactured goods.386 

 
This analysis was typical of radical student thinking after 

October 1973. Much of the bitterness of anti-American feeling 
came from a sense of betrayal. The democratic ideals that the 
students had proclaimed in their struggles against the military 
government came, at least to some extent, from the United 
States. The October uprising began as a protest against arbitrary 
arrest, and military dictatorship. The protesters called for a 
constitution and democratic elections. If determined by the 
ideals of the American Declaration of Independence and the 
democracy of its own governing institutions, the support of the 
US government should have gone to the protesters and 
reformers in Thailand rather than to the military dictators. US 
foreign policy in the 1960s and 70s, however, was 
overwhelmingly determined by the government’s perception of 
national security interests in the conflict with Communist 
countries and movements. The US government came down on 
the side of Sarit, Thanom and Prapat, propping them up with 
guns and money to maintain the bases and support needed for 
the war in Vietnam. 

Seksan explained the American betrayal of its ideals as born 
of an overpowering and illogical fear of Communist revolution. 
Thirayut adopted the Vietnamese viewpoint that the United 
States was simply an imperialist power. He wrote that the 
Vietnamese revolution had provided the true democracy that the 
United States could not. The Vietnamese Lao Dong Party, he 
wrote, “set up the first democracy for people in Asia and 
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continued the struggle against American imperialism to liberate 
South Vietnam.”387  

The basis of this Thai anti-Americanism was not simply 
support for the Communists. More important was a deeply felt 
nationalism that resented any foreign influence. There were far 
fewer Viet Cong flags waved in Thai political protests than in the 
United States. China, Vietnam and the Soviet Union were 
important to the Thai radicals mainly for what they could 
contribute in terms of revolutionary ideas and examples. There 
were never clearly defined groups of students that were pro-
Chinese (except for members of the CPT), pro-Vietnamese or 
pro-Soviet. The radicals were divided into numerous factions 
and organizations, but the radical movement never solidified 
into definite ideological groups. There were, of course, 
ideological disputes, but more important were disagreements 
caused by differences of tactics or personality. The radical 
student movement moved so far and so fast there was simply 
not enough time for a clear range of ideological differences to 
emerge. Often the same individual moved from conservatism to 
liberalism to radicalism to armed rebellion within a very short 
time. It was only much later, after the collapse of the CPT and 
the return of more normal political activity, that the radicals of 
October would clearly split along ideological lines. 

 
Student ideas of revolution 
 
One idea that united most of the radical leadership in the 

1970s was that of revolution. It was a concept that changed in 
particulars almost from day to day and from person to person, 
but the student radicals were committed to fast, broad changes 
in Thai society that they called “karn patiwat”–revolution. Seksan 
explained the lack of a definite radical revolutionary doctrine: 

“The theory of revolution is not ready-made 
theory. The revolutionary who was successful in 
the past might thoroughly study the works and 
ideas of revolutionaries before him, but this was 
only for guidelines. Every revolutionary has to 
find his own way at the end so that it will be 
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suitable for his situation. This applies to 
revolutionaries in Thailand: they may learn the 
revolutionary ways of other countries, but they 
must keep in mind that every struggle and every 
situation has its own unique character. The right 
way for us must be considered and developed 
for ourselves, by ourselves, in our own 
society.”388 

 
Like Seksan, most of the radicals wanted a unique Thai 

revolution developed along Thai lines according to the Thai 
situation. But almost all radicals felt Marxism should be part of 
the plan for a uniquely Thai revolution.  Thirayut argued that 
while the people might be able to begin a revolutionary struggle 
against class and economic oppression, “this is still not enough 
because the revolution cannot be made successfully by people 
who do not see the problem of relations of production ... 
Therefore it is necessary to study the revolutionary ideas of 
Marxism-Leninism in order to use them as weapons.”389  

The goal of revolution for the radicals was seen in terms of 
what would be eliminated: class oppression, sexual 
discrimination, extremes of wealth, foreign domination, 
dictatorship, and the social constraints of Thai feudal thinking. It 
was much more difficult for the radicals to specify what the new 
society would be like other than “democratic and socialist.” 
Some turned to the Buddhist-inspired visions of Pridi and Supot. 
The more practical saw it in terms of revolutionary committees 
and peoples courts taken from Communist Chinese propaganda. 
Most had confidence the problems of a revolutionary society 
could be solved once the obstacles of entrenched rulers and 
powerful capitalist and elitist interests had been swept aside. 
Seksan wrote: 

“Fighting to get rid of political oppression is 
like freeing a group of birds from their cage. It 
will give each of them an opportunity to fly in 
the big, wide world. The final goal for each bird 
is its freedom. The destruction of the cage is 
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only the first condition. By the same token, the 
final aim of social revolution is rooted in each 
individual’s desire.”390 

 
Seksan’s concept of revolution as a means to individual 

fulfillment was later to be a key issue between student radicals 
and the CPT. Even among the student radicals, there was little 
agreement on how the ideal of revolution should be pursued. 
Some believed that the uprising of October 14 had already given 
them the power to make changes through pressure on a weak 
elected government. They applied pressure by organizing key 
interest groups, such as farmers and workers, and by staging 
public protests and strikes. Others realized that Thailand’s 
“October revolution” was far from complete. Some believed 
that continued reliance on the new democratic machinery would 
lead to success now that the military dictators had been forced to 
leave the country; others feared they would eventually have to 
resort to armed struggle. Boonyen wrote that “whether the 
struggle will be violent or not depends on the amount of 
frustration. If there is a large gap between problem and solution, 
then change will take place in a violent fashion. If starvation is 
serious and spreads widely and the old system cannot solve the 
problem, then the change will be extremely violent–so radical 
that it will destroy the old system.”391  

The students had a volatile and confusing mixture of ideals: 
Western style personal freedom and Communist dictatorship of 
the proletariat, Thai Buddhist serenity and violent revolutionary 
change, democracy and one-party rule. After the downfall of the 
military government, they felt they had great influence and the 
likelihood of success. In a fluid political situation they had to 
take an embryonic ideology and put it into practice in a way that 
would satisfy a sharply divided Thai people. Most thought they 
had to move quickly. The radicals, however, underestimated the 
extent to which the speed of radical success had created fear and 
loathing among conservative elements of society–elements that 
still had a near monopoly on armed force. 

The radical thinking that led to the October 14 uprising may 
have failed to provide a common, concrete action program, but 
it did inspire an unprecedented outpouring of activist energy. 
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Even though the NSCT had moved further to the left after the 
uprising, it could not contain the variety of projects, interests 
and ideologies that bloomed after October 14. Seksan broke 
away to form the Federation of Independent Students of 
Thailand (FIST); Thirayut set up People for Democracy and 
many of the vocational students, who had borne the brunt of the 
fighting during the uprising, went their separate ways, some 
under the influence of right-wing military leaders.  

Radical students were the catalysts in the formation of 
dozens of interest groups, labor unions and farmers 
organizations, all seeking change in the social and political 
system. Others, such as Thammasat radical leader Wichai 
Bamrungrit, joined the Interior Ministry to try to reform the 
system from within. The October victory, however, had released 
both progressive and reactionary forces that were to overpower 
the ability of a frayed social and political system to contain them. 
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CHAPTER 15 DEMOCRACY BLOOMS 
–BRIEFLY 

 
Although Thais may have disagreed on the exact changes 

needed after the collapse of the Thanom-Prapat regime, there 
was widespread feeling after years of dictatorship that democracy 
must be allowed to flourish. In many areas of Thai society 
people turned against traditional authoritarian styles and 
structures, even when it wasn’t clear what should replace them. 

The interim government of appointed Prime Minister Sanya 
Dharmasakti sought to guide these new feelings of freedom 
towards a democracy that balanced freedoms with 
responsibilities. One mechanism for this was the government’s 
“Democracy Propagation Program.” Under the program, more 
than 3,000 university and college students went into the 
countryside to teach villagers their rights and duties under 
democracy. 392 Individual universities, such as Chiang Mai 
University, and independent radical groups, such as Seksan’s 
FIST also sent students out into the countryside to work with 
rural people. Some students taught about voting rights, political 
party organization and the duties of elected representatives in a 
functioning democracy. Others students saw their role as leading 
their less educated countrymen to achieve social and economic 
justice. With input of energy and ideas from the students the 
democracy agenda for these programs often expanded to the full 
radical agenda. It often went well beyond electoral democracy. 
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Some students lectured farmers about the evils of capitalism, 
Western imperialism, the threat of the CIA, and the need for 
class struggle. Other students helped organize villagers to fight 
oppression by local landlords or government officials. In some 
cases, “democracy propagators” helped villagers apply effective 
political pressure to solve their problems. In others, passionate 
and idealistic students goaded local people into dangerous 
confrontations with entrenched people of influence. 

 
Revealing military crimes 
 
The defeat of the military dictators Thanom and Prapat 

opened new freedoms for public information. These freedoms 
seemed to herald the eclipse of the military’s political power. 
Radicals publicized a variety of military abuses that previously 
would have been ignored. In early 1974 government troops 
attacked and razed a village in the northeastern province of 
Nongkhai, killing four villagers. The military claimed the attack 
was by CPT forces. Radical leader Thirayut, however, was able 
to show evidence that Border Patrol Police and Village Defense 
Volunteers had committed the killings. Radical organizations 
pressured the government to compensate the villagers for the 
deaths and damage. Army Commander Gen. KriT was forced to 
admit government responsibility. He promised to reform the 
Village Defense Volunteer program. It had been, he admitted, “a 
double-edged sword.”393 

Thirayut’s success in getting the military to admit this 
atrocity opened the way for an investigation into worse murders 
by security forces under the Thanom government. The NSCT 
published information showing that government suppression 
forces in southern Thailand had murdered over 3,000 villagers 
between 1970 and 1973. Many of those were burned alive in 
200-liter red fuel drums.394 The revelations indicated that these 
atrocities were part of a brutal nation-wide effort by government 
military and para-military forces to undercut rural support for 
the CPT by terrorizing villagers. The radicals showed that the 
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military’s claims to take benevolent care of the people and 
provide honorable protection for the nation were lies. 

In a national spasm of revolt against all authority, radicals 
led protests against governors they called corrupt, foreign 
companies they said were exploitive and even local school 
headmasters seen as too strict. There was widespread feeling, 
especially among the young, that democracy meant freedom 
from all traditional constraints, both important and trivial.395 It 
was an exhilarating, but confusing time for many Thais, as 
barriers of tradition and power relations broke apart and long-
dammed up changes came flooding forth. 

 
Impact in the countryside 
 
The injection of idealistic students and urban intellectuals 

into the countryside coincided with a rise in political radicalism 
by long-ignored farmers. This rural radicalism was spurred less 
by ideology than by harsh life experience. Never the bucolic 
paradise of tourist brochures, Thai rural life had become more 
difficult in the second half of the 20th century due to land 
shortages, mistreatment by landlords and rural authorities, 
fluctuating commodity prices and high interest rates. The sudden 
end of the military dictatorship and the work of idealistic 
students seemed to offer hope for a political system that would 
respond to the changing needs of rural people.  

Over the previous 30 years, the availability of modern 
medicines and improved public health measures had allowed 
Thailand’s population to explode. During the first half of the 
twentieth century, the government estimated the crude death 
rate at about 50 per thousand due to malaria, tuberculosis, small 
pox, diarrhea, parasitic infections and poor nutrition. The use of 
DDT, anti-malarial drugs and mosquito nets dramatically 
lowered the malaria death rate from 351 per 100,000 people in 
1943 to 14 in 1966. There were similar reductions in the impact 
of other diseases after the end of World War II and the 
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availability of more effective medicines. Improved sanitation and 
greater availability of safe drinking water made a major 
difference. By 1965, the crude death rate had dropped to only 
about 11 per thousand.396 

These improvements in public health led to rapid increases 
in the rural population. Despite migration to towns and cities, 
the number of farmers increased from 11.8 million to 14 million 
in the decade prior to 1973.397 This meant that more people had 
to make a living on the same limited land area. With most 
families having 4-6 children398, each child on average could 
inherit only a small portion of the land farmed by their parents. 
Even when marriage added land to a family’s holdings, plots 
could be widely separated and generally totaled less than half of 
that farmed by the prior generation.  

Traditionally, Thai farmers had the right to clear forest land 
and claim it as their own. The end of slavery in the late 19th 
century enabled large numbers of former slaves to go into what 
seemed like limitless forest and carve out farmland. This process 
of forest clearance had dropped the percentage of forest in the 
country from over 70 percent to only 38 percent by 1976. 
However, with the establishment of the National Park Act in 
1961 and the National Forest Reserve Act three years later, 
much of the remaining forest was declared off limits to 
agriculture. This limited the availability of new agricultural land 
to support the burgeoning population in the countryside. 

The availability of land for farmers was also reduced by the 
land commercialization that began under King Chulalongkorn. 
In 1901, a new law gave both farmers and traditional landlords 
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the right to register full title to their land holdings.399 Once land 
titles were available, they could be used to guarantee agricultural 
loans. In years of poor harvests many farmers lost title to their 
land to money lenders.  

Where once agricultural life depended on weather and 
communal labor, farmers now saw that their lives also depended 
on distant markets, government irrigation systems, the honesty 
of rice millers, interest rates for agricultural loans and 
agreements with landlords. The government imposed a tax on 
rice exports called the “rice premium” to keep domestic rice 
prices artificially low. This helped the urban working class, but 
imposed an additional burden on farmers. One expert estimated 
that in 1976 farmers got only about 25 percent of the export 
price of the rice they produced.400  Shifts in the prices for 
agricultural products were due to factors in national and 
international markets that had little to do with the local costs of 
production borne by farmers.  

The growth of light manufacturing, often in partnership 
with foreign investors, offered wealthy Thais good returns. 
Those who owned land, often the descendants of traditional 
rulers as well as more recently wealthy “persons of local 
influence,” sought to get similar returns from their agricultural 
lands. Since there were more farmers than land available for 
farming, the balance of negotiating power shifted in favor of 
landlords. Well-connected landlords successfully opposed efforts 
to control land rents in the 1950s. By the 1970s, despite a 
booming economy, the lives of Thai farmers had become more 
difficult. 

At the same time, the spread of state-supported education to 
the countryside meant that most farmers, for the first time, had 
at least a fourth grade education. This gave them the basic 
literacy that enabled them to follow political news in the press 
and to understand the policies and laws that affected them. They 
could read this information for themselves instead of relying on 
local officials and people of influence to interpret it for them. It 
also gave them access to the radical literature that became more 
available after October 14, 1973. 
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These factors, population growth, limited availability of new 
farm land, the extension of capitalism into the villages, the 
spread of education to the countryside and the demand of 
landlords for better returns, meant that farmers were ripe for 
radicalization. 

 
Farmers organize 
 
Idealistic students injected radical ideas and organizational 

support into a farm population already desperate to deal with 
their problems. A first step was to organize and make their needs 
known. Several loosely organized groups of farmers marched on 
Bangkok and provincial capitals to call for government help with 
rice prices, agricultural indebtedness and land rents. In four 
marches to the capital in the year following October 14, 1973, 
the number of protesters mounted into the tens of thousands. 
The marches also helped farmers from different regions to meet 
one another, improve communications and became better 
organized.  

By June, the interim government of Prime Minister Sanya, 
nervous about rural unrest, made the unrealistic promise the 
government would launch a land reform program to provide 
land for all landless farmers. In November, the rural protesters 
established the Farmers’ Federation of Thailand (FFT), with 
effective regional organizations in the northern, northeastern 
and central regions. Less than a month later, the FFT got the 
interim government to pass the Land Rent Control Act requiring 
big cuts in the rents farmers paid to landlords. But farmers had 
learned from previous efforts to control land rents that passage 
of the law was no guarantee it would be enforced. With support 
from urban radicals, lawyers and student organizations, the FFT 
launched a campaign in 1975 to force landlords to abide by the 
law and to get provincial authorities to act when they didn’t.  

The strategy of working through the legal system differed 
from the armed revolution strategy of the CPT, but it was even 
more threatening to the status quo. While the rural elite could 
depend on the military, police and provincial authorities in a 
battle against armed insurgents, they had no right to government 
help against the legal challenges of the rural poor. The 
increasingly literate and organized farmers had the votes that 
political parties coveted in post-October electoral politics. With 
their radical allies, farmers mounted a challenge to the 
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landowners, descendants of traditional rulers, local persons of 
influence and moneyed classes that had long dominated rural 
life. 

The FFT followed up its legislative success on land rents 
with expanded demands announced at a big protest in Bangkok 
in May 1975. That protest brought together thousands of 
farmers, students and workers at Thammasat University and the 
nearby Pramane Grounds. The FFT showed its organizational 
prowess by launching simultaneous protests in each of the four 
regions. The protesters demanded the newly elected government 
of Prime Minister Kukrit Pramoj implement the land reform 
promises made by the previous government. The FFT proposed 
that rural committees including farmers be set up to investigate 
local land rents and force landlords to abide by the new law. The 
shaky coalition government replied that it did not have the 
authority to compel landlords to appear before the proposed 
committees.401   

In response, a regional FFT vice president, Wichai 
Pikulkhao, told the press, “we won’t come back (to Bangkok), 
but will fight in the provinces, using our own methods.”402 This 
showed that farmers understood the limited ability of Kukrit’s 
coalition, made up of 16 squabbling parties, to take effective 
action in the rural areas. The Kukrit government, however, did 
try to respond to rural pressure by launching an innovative 
program that moved significant funds directly to tambon (sub-
district) level administrative organizations. This gave rural people 
quicker access to funds for local development and energized the 
rise of local-level politicians eager to play a role in the 
distribution of those funds.403 

The FFT’s “own methods” included educating members 
about their legal rights, naming and denouncing landlords who 
insisted on payments above the limits set by the act, investigating 
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officials for pocketing government development funds and 
attacking mine owners for harming the environment. In the 
three years following the collapse of the military government, the 
FFT organized in 41 of the 72 provinces and had some 1.5 
million dues-paying members.404  Well organized on the regional, 
provincial and district levels, the FFT had become a powerful 
force for change in the Thai countryside and a serious threat to 
traditional power-holders. 

The vice president of the FFT’s northern branch, Intha 
Sribunruang, was a key thinker and doer behind this rural 
campaign. About 45 years old, Intha had an orchard and a small 
shop in Chiang Mai province. He had sold his rice land years 
earlier to pay school fees for his five children. Like many poor 
rural males, Intha had served as a novice in the local monastery 
while growing up. His four years in the monastery gave him an 
education and a Buddhist outlook on life. 

Intha led farmers from his district to join the November 
1974 protests in Bangkok and was elected as one of the regional 
vice presidents when the FFT was established later that month. 
He was also the founder and editor of the FFT newspaper 
Chaona Thai (Thai Rice Farmer) that he ran out of offices at 
Chiang Mai University. In the first issue of the paper, Intha 
encouraged farmers to “pick up weapons of correct thought”405 
and to believe that, with campaigns appealing to public opinion, 
oppressed farmers would receive support from society and 
would prevail over their oppressors. Like other FFT activists, 
Intha traveled widely in his region to speak at farmers meetings 
about farmers’ rights under the law and the need to challenge the 
traditional people of influence in the countryside. An editorial in 
Chaona Thai described his work as “mediating and struggling for 
the capitalists to accept collecting rent from farmers following 
the new law…because civil servants are not able to make all of 
the landowning capitalists accept the new law of the 
government.”406 In some areas, local officials not only failed to 
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support the legal rights of farmers, but joined with landowners 
to oppose them. FFT members were threatened and harassed by 
thugs in the pay of landowners. Government media began 
attacking the FFT as a Communist front organization inciting 
rural unrest. 

Intha asked whether providing information on a law passed 
by the national government was something only a Communist 
organization would do. He insisted that spreading word about 
the land rent law was a legitimate right. In fact, the CPT had 
shown little interest in the farmers’ legal struggle, never deviating 
from its focus on armed revolution. The CPT did not want to 
make incremental improvements in Thailand’s legal and political 
system; it wanted to sweep it completely away. 

Despite great obstacles, the FFT succeeded in getting 
farmers to stand up for their rights. By the end of 1974, it had 
documented some 600 cases of farmers resisting “landlords’ 
bullying” and 100 cases of refusal to pay rents above the new 
legal maximum in two northern provinces.  It also persuaded 
courts to accept cases against landlords for the first time.407  

 
Student radicals and farmers 
 
While the main impetus for the movement came from 

farmers themselves, the support of radical activists, lawyers, and 
students made the FFT a formidable force. Thousands of 
idealistic students went out into the countryside to work with 
farmers, gathering information, providing legal advice, and 
organizing protests. These students helped provide new ways of 
thinking that radicalized farmers. In turn the farmers and the 
realities of their difficult lives radicalized many students. 

American researcher Tyrell Haberkorn reports an interview 
with a former student activist from Chiang Mai University she 
identifies only as M. The former activist said the writers who 
most influenced her were Kulap and Jit. She described 
participation in an early feminist group that discussed Kulap’s 
novels. M. told Haberkorn she dreamed of a socialist future. 
However, she said, the biggest influence on her thinking came 
not from radical writing, but from her involvement with a 
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university project to support the FFT in Chiang Mai, Lampun 
and Lampang provinces.408    

M. said that, although young and a woman, the farmers 
treated her with respect. “It was like I was a district officer,”409 
she said. She was allowed to participate in meetings with senior 
FFT leaders who listened to her views. “Then I knew my life had 
value, I knew the work was important ... Those years were so 
happy. I went everywhere, to every village where farmers were 
organizing across the north.”410 

The resistance of landlords and officials against the legal 
rights of farmers led more farmers to accept the radical analysis 
that Thailand’s problems were caused by capitalism. One farmer, 
quoted in the Thai Rath newspaper on the need for public 
demonstrations, said: 

“We came to ask for some help for farmers 
because farmers have never been those who 
destroy. On the contrary, capitalists are those 
who destroy. For example, they destroy the 
forests; they destroy the farmers. The farmers 
who ask for help are in distress because we are 
poor. In the past when we have asked for help 
from civil servants they have not wanted to 
help because we have nothing with which to 
reciprocate. But when the capitalists seek them 
out, they will help because the capitalists are 
wealthy, they give them ducks and chickens to 
eat.”411  

 
Panic and assassination 
 
The FFT’s emergence as a power in rural areas undermined 

the economic power of the rural elite by enforcing laws on 
contracts between farmers and land owners and by supporting 

                                                           
408 Tyrell Haberkorn, Revolution Interrupted, op. cit. p. 81-
84  
409 Ibid, p. 82 
410 Ibid, p. 83 
411Tyrell Caroline Haberkorn,  STATES OF TRANSGRESSION: 
POLITICS, VIOLENCE, AND AGRARIAN TRANSFORMATION 
IN NORTHERN THAILAND, A doctoral dissertation for 
Cornell University, August 2007 



 

243 

higher rice prices. This threatened to pull down the rural power 
structure long dominated by wealthy landowners, money lenders 
and government officials. The FFT proved that well-organized 
farmers could gain a powerful say in setting the rules of the 
game. These threats combined with the 1975 Communist 
victories in Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos to spread panic among 
the rural powerful and wealthy. That panic led to stepped-up 
violence against activist farmers. Verbal intimidation escalated to 
arrests, beatings and assassinations. By July 1975 20 FFT leaders 
had been gunned down, often in circumstances indicating the 
killers were professional gunman. Police made no arrests for 
these murders. FFT organizers such as Intha, however, refused 
to be intimidated and continued their work. 

Early on the morning of July 30, two men rode up to Intha’s 
shop on a motorcycle. They bought some cigarettes. As Intha 
was giving them change, one pulled out a .22 caliber pistol with a 
silencer and shot him eleven times in the head.412 A suspect, 
identified by witnesses at the scene of the shooting, was arrested 
and confessed to the crime, but he was later released without 
trial under circumstances that have never been explained. 

Although the FFT had, from its beginnings, proclaimed a 
non-violent approach, many activists began to have doubts. In 
October the following year, Sithorn Yotkantha, who had 
replaced Intha as head of the northern branch of the FFT and 
who had barely survived a grenade attack on his house, told the 
press:  

“We will fight peacefully even though the small 
minority against whose interests we fight may 
seek to use violence; even when a large number 
of our peasants’ leaders up and down the 
country have been beaten up or killed. Any 
amount of beating, killing or suffering will not 
be able to break our resolve, because in the past 
all we have known is hardship and suffering.” 413 
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Soon afterwards, however, what was to be the last edition of 
Chaona Thai said the violence had pushed farmers beyond 
endurance. “Blood must be washed away with blood,” it said, “If 
they use guns we must use guns.” 

 
Labor activism 
 
In the cities, the October 14 overthrow of the Thanom 

regime freed labor unions to press wage demands long bottled 
up by the military government’s actions against strikes. Workers 
had a history of unionism dating back to the previous century. 
The first documented labor action was a strike by dock workers 
in 1889, organized not by a formal union, but by a Chinese 
secret society. Some 30 years later, tram workers established the 
first trade union, the Bangkok Tram Workers Association. This 
union led a bitter, but unsuccessful strike for higher wages.414   

The ethnic Chinese workers of the early 20th century were a 
natural target for organization by the young Chinese radicals 
who founded the Communist Party in Siam. The party 
supported strikes by white-collar workers at the Siam Electric 
Company, rickshaw pullers in several provinces and workers at a 
Bangkok dye factory that accompanied the 1932 overthrow of 
the traditional monarchy. Union organization was disrupted by 
World War II and the Japanese occupation, but revived in 1945 
with the first celebration of May Day in Thailand. Strikes at 
various rice mills won pay increases. Involvement by the 
Communist Party was indicated by worker pamphlets bearing 
the hammer and sickle and by the refusal of dock workers to 
load rice being shipped to the Kuomintang, then battling the 
Communists in China.415 Tough repression of workers by 
authoritarian governments in the 1950s and 60s made union 
organization difficult and the Communist Party changed its 
strategy to follow Mao and focus on organizing peasants in the 
countryside. 

The 1973 collapse of the military government, however, 
opened the way for renewed worker activism. Within three years, 
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some 160 unions had registered under the Labor Council of 
Thailand. Labor unions became not only more numerous but 
better organized. They enjoyed support from farmers. In 1974, 
newspapers estimated some 20,000 farmers marched on 
Bangkok in sympathy with a strike by textile workers.416 Early 
success led to more strikes. Few of the strikes lasted long or did 
much damage to the economy, but they were flamboyant, noisy 
and often bitter.  

One important radical leader emerged from the labor 
unions–a former restaurant worker named Therdphum Jaidee. 
From a poor farming family in Srisaket province in the arid 
northeast, Therdphum worked in Bangkok hotels, but his real 
interest was in unionizing hotel employees. Strongly built with a 
bristling mustache, Therdphum was a charismatic figure and an 
effective public speaker. He rose to the leadership of the union. 
After leading a successful strike at the country’s largest hotel, 
Therdphum became a nationally known figure. He formed links 
with farmers and radical students and played a prominent role in 
strikes by other labor unions.  

Conservative forces, however, were recovering from the 
shock of the October 14 overthrow and beginning to fight back 
against the radical advances that seemed to be coming from all 
directions. Therdphum’s second major hotel strike was defeated 
when management brought in right-wing thugs to beat up 
strikers and disrupt picket lines. The radicals reacted by 
redoubling the vehemence of their protests, but this only 
increased anxiety among the urban middle class that Thailand 
was plunging into anarchy. 

 
New political rules 
 
Electoral politics lagged behind the rapid changes in student, 

labor and farmer organizations. A new constitution was 
promulgated in 1974. The first draft from a 100-person 
convention legalized political parties and swung the balance of 
power back to the elected Parliament for the first time since 
1946. Relatively large constituencies were created in hopes that 
would make vote-buying more difficult. The elected lower house 
gained the power to appoint the upper house and all cabinet 
members had to be members of Parliament. A simple majority 
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was sufficient to override a royal veto of legislation and the draft 
constitution would be submitted to a popular referendum before 
being submitted to the king. Royalist members of the drafting 
convention, however, demanded changes to strengthen the 
executive and restore royal powers. They wanted the king to 
appoint the upper house with the approval of the prime minister. 
The revised draft required a two-thirds vote in both houses to 
override a royal veto and gave the upper house the power to kill 
legislation by refusing to consider it for six months. Civil 
servants and military officers could not run for Parliament, but 
could take up to half of the ministerial posts. The new draft 
would become law when approved by the king, without a 
referendum.  

Dismayed at his inability to counter the royalist movement 
for an authoritarian charter, Prime Minister Sanya resigned. He 
was persuaded to return to head the government ten days later 
by offers of compromise on the constitution that ultimately 
contained elements of both the original draft and the 
conservative revision. It was a sign the political pendulum was 
swinging away from the progressive direction of the radicals, the 
reformers and the events of 1973.417 The conflict over the 
constitution also showed the deepening divisions in society. 

The ouster of the military regime and the new constitution 
had opened the way for radicals to participate in politics once 
again. That meant socialist ideas could again become part of 
open political discussion in Thailand. Of particular importance 
in this discussion was the Socialist Party led by Bunsanong 
Punyodyana, a US-educated sociology professor. 

A soft-spoken, middle-class northerner who graduated from 
Chulalongkorn University, Bunsanong worked first for the Thai 
government and then for the US Information Service as a writer 
and researcher. He won a Fulbright fellowship to study sociology 
at Kansas University and returned to teach sociology at 
Thammasat University. Later he earned a doctorate at Cornell 
University and taught at Harvard University and the University 
of Hawaii. He published in US academic journals and returned 
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to Thailand in 1972 as one of the country’s leading sociologists. 
He criticized Thailand’s unequal development, attacking the 
unfairness of Thailand’s class structure.  

In the United States, Bunsanong had experienced the anti-
war movement and the anti-authoritarian demonstrations at 
many US campuses in the 1960s and 70s. When he returned to 
Thammasat, he became an activist as well as an academic. He led 
demonstrations at the American embassy protesting the US 
military’s use of Thai territory to launch attacks on neighboring 
Cambodia without Thai permission during the Mayaguez 
incident of 1974. He was active as a writer and mentor for the 
student movement and signed the petition calling for the 
Thanom-Prapat regime to fulfill its promise of a new 
constitution. Out of the country to deliver a paper entitled 
“Socialism and Social Change in Thailand” during the October 
14 uprising, Bunsanong rushed home to take part in the drive 
for radical change in Thailand. In early 1974, he joined Thirayut 
and others in founding the People for Democracy Group, a 
pressure group that sought to move the country towards greater 
democracy and social justice.418 

Once elections were again possible, Bunsanong founded the 
Socialist Party and ran in the 1975 elections on a platform of 
democratic socialism. Competing in a constituency considered a 
stronghold of the conservative Democrat party, Bunsanong 
failed to win election, but his party succeeded in electing 10 
members to Parliament. An allied party, the United Socialist 
Front Party, won another 15 seats, so the new 269-seat 
Parliament had at least 25 socialist politicians, all but four 
coming from the Northeast.  

Bunsanong took on the role of criticizing government 
corruption and promoting moves towards a more socialist 
system reminiscent of that proposed by Pridi some 40 years 
earlier. He and his socialist allies called for the legalization of the 
Communist Party of Thailand. The Socialists proposed 
nationalization of major industries and redistribution of wealth 
as in the Pridi plan, with compensation in the form of 
government bonds. Bunsanong demanded implementation of 
the land reform program promised by the Sanya government to 
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ensure every farmer could have land to till, but not to sell. The 
sale of rice, under the socialist platform, was to be a government 
monopoly ensuring a fair price to farmers. “In socialist Thailand, 
all people would benefit from free education and free health 
care,” Bunsanong said. “Planning for production would not be 
geared to profit-making, but to the betterment of living 
conditions.”419 His academically reasoned call for radical change, 
however, was not to be heard for long. 

In the early morning of February 28, 1976, Bunsanong was 
driving home alone from a party. When he slowed to turn into 
the lane where he lived, a motorcycle pulled up alongside and a 
gunman fired three shots at him, one to the neck proving fatal. 
The gunman was never found and the police investigation 
produced no leads. Nopporn Suwanpanit, a member of the 
Executive Committee of Bunsanong’s Socialist Party, reflected 
the growing despair of radicals who had sought change by 
peaceful means. He wrote: 

“The present choice for the Thai people is very 
clear: either we accept a totalitarian state or we 
join and support a revolution which will lead to 
control of their own means of production by 
the workers and peasants. In short, the choice is 
between a semi-feudal and neocolonialist rule 
and a conscious and progressive shift to a 
socialist society . . . It is from exploited peasants 
that the revolutionary forces get support and 
active participation by them will be the decisive 
factor.”420 

 
Political instability and violence 
 
The end of Thanom’s military dictatorship and the return of 

democracy had not led to political stability.  After the 1975 
elections, the Democrat Party, led by M.R. Seni Pramoj, formed 
a shaky coalition that fell in less than a month. It was replaced by 
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a similarly fragile coalition held together by the charisma of 
Social Action Party leader, M.R. Kukrit Pramoj, Seni’s younger 
brother. Kukrit sought a compromise between the radical and 
conservative agendas. He supported increased activity by the 
king on behalf of the rural poor and initiated a program that 
transferred funds directly to village committees for local 
development. Kukrit opened diplomatic relations with the 
Communist governments in China and Vietnam and demanded 
the withdrawal of US military forces from Thailand.  

Although a talented speaker and writer with claims to both 
royalist and democratic credentials, Kukrit proved unable to 
manage the turmoil that mounted after October 14. He was not 
even able to prevent police, angry at his supposed leniency with 
leftist organizations, from ransacking his own, elegant, antique-
laden home. When Kukrit’s government finally collapsed, new 
elections were called. Kukrit decided to run in a heavily military 
constituency where he lost. Even a conservative member of the 
royal family was no longer sufficiently conservative for the 
panic-stricken right wing. Kukrit’s older brother M.R. Seni 
cobbled together another weak coalition to return to the 
premiership, but his faction-ridden government soon lost 
control of events.  

Assassinations of farmer and labor union leaders continued. 
Threats against the left were carried on government radio. 
Fervent new members swelled the ranks of right-wing 
organizations such as the Village Scouts, Red Gaur and Navapol. 
The democracy that had appeared to blossom only two years 
earlier was foundering in violence. The rhetoric and actions of 
both far right and far left had turned their followers away from 
debate and elections to embrace violent solutions. 
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CHAPTER 16 INTO THE FOREST 

 
Calamity will strike.  
Misfortune shall spread everywhere… 
Madness shall seize the Earth’s wide breast, 
Yellow the color of the leaden sky. 
The forest spirits race to haunt  
The city, while to the forest flee  
The city spirits seeking refuge. 
— Prophetic Lament for Sri Ayutthaya (17th century)421 

 
The sudden collapse of the Thanom-Prapat regime had left 

once dominant groups feeling bereft of power and vulnerable to 
menacing forces of turmoil and revolution. As Puey Ungpakorn, 
a former head of the Bank of Thailand and rector of Thammasat 
University explained: 

“The police and military lost their political 
power during the October 1973 changeover. 
Other groups feared that, under democracy, 
they would lose their economic power. They 
used radio, television, handouts, rumors, 
anonymous charges, and unsigned letters to 
attack and intimidate their opponents. The 
method of these vested interest groups was to 
create a fear of communism in Thailand. 
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Anyone with whom they disagreed was branded 
a communist. Even Seni and Kukrit Pramoj and 
other conservative politicians were not 
exempted from these accusations.”422 

 
Right wing groups spent large sums of money in an attempt 

to regain power through the polls in both 1975 and 1976, but 
elections gave clear mandates to neither right nor left. Non-
ideological parties closer to the center proved most successful. 
Rightist politicians, however, engineered the fall of all three 
governments of the period. The extreme right worked even 
harder outside of legal politics. Connections in the army and the 
police gave them access to weapons, an immense advantage 
against the largely unarmed radical groups. Farmer and labor 
organizations were hit by assassinations, intimidation and bomb 
attacks. Police failed to solve any of the murders. Many radicals 
began to reconsider their tactics of open, vociferous, but non-
violent political struggle. They had chosen some aspects of 
Marxist doctrine for their struggle and began to wonder whether 
they should also have adopted the armed struggle doctrine of the 
Communist Party of Thailand.  

 
The temptations of violence  
 
The victories of the Communists in Cambodia, Vietnam and 

then Laos in by the end of 1975 marked a watershed in 
Thailand’s politics. For the rightists, those victories produced 
reactions bordering on existential panic. The failure of the 
powerful US military, on which the Thai military depended, to 
prevent Communist victories was horrifying. The violence of the 
Khmer Rouge takeover and the flood of refugees reaching 
Thailand provided right-wing Thais with a frightening example 
of the fate they feared would await them if there was a 
Communist victory in Thailand. Even though the takeovers in 
Laos and Vietnam were more humane, the abolition of the Lao 
monarchy and arrest of the king caused great concern among 
supporters of the Thai monarchy.  
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This right-wing panic added virulence to the fight against the 
left-wing gains of October 14. That fight became particularly 
vicious in the 1976 election campaign when the leader of the 
Chat Thai (Thai Nation) Party used his control of state media to 
launch a campaign slogan of “Right Kill Left.” Right-wing radio 
stations played songs with violent, anti-leftist lyrics such as “Rok 
Paendin” (Scum of the Earth). A Buddhist monk, Kittiwutho, 
told radio listeners that murdering radicals was only a minor sin 
compared to the greater good of protecting the monarchy, 
religion and nation from communism. “To act in this way is to 
gain merit in spite of the little sin. It is like killing a fish to cook 
for a monk. To kill the fish is a little sin, but to give to the monk 
is a greater good.”423 

For the radicals, the success of armed struggle in the three 
neighboring countries added weight to the arguments for 
Communist-led guerrilla warfare. In 1973, the open political 
struggle of the radicals had seemed successful, but by late-1975 
that struggle was becoming increasingly violent and radicals were 
the most frequent victims. 

Many vocational students, the shock troops of the radicals in 
the October 14 uprising, had been co-opted into a group called 
the Krating Daeng (Red Gaurs) controlled by Col. Sudsai Hasdin, 
a right-wing officer involved in suppression of the Communist 
insurgency. Former CIA-paid Thai mercenaries returning from 
defeat in Laos presented the rightists with thousands of well-
trained, unemployed men who had battle experience and bitter 
feelings against Communists. In 1975 they went on the attack. 

Farmer leaders, as noted earlier, were particularly vulnerable. 
Dozens were killed by assailants who were almost never arrested. 
Urban leftists like Bunsanong were also targeted. Suksaeng 
Rungnamgul, a student leader, was shot down in the middle of 
the street. Gunmen killed Amres Chaisa-ard, a top member of 
the Student Center Committee. The Seni government seemed 
unable to protect even the best known radical leaders, even in 
the capital.  
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Fear sends radicals into the jungle 
 
Other radicals narrowly escaped assassination attempts or 

received repeated threats. Labor leader Therdphum said several 
shots just missed him. That, he said, spurred his decision to leave 
the open political struggle and join the Communist insurgency. 
“I went in because I felt that government officials wanted me 
killed,” he said later.424 Seksan said he too had to seek security 
because he was constantly threatened and followed by police.425 
Pridi Boonsue, a radical writer and student organizer from 
Thammasat University said: “We analyzed the situation at that 
time and thought that the extreme right wing would come back 
(to power) again. We were afraid that we were the target for 
them, especially those of us who worked in the Oct. 14 
revolution.”426  

Before 1973, the Communist Party of Thailand had few links 
with the student movement. In line with their avowed Maoism, 
CPT party leaders concentrated their efforts on organizing 
peasants in the countryside. It must have come as a stunning 
surprise when the lightly regarded students staged protests that 
overthrew the ruling military government in less than a week of 
struggle. The CPT with its rural strategy, in comparison, had 
achieved little in 30 years of revolutionary warfare based in the 
countryside. The party failed to react to the events in the capital 
and took no immediate advantage of the confusion in the Thai 
government and armed forces. 

Most students had just as little understanding of the Thai 
Communist Party as the party had of them. Government 
suppression had kept the party from publicizing itself in the 
cities and the party’s Maoism kept it from expending much 
effort on students they saw as bourgeois, urban intellectuals. A 
few student leaders had made early contact with the CPT. Jaran 
said he had been influenced by a CPT operative, later killed by 
the army, who had taught at his grammar school in the south. 
Jaran said he felt committed to the armed CPT insurgency as 
early as the Thanom coup in 1971. “That turned me to focus on 
revolution as the only way forward. The only channel for 
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revolution was through the CPT,” Jaran said. He said he was 
recruited by the party even before Oct. 14.427  

Most students, however, were not approached by the CPT 
until after their success in sparking the overthrow of the 
Thanom dictatorship. As the right wing started its campaign of 
violence against the left, the students and other radicals became 
more receptive. Communist agents contacted, directly or 
indirectly, most of the top student and labor leaders. “We all 
knew who they were,” Seksan said later. “We did not have any 
prejudice against them, but we knew that they were not like us... 
We both knew there were some differences between us, but they 
knew me very little and I knew them very little too.”428  

A confidential US embassy report on Seksan before his visit 
to the US in 1974 said: 

“We consider Seksan to be a bright and 
idealistic but radical young man who could be a 
positive force for Democracy in Thailand’s 
future. Too intense a monitoring of or 
interference with his activities during his visit 
could have an adverse effect on his attitude 
towards the U.S. and the U.S. role in Thailand. 
To the extent possible we would appreciate the 
(State) Department’s informing the FBI and 
the local police authorities that while Seksan 
speaks in revolutionary terms–and is of course 
of interest to Thai Communists who would like 
to influence him–we do not believe that he is 
under Communist control.”429 

 
Ignoring Maoist failings 
 
Most of the radicals had read CPT documents and 

propaganda, some of which was published by radical student 
groups. While the Communist party clearly intended to use such 
publications as part of a plan to influence the radical movement, 
it is unlikely they convinced many student radicals to support the 
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CPT. The radicals were open to a wide range of influences, 
especially the thinking of the earlier Thai radicals and 
contemporary socialist thinkers like Bunsanong. It was a time of 
radical intellectual explosion. All the radical writings forbidden 
for so long were being published. Student study groups 
discussed this work with the eagerness of those long denied the 
opportunity. The availability of radical literature may have been 
too sudden, however, to penetrate very deeply or to allow 
radicals to achieve anything close to a consensus in their 
thinking. There was too much ferment and too little time.  

Although the Thai radicals read CPT literature and talked 
with members and agents of the party who came into town, they 
did not have a good understanding of CPT ideology. That 
ideology had been obscured first by government suppression 
and distortion and then by the communists’ own efforts to make 
their cause more palatable to Thai peasants. Until the 1973 
uprising, the urban radicals had developed their thinking 
separately from the CPT. Although the radicals were Marxist-
oriented, few were more than superficial Maoists.  

“Before Oct. 14, 1973 radicals and the CPT did not have 
much contact with each other,” explained Kamnoon Sittisamarn, 
a secretary of the student center of 1974. “The students did not 
pay much attention to the CPT and the CPT did not see the 
importance of the radical students. When the Oct. 14 uprising 
broke out, led by students, the CPT turned with interest to the 
students. As the students encountered obstacles, they had to 
look for new strategies and those of the CPT began sounding 
more realistic.”430  

The oppression from the Thai right wing and the students’ 
rejection of right-wing propaganda, however, led them to refuse 
to believe evidence of the failings of Communist governments in 
China and the Soviet bloc. They applied little critical thinking to 
the exaggerated claims of Maoism.  

By 1975 student radicals had access to published reports on 
the disaster of Mao’s “Great Leap Forward” from 1958 to 1961. 
They could have learned that Mao’s much trumpeted political-
economic campaign had used coercion and political terror to 
force some 700 million peasants off their family land into huge 
communes. Reports were available showing that Mao’s rule 
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included by a harsh crackdown on local customs such as 
festivals, funerals and marriage ceremonies that were dubbed 
“feudal.” The radicals might have read that ill-considered efforts 
to jump start industrialization wasted huge amounts of state 
funds and that a famine caused by these sudden changes led to 
more than 20 million deaths. There was also more recent news 
of harsh actions taken under Mao’s “cultural revolution” that 
had been launched in 1966 and was still causing turmoil and 
violence in China at the time of the October 14 uprising in 
Bangkok. None of this had much impact on the radicals, who 
tended to dismiss any negative reporting on Communist China 
as right-wing propaganda. 

Despite the evidence of authoritarian repression, political 
violence and economic failure under Mao, Thai radicals declined 
to look behind the curtain of Maoist propaganda raised by the 
CPT. As rightist repression mounted, there was even less 
incentive to seek the truth about the ideology of the armed party 
ready to provide the radicals with refuge from right-wing 
violence.  

Seksan, Therdphum, Pridi, Chiranan and four others became 
the first well-known student leaders of the October uprising to 
join the armed struggle. They decided not to flee directly to the 
Thai jungle to join the CPT, an indication their links to the CPT 
were not clear or trusting. Instead they first escaped to France. 
There they contacted officials from China and North Vietnam. 
They said later they were not even sure which country to 
approach or how best to re-enter Thailand. 

The radicals ended up going first to China and then to 
Vietnam. They were not sufficiently trusted by the CPT to be 
sent straight into the forest. They were assigned to a rear-area 
CPT base at Luang Nam Tha in Laos. There the radicals were 
kept under observation by CPT cadre. They were well-treated, 
but not fully accepted. They had long discussions with the party 
officials assigned to report on them. Finally, more than a year 
after leaving Thailand, they were assigned to CPT base areas 
inside the country. By that time, however, the radicals said, they 
were aware of their large theoretical and tactical differences with 
the CPT. Despite that awareness, they never fully confronted the 
implications of joining in the CPT’s struggle: acquiescence to 
party authority, willingness to kill fellow Thais in an armed 
revolution and agreement with harsh Maoist revolutionary tenets 
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that ignored Thai realities and threatened a repeat of the 
humanitarian disasters in China and Cambodia. 

While waiting to return to Thailand, the group’s fear that 
violent political repression would worsen was proving correct. 
The Thai right and left came into increasingly violent and open 
confrontation. Both sides had become more radical. Unlike the 
student radicals who led the October 14 protests, a younger 
generation of student activists had become familiar with Maoist 
thinking. The authoritarian doctrines of Mao’s “cultural 
revolution” became better known than the more humanist ideas 
of Marx or the Buddhist-infused thinking of the 1960s Thai 
radicals. These younger radicals saw only the heroic image of 
Maoism painted by the CPT.  In the open environment of 1974-
76, CPT literature was much more easily available and the CPT 
was more active in contacting and trying to influence student 
groups. Student radicalism had also spread to younger students 
as radical organizations succeeded in spreading their message 
and extending their structures into many Thai high schools. 
More students understood and accepted the CPT political 
message of radical socialism, party-led, rural-based armed 
struggle, and opposition to “US imperialism.” The success of 
Communist forces in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia in 1975 
seemed to prove that armed revolution was the best way 
forward. In the face of right-wing violence, many radicals 
ignored the inhumane consequences of those Communist 
victories. Even the failings of Maoism in China made little 
impression on the starry-eyed Thai advocates of revolution.  

The issue of U.S. air bases in Thailand was a focus of radical 
enthusiasm and confrontation with the right wing. To the 
student radicals, the presence of the American bases was an 
insult to the country’s sovereignty; to the moderate government, 
the bases seemed like a provocation to the new Communist 
governments in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. With the end of 
the Vietnam War, the US bases in Thailand were no long 
important even to the US government. To the Thai military and 
the right wing, however, the continued presence of the US bases 
was not only a source of funds and military security, but a 
symbol of desperately needed protection against what they 
feared was an imminent communist onslaught.  

 Even though the United States no longer had much use for 
those bases, American military men dealing with Thailand 
sympathized with the Thai generals. “For years we’ve been 
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dealing with the military. They are our friends and they have 
been the government in the past,” the deputy commander of the 
Joint United States Military Advisory Group in Thailand, Brig. 
Gen. Harry Aderhold said. “We’re perfectly willing to deal with 
the Foreign Ministry, but they never give us any help or tell us 
what they want.”431  

On this issue the radicals won the first round, pushing the 
Kukrit government to order the dismantling of the bases and the 
withdrawal of the US troops. This was achieved, however, only 
after emotional and violent protests. This radical success further 
increased the desperation of the right wing and the military to 
stop the radicals.  

 
Return of the “tyrants” 
 
The rightists engineered the return of the former military 

rulers, first Prapat and then Thanom, who returned as a 
Buddhist monk. Both were reportedly given royal audiences. The 
radicals had antagonized the public with protests and 
demonstrations, sometimes over relatively minor matters. After 
three years of strikes, protests, political murders and Communist 
victories in neighboring countries, many ordinary people were 
fearful of disruptive change and disillusioned with democracy. 
They longed for order. Many were willing to give up their new 
democratic rights in exchange. As an official of the Interior 
Ministry explained at the time, “The parliamentary system in 
Thailand–it couldn’t work, no matter what, because Thais look 
up to strength and authority and not to an uncohesive (sic) 
bunch of corrupt, squabbling politicians.”432 

 Some radicals realized they had lost the public support won 
after helping to sweep Thanom from power. They saw that 
further demonstrations might be counterproductive. The return 
of Thanom, however, was something they could not ignore. A 
protest was launched to demand the government expel the 
former leader, but organizers kept it within the grounds of 
Thammasat University to avoid a clash with rightists seeking a 
confrontation.  

When some Bangkok newspapers printed a doctored picture 
interpreted as showing the student protestors making fun of the 
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crown prince, tensions rose still higher. Members of the Village 
Scouts began grouping to counter the demonstrations at 
Thammasat. Student leaders, led by the NSCT general secretary, 
Sutham Saengprathum, a Chulalongkorn University law student 
from the south, agreed to meet with Prime Minister Seni in an 
effort to avoid violence.  When they arrived for the meeting, 
however, police, acting without authorization from the 
government, arrested the student leaders. The elected 
government had lost control of its own police even at its own 
offices.  

 
Atrocities at Thammasat 
 
Village Scouts, city police and Border Patrol Police, whipped 

up by inflammatory radio broadcasts, attacked the Thammasat 
campus on Oct. 6, 1976. The armed mob and police killed 
dozens of students, their bodies hung in trees outside the 
university wall and beaten. The official death toll was 46, but the 
brutality shown in the attack on the students and the arrests of 
hundreds of peaceful demonstrators shocked people all over the 
country. The murders and a follow-up campaign of warrantless 
arrests struck fear and loathing into the hearts of politically 
active students. Thousands of people, ranging from the truly 
radical to those only mildly liberal, thought they might be next. 

The violence and its aftermath seemed to destroy the last 
lingering hopes for peaceful, progressive change. Police arrested 
thousands of political activists without charge while the killers at 
Thammasat went completely unpunished. The military 
overthrew the elected government later the same day. Shortly 
afterwards, a fiercely anticommunist and strangely inflexible 
Supreme Court justice, Thanin Kraivixien, was named prime 
minister. Arrests of radicals continued, leftist literature was 
seized and many activists were threatened. One radical who later 
joined the armed struggle described his feelings: 

“The events of Oct. 6, 1976 made me feel like I 
was being squeezed and suffocated...they 
(police) came to search my house because we 
sold books. We did not have any political books 
so they confiscated all the ordinary newspapers 
and magazines we had. These same newspapers 
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were sold everywhere in town, but still they 
took ours.”433 

 
Wichai said he suffered police harassment even though he 

was a government official. “I was threatened by police four 
times. They searched my house, insulted me and issued a warrant 
for my arrest,” he said.434 Wirat Sakjirapapong, who had led a 
demonstration in Nakhon Srithammarat province that ended in 
the burning of the governor’s mansion, said “I had no choice. 
For my own security I had to ask the CPT to let me go to the 
forest a month after October sixth.”435 Some radicals received 
threatening letters from the Red Gaur. “They said I would be 
killed if I tried to continue my involvement with the workers 
movement,” one said.436  

There were, however, many radicals who did not wait to be 
personally threatened by the police or the rightists. They were 
simply fearful of the situation in general. Sompong Sragawee, a 
former Ramkhamhaeng student president, said “we were afraid 
they would eventually get to us because of our high degree of 
political involvement.”437 Many student radicals shared the 
feelings of Sompong who said “when I saw what happened (on 
Oct. 6), I could not bear it and thought the forest was the easiest 
way to go (to seek security).” 438 In addition to the fear and 
horror caused by the Oct. 6 killings, there was near universal 
feeling among the radicals that the political struggle could no 
longer be peaceful. The rightists had abandoned restraint to use 
murder and terror to prevent the adoption of measures they 
disliked, so the radicals felt they had to do the same. As 
Sompong put it: 

“It piled up in our minds from the time that the 
farmer leaders began to be killed. After Oct. 6, 
we felt that we had to find a new way out and 
abandon the old political methods. We could 
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not bear this suppression. The government had 
closed the door on a fight by peaceful means. 
This kind of struggle–setting up political parties, 
staging protests and holding peaceful 
demonstrations was finished, so we looked for 
a new way of fighting.”439 

 
That “new way of fighting” was to join the CPT. A broadcast 

by six prominent radical activists over the CPT clandestine radio 
station explained: 

 “The youth and students of Thailand have 
always fought for independence, democracy, 
and the basic needs of the poor in a peaceful 
way, within the letter of the law and 
constitution. Although our friends were 
brutally threatened, killed and arrested one by 
one, we have always been patient. But our 
sincerity has been answered with shameful lies. 
Our peaceful struggle has been met with 
bombs and bullets. We have been arrested, 
assassinated one by one and finally hung and 
burned alive. 
 
“It is now the end of the peaceful struggle with 
bare hands against armed political gangsters. It 
is now the end of the legitimate struggle 
abiding by laws fixed by the reactionary ruling 
class which places itself outside those laws. The 
hard lesson learned with so much blood and 
paid for with so many lives is that 
independence and democracy for our people 
can never be obtained by reforms within an 
unjust and corrupt society. We, the people 
have no other choice but to unite our forces to 
defeat the power of the reactionary state and 
establish a new, popular and revolutionary 
state... We must fight the enemy with arms; we 
must accelerate the development of our forces 
in the countryside. We must go to the workers 
and peasants and all those who are suffering to 
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unify all possible forces and pursue this 
strategy in the countryside and surround the 
cities in order finally to take them.”440 

 
Fear, frustration, hope of victory and desire for revenge, not 

ideological agreement sent the radicals into the arms of the CPT. 
The radicals shared some of their rhetoric with the Communists, 
but they were not devoted to the party’s steadfast Maoism. The 
critical point was their acceptance of armed revolution. This 
would entail killing fellow Thais, most of whom would not be 
from the ruling class. Most victims in such a civil war would be 
poor villagers, low-ranking army draftees and women and 
children. The radicals were aware of the other political 
differences with the CPT and its rigid Maoism, but not of their 
extent. In the heat of the struggle, it did not seem to matter. 

  
New struggles begin 
 
The flight of the radicals into the jungle marked the 

beginning, not only of the radicals’ armed struggle against the 
military-installed government, but also of a struggle within the 
radical movement. The repression by the right wing and the 
rapid radicalization of the students had obscured the ideological 
differences among the leading radicals and between them and 
the underground CPT. The Thai radical movement of the 70s 
had no single acknowledged thought leader. There was no Thai 
Marx, Lenin or Trotsky to think, research and explain the basis 
for a radical ideology. Past radical thinkers from Pridi to Jit to 
Bunsanong had tried to integrate ideas from Marx, the Buddha 
and democratic thinkers, but none of the 1970s radicals had 
comparable status. They were defined more by what they were 
against than what they were for. Developing a coherent body of 
Thai radical thought seemed less important than battling the 
repressive forces of the rightists.  

Once in the jungle with the CPT, however, the radicals found 
themselves in another conflict, not with the ideology of right-
wing authoritarianism, but with the absolutist Maoist ideology 
the CPT had imported with little modification from Communist 
China.  
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After adjusting to life in the jungle and discipline of the CPT, 
the radicals began to be troubled by a number of questions. Was 
there a radical ideology that could be articulated and applied to 
the Thai struggle? Could indigenous Thai political thinking 
impact the Maoism of the party leadership? Could the Thai 
radicals ever hope to impact the ideology of the party? If not, 
could the demands of the struggle against a common foe permit 
at least some level of ideological co-existence between the 
radicals and the CPT? Did the Thai radicals have to join China in 
its denunciation of the post-Stalinist direction of the Soviet 
Union? Could the CPT show sufficient flexibility to adopt some 
of the thinking of the Thai radicals? 

Many of the top radical leaders were bright, well-educated, 
well-known and experienced in political struggle. It was natural 
for them to believe they could grow in influence within the 
party, perhaps eventually emerging as leaders. The radicals had 
the advantage of being more ethnically and culturally Thai while 
many of the CPT leaders were second generation Chinese 
immigrants. If the party were ever to emerge from its remote 
jungle bases, it would need the articulate radicals to broaden 
their popular appeal. If the old leaders experienced in guerrilla 
warfare and the radicals with their knowledge of open political 
struggle could effectively join forces, the party would gain 
immensely in acceptability, flexibility and political effectiveness. 
Many radicals hoped such a joint effort that would enable both 
groups to overcome past defeats. 

The radicals had to acknowledge their political efforts to 
transform Thailand, despite initial success, had crumbled before 
right-wing violence. The CPT itself had little to show for 30 
years of struggle other than a few bases deep in the jungle. Most 
CPT followers were non-Thai hill tribesmen in the north or 
ethnic Lao in the northeast with a leadership that was closer to 
Chinese than to Thai ways of thought. While the urban radicals 
had achieved sudden victory, however short-lived, the CPT had 
established its jungle networks and survived decades of military 
suppression. The potential of a radical-CPT coalition appeared 
great, but so too were the obstacles. 

From 1975 to 1977 about 3,000 young activists gave up their 
places in the university, civil service, labor unions, journalism 
and academia to join the insurgency. Some went to the South 
and others to the sensitive areas of the North and the Northeast. 
Some were important enough for the Communists to seek out 
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and help. Others simply walked into the jungle in areas supposed 
to be CPT-controlled. Whatever other differences they may have 
had with the CPT, all were showing their willingness to use arms 
against their fellow Thais in the CPT’s armed political struggle. 

 
CPT welcome 
 
Unlike in 1973, the CPT was prepared for the violence that 

broke out in 1976 and moved to take advantage of it. In less 
than three years, right wing repression had given the party more 
and higher quality recruits than their most strenuous efforts had 
won them in the previous decade. What worried the cautious 
CPT leadership was that there were too many new recruits all at 
once. Careful procedures for judging the loyalty of new members 
had to be short-cut in the face of the influx. Despite these 
worries, everywhere that the radicals entered the forest they were 
warmly greeted by the CPT. This Communist help made a big 
impression on the radicals, many of whom would never have 
considered joining the CPT before Oct. 6. “I felt they shared a 
common feeling with us (about the violence and the rightist 
takeover),” a university lecturer said of her first impression of 
the Communists. “They showed the same anger and bitterness 
towards the government that we felt,” she said.441  

Many radicals said later they were impressed by the warmth 
and courtesy of their first reception. The party assumed it would 
transform the students into the type of revolutionaries it desired. 
The radicals were totally dependent on the party. Responding to 
the party’s aid, they tried to conform to the ideals the party 
demanded. “They taught us about changing ourselves,” one 
radical said “We had to change ourselves into workers and 
peasants. We were supposed to learn to love physical labor. We 
had to try to eliminate capitalist thoughts from our heads.”442  

Most radicals adapted fairly quickly to the physical demands 
of living in the forest. It was the psychological demands that 
were most difficult to meet. The new recruits were told to 
despise their origins in the middle class. They were ordered to 
eliminate the questioning attitudes they had developed in conflict 
with the government. The Communists “tried to melt us down 
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so we could be remolded in conformity with their ideas. They 
tried to get us to eliminate ourselves. They stressed sacrifice, 
unthinking labor, patience and unquestioning obedience,” one 
radical said.443   

During an initial “honeymoon” period many of the radicals 
tried their best to live up to the expectations of the CPT. This 
was especially true of the younger recruits and those whose ideas 
were less fully formed than the leaders of the activist movement. 
Some, such as Seksan and Pridi, resisted Communist efforts to 
re-educate them almost from the beginning. However, with time 
in the CPT camps, most of the urban radicals saw they were not 
treated as equal partners in the revolutionary struggle. The CPT 
saw them only as bourgeois intellectuals who needed to be 
reformed or as underlings to be used as the situation demanded. 

After initial indoctrination, the radicals were sent to work in 
different areas and to perform different tasks. Some joined the 
armed forces. Some became propagandists and worked on CPT 
publications or the VOPT radio station. Others joined food 
production units. The better-known Thai radicals were organized 
into the Coordinating Committee of Nation and Democracy 
Loving Forces (Khana Kammakan Prasan Ngan Kamlang Rak Chaat 
Rak Prachathipatai), but were not accepted into the CPT itself.  

Few of the radicals became full party members. After a year 
in the jungle, many of the radicals felt, as Wichai put it: “there 
was a different way of treatment between the new people and 
the old ones, between the leaders and the led. There was always 
a difference.” he said. “We were on the lower level. In political 
affairs we had no right to get involved.”444 This, of course, 
antagonized the radicals who had joined with the intention to 
become involved politically and intellectually in the creation of a 
new political system for Thailand. 

The CPT’s treatment of the radicals was not motivated by 
personal ill-will. Maoist doctrine decreed that the radicals’ 
suspect class origins made them ineligible for positions of 
influence. Most of the Thai radicals who went to the forest were 
students, lecturers, bureaucrats or members of the socialist 
political parties. The CPT saw them as urban intellectuals–the 
antithesis of the peasants and workers who, Maoism decreed, 
should be the core of the revolutionary struggle. 
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The radicals were under pressure to prove themselves. First 
they went for political training, many of them at a special 
ideology school in Laos. At this school the radicals were taught 
CPT policy, strategy and how to strengthen the party. Even 
when they left the training schools and join regular insurgent 
camps in Thailand, the radicals were expected to atone for the 
sins of their class origin and education by being tougher, more 
disciplined and more obedient that the average peasant recruit.  

The class nature of the CPT’s treatment of the urbanized 
intellectuals was confirmed by the way they treated the few 
radicals who had come from the working class. Labor leader 
Therdphum was not called on to question his own values or 
“melt” himself into the working class as were his middle-class 
student colleagues. By virtue of his origins and his past 
leadership of workers, he was considered a proven quality. “I 
lived comfortably, far better than I expected,” he said later.445 
Although Therdphum also began to question CPT tactics, 
ideology and wisdom, he carefully kept his thoughts to himself 
during his first years in the forest. He said he was one of the few 
radicals who was accepted into the party.  

Those radicals who were ethnic Chinese, particularly the sons 
and daughters of more recent Chinese immigrants, also were 
more easily accepted by the CPT. Kriengkamol Laohapairoj, for 
example, was quickly brought into the CPT after Oct. 16. A law 
student at Chulalongkorn University able to speak Chinese, 
Kriengkamol had been a founding member of the leftist student 
political party, Chula Dharma People Party (Chula Pracha 
Thamma) and had been elected General Secretary of the NSCT in 
1975 with the secret support of the CPT.446 He was treated as a 
“privileged ally of the CPT” and was sent for training in Laos 
and China.447 

 Other radicals were kept busy producing reports and 
propaganda, but rarely allowed to publish without major 
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changes. Pridi said the leading group in each area “would read 
the draft before anything could be printed.”448 Seksan wrote 
several books during his five years in the forests, but each time 
he sought permission to have his work printed, “they just gave 
me excuses why my books should not be published.”449  

When the radicals tried to propose ideas of their own, Seksan 
said, “the leading group said we should deal only with local 
problems and should not think about major problems. We were 
supposed to do our own immediate tasks first.”450 At first the 
radicals told themselves the Communist leadership was 
experienced enough to know what was best, but eventually they 
became frustrated. They noticed the arbitrary and illogical 
decisions of the party leaders. They were upset they could not 
suggest alternatives or improvements without being accused of 
violating discipline. The frustrated recruits began to criticize the 
leadership amongst themselves.  

Despite this grumbling, personal relations with the leaders 
remained surprisingly good. The radicals respected the party 
leaders for their dedication and sacrifice. The CPT leaders, for 
their party, treated the radicals with patience and courtesy. Often 
the leaders listened carefully to the ideas of the radicals, giving 
them hope for change. Change, however, never came. These 
personal ties of respect along with the threat of government 
violence kept the CPT and the radicals together despite their 
different ways of thinking. International developments, however, 
began putting additional pressure on the party, its policies and its 
relations with the radicals. 
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CHAPTER 17 MEETING MAO IN THE 
JUNGLE 

 
“A revolution is certainly the most authoritarian 
thing there is; it is the act whereby one part of 
the population imposes its will upon the other 
part by means of rifles, bayonets and cannon—
authoritarian means, if such there be at all; and 
if the victorious party does not want to have 
fought in vain, it must maintain this rule by 
means of the terror which its arms inspire in the 
reactionaries.”–Frederick Engels 

 
 “Communism is not love. Communism is a 
hammer that we use to crush the enemy.”–Mao 
Zedong 

 
The deteriorating relationship between the radicals and the 

CPT came under additional stress stemming from the conflicts 
among the party’s international supporters. Long-simmering 
ideological and nationalistic disputes between China and the 
Soviet Union had become entrenched. Sporadic fighting 
between the Khmer Rouge and the People’s Liberation Army of 
Vietnam army had taken place even before 1975, but was hidden 
behind a cover of brotherly propaganda. Once the two 
Communist forces won their struggles against US-backed 
governments, however, their disputes worsened. The conflicts 
were over territory, history, ideology and geopolitical power. The 
problem was not that the Thai radicals took sides in these 
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disputes, but that the conflicts gave them a view of the 
Communist movement far different from its propaganda. They 
looked on in dismay as squabbling among their Communist 
brothers broke out into bloody conflict. 

After the Vietnamese army retaliated for border attacks with 
its first “incursion” into Cambodia in December 1977, the 
Chinese-backed Khmer Rouge regime broke off relations with 
Hanoi. The CPT depended on both Cambodia and Vietnam for 
logistical support and rear area bases, so it tried to maintain an 
outward semblance of neutrality in the conflict. The Chinese 
government, however, demanded that the CPT echo its criticism 
of Hanoi.  CPT radio dutifully broadcast denunciations of 
Vietnam’s actions in Cambodia. In response, Vietnam and its 
close ally, Laos, demanded that the CPT halt its criticism. The 
CPT and the Thai radicals became pawns in the power game 
fought by their Communist backers. 

By 1977 former labor leader Therdphum Jaidee had been 
allowed frequent opportunities to meet with the central 
committee members who controlled the CPT. According to 
Therdphum: 

“The main point of contention among party 
members was whether to be friends with the 
(Soviet-backed) Indochina countries or not. 
There was never any discussion of cutting or 
reducing ties with China. There was pressure 
from the Vietnamese and the Laos to reduce 
attacks on the Soviet Union and Vietnam. The 
party members knew they had a lot to lose if 
they did not become friendlier (to Vietnam). 
But the vote of the politburo came out four to 
three in favor of staying on the same course and 
refusing to give in to the pressure. Once the 
vote was taken, they did not discuss the issue 
again. They all accepted the majority decision 
and tried to explain it to the others.”451 

 
With the CPT decision to join the Chinese Communist Party 

on its anti-Vietnamese and anti-Soviet course, the reaction from 
Laos was predictable. In mid-1978 Lao Communist forces held 
up supplies coming along the Chinese-built road in western Laos 
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to the Thai border. CPT complaints about the supply delays 
were to no avail as the Lao party representative in charge of 
relations with the Thais simply repeated the Lao party’s requests 
to stop the CPT propaganda attacks on the Soviet Union and 
Vietnam.452 To the CPT leadership, the ideological and 
psychological connections with China were more important than 
the logistics facilities provided by the Vietnamese and the Laos. 
The radicals, who did not share those Chinese connections, saw 
that the CPT could not chart a course independent of the 
Chinese even when its own vital interests were threatened. 

In September 1978, Vietnamese Premier Pham Van Dong 
visited Thailand and pledged to end support for the CPT 
insurgency in Thailand. In November, a Lao politburo member 
met Udom Srisuwan (then the seventh ranking in the party 
hierarchy). The Lao leader handed over a formal demand to 
withdraw all CPT bases from Lao territory within one month.453 

The CPT bases, supply lines and support facilities in Laos 
were considerable. After the Pathet Lao communists seized 
power in Vientiane in late 1975, the government allowed the 
CPT almost unrestricted use of key border areas opposite Nan 
province in the north and Ubon Ratchathani province in the 
northeast. At China’s request the Pathet Lao set up schools, 
supply depots, training facilities and even a well-staffed hospital 
for the CPT in Laos. 

The CPT trained new recruits on a variety of weapons in 
Sayaburi province where the easy access to munitions from 
China allowed the PLAT to practice “shooting off as much 
ammunition as we wanted, until we tired of the noise,”454 as one 
former trainee put it. After 1975, Vietnam had provided about 
3,000 assault rifles and assigned experts in weaponry and tactics 
to the CPT military training schools.455 

                                                           
452 See Nopporn Suwanpanich and Kraisak Choonhavan, 
‘Vietnam, Indochina and Southeast Asia: Into the 80’s The 
Communist Party of Thailand and Conflicts in Indochina,’ a 
seminar paper dated 29 August-3 October 1980 published 
by the Institute of Social Studies, the Hague. 
453 Nopporn and Kraisak, ‘Vietnam, Indochina and 
Southeast Asia’, op. cit. 
454 Interview with Therdphum on 6 February 1981. 
455 Nopporn and Kraisak, ‘Vietnam, Indochina and 
Southeast Asia’, op. cit. 



 

271 

When the Lao Communist Party demanded the withdrawal 
of the CPT from Laos, the CPT could not meet the one-month 
deadline. The Lao party later extended the deadline until January 
20, 1979. The party’s sick and wounded from the CPT hospital 
did not cross into China until the day of the deadline. Most of 
the rest of the CPT followers in Laos, loaded down with 
supplies, crossed into Nan province under pressure from Lao 
soldiers. Therdphum said he heard later that fighting broke out 
on the last few days of the trek out that left about 20 dead on 
each side. Other radicals told of hiking up to the border to help 
carry back supplies. Despite their efforts, they said, much had to 
be left behind. 

The break with Vietnam and Laos cost the CPT many ethnic 
Lao-Thai and Vietnamese-Thai cadres, fighters and 
sympathizers. Its strongest base of support had been in the 
ethnic Lao areas of northeastern Thailand. The break in ties with 
the Pathet Lao party weakened that support. By backing China, 
the CPT had cut its own line of supplies from both the 
Indochinese countries and from China. The supply routes from 
China through Laos were the most crucial. Arms and weapons 
became far more difficult to get. A radical student who served as 
a soldier in Udon province said “we had to be stingier with our 
ammunition and other things because it was so difficult to get 
assistance from China.”456 

The loss of support from Indochina was also a psychological 
loss, particularly to the radicals who had grown up with the 
fervor of opposition to the US involvement in Vietnam and who 
admired the Vietnamese for their victories against the mighty US 
military. Those victories had been a factor in their decision to 
join the insurgency. Now they found themselves tied to a party 
that denounced the leaders of those triumphs. 

 
Exploiting the conflicts 
 
In contrast to their action in expelling the CPT, Lao leaders 

gave a warm welcome to an official visit by Thai Prime Minister 
Gen. Kriangsak Chomanan, who was quick to exploit splits in 
the Communist movement. At the same time that Thai 
Communists were racing to pack up their supplies to leave Lao 
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territory under Lao pressure, Gen. Kriangsak was folk-dancing 
merrily with the Lao Communist leaders in the capital.  

Even worse, Kriangsak undercut the CPT with its main 
backers, the Chinese, who by then needed the Thai 
government’s support to pump supplies into the failing armies 
of the Khmer Rouge fighting the Vietnamese and the pro-Soviet 
regime they established in Phnom Penh. In June 1979, top 
Chinese officials advised the CPT to ease its criticism of the 
Kriangsak government over the VOPT radio. This put the party 
in an impossible position. If the radio did not attack the Thai 
government, led by the top general in the hated Thai army, it 
would make both the party and its broadcasts seem useless in the 
struggle against the Thai government. On July 11, 1979 the 
VOPT radio went off the air “temporarily”. Despite the serious 
damage the lack of the radio inflicted on CPT cohesion, 
recruitment and communication, it never resumed its broadcasts.  

Shortly after that China’s sale of oil to the Kriangsak 
government during a serious fuel shortage infuriated PLAT 
soldiers. “We were being bombed by government planes flying 
with Chinese fuel while Kriangsak was given banquets in 
Peking,”457 Pridi said. 

 
Changes in China, impact in Thailand 
 
Kriangsak’s friendly reception in Beijing was due to Deng’s 

victory in the Chinese power struggle in the wake of Mao’s 
death. Deng was less concerned with ideological purity and more 
worried about the practicalities of containing Soviet influence 
along China’s southern border with Vietnam. He was 
determined to punish the Vietnamese for their invasion of 
Cambodia. Because the CPT was irrevocably hitched to China, 
the abrupt twists in Chinese ideology and foreign policy shook 
every aspect of the Thai revolutionary movement. 

For the CPT, this betrayal by the Chinese was particularly 
painful because they had rejected their Soviet, Vietnamese and 
Lao supporters in order to please the Chinese. The Thai radicals 
realized that there was little the CPT could do about the Sino-
Vietnam conflict or abrupt policy changes in Beijing. What 
dismayed them was the abject obedience of the CPT leadership 
to a foreign power, even when that power betrayed them. The 

                                                           
457 Interview with Pridi on 12 January 1981. 



 

273 

shifts in the relations among the Communist powers were 
difficult for the radicals to accept, but the abrupt change in 
ideology from the revolutionary idealism of Mao to the capitalist 
pragmatism of Deng were even more difficult to stomach. 
Respect for CPT leaders declined when the radicals saw how 
easily these supposedly Thai independence fighters fell into line 
behind whatever turn Chinese policy took. Even long-espoused 
revolutionary principles were changed after Mao’s death. 
Therdphum recalled: 

“Suddenly there was a flood of new decisions 
and policies that we political officers were 
ordered to study and explain to lower ranking 
troops. The new policies were for self-
dependence, China’s war against Japan, and the 
three world theory. All this new stuff was 
reversing what they had said all along, or was 
just irrelevant.”458 

 
Puzzled, he asked the leaders why they should study the 

Chinese war against Japan. The answer was the Vietnam was 
going to invade Thailand and the CPT would have to learn from 
the tactics of the Chinese fight against the Japanese in World 
War II. “This was too much. I had never spoken of my doubts 
before, but now I talked to everyone and some of them felt the 
same way,” Therdphum said.459 

The sudden changes in the party line did not bother only 
Therdphum. Lower ranking soldiers dealing with the practical 
problems of the armed struggle did not understand why they had 
to be hostile to fellow revolutionaries in Laos and Vietnam who 
had given them guns, ammunition and other supplies for 
decades. The CPT’s obedience to the latest government in 
Beijing was even more disturbing to the educated radicals who 
had long opposed U.S. domination of the Thai government and 
who saw themselves as nationalists as well as revolutionaries. 
They believed the CPT was replacing US domination with 
Chinese domination.  

Internal discussions and criticism among the new recruits 
began to mount. The party leaders were aware of the doubts and 
dissent. They tried to respond, but their explanations were 
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unconvincing to most of the radicals. The leadership tried to 
convince them that to follow China was the same as following 
Marxism. They were not impressed. Wichai commented “It was 
always ‘Cheen Chaa’ (China Dearest). During the cultural 
revolution we had to follow that. When the Chinese stopped it, 
we had to stop. Everything followed China. This was not 
Marxism.”460 

With few exceptions the radicals who later left the forest felt 
the CPT revealed itself as unthinkingly pro-Chinese. They noted 
that nearly half of the 25-member CPT Central Committee were 
of pure Chinese ancestry. Many of the top leaders, although 
born in Thailand, were educated in China and spoke Chinese 
fluently. They seemed to see China as infallible. The radicals 
thought the CPT leaders unconsciously identified themselves 
with China rather than Thailand. Seksan said: 

“Their behavior showed that they were more 
Chinese than Thai. They ate rice with 
chopsticks, liked noodles and could not eat 
namprik platoo (a fiery Thai dish). They often 
speak in Chinese and read Chinese books. Yet, 
they do not call themselves Chinese. If anyone 
called them that they would be mad, yet they all 
talk of China with high respect and 
admiration.”461 

 
The split extended to cultural issues. The radical students 

read books by earlier radicals like Jit and Kulap; the CPT leaders 
read the poems of Mao, often in Chinese. The students listened 
to the pleng peua chiwit (songs for life)462; the leaders preferred 
Chinese marches. The rank and file of the PLAT, however, 
enjoyed revolutionary lyrics sung in the style of rural lukthung and 
maw lum music of northern and northeastern culture. It did not 
improve feelings of internal solidarity when CPT leaders banned 
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lukthung songs and decreed that only Chinese songs were to be 
sung.463  

It was not the Chinese ethnicity of the CPT leaders that 
bothered the radicals. Many of the students were themselves at 
least part Chinese. It was the submission to Chinese ideas, 
culture and attitudes the radicals could not accept. The 
nationalism of the radicals was galled by a common CPT poster 
that said “Without China Thailand cannot make a revolution.”464 
Chinese ideas dominated the literature of the CPT. Party 
literature was mostly Thai translations of Chinese Communist 
propaganda. “Even in the study of the Thai revolutionary 
struggle, the cadres never heard of Thai revolutionaries Tienwan, 
Pra Yod Merng Kwang, Pii Boon, and Kulap Saipradit ... Their 
heroes were Jang Sue Gur, Liu Hu Lan, not the heroes of Oct. 
14 or Oct. 6... They were versed in the Long March rather than 
the Oct. 14 movement,” radical writer Tienchai Wongchaisuwan 
complained.465  

The CPT’s dependence on Chinese ideology was reinforced 
by money provided by China. Beijing not only provided its own 
cash to the party, but encouraged financial support to the CPT 
through Chinese merchants in Thailand. Until the closing of the 
Lao border and the invasion of Cambodia, China supplied the 
CPT with food. These supplies were estimated at about 600 tons 
per year not counting rice. More than 1,000 tons of rice per 
year466 were brought in from Cambodia while the pro-Chinese 
government was still in power in Phnom Penh. Dependence on 
China had become an engrained reflex for the CPT leadership 
that even China’s betrayal did not change. 

 
Worship of Mao 
 
Until the ascendance of Deng the CPT saw Mao as the 

sacred master and his writings as holy texts. It bothered the Thai 
radicals, many of them writers and theorists, that the CPT could 
not generate its own independent ideological and propaganda 
material. Almost all of it was directly translated from Mao’s 
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works. “The CPT said Mao’s teaching was absolute,” one radical 
said later. “And they respected it far beyond other mere 
interpretations of Marxism. It irritated us radicals that the party 
insisted that everyone carry and read Mao’s books. They wanted 
everyone to treat Mao’s books as if they were Holy Scripture.”467 
Although many of the radicals accepted Mao as a great 
revolutionary leader, they were uneasy with the CPT’s 
unquestioning admiration. The radicals saw Mao as an important 
thinker, some of whose ideas might be relevant to the present, 
but certainly not someone whose ideas had to be applied without 
thinking or selection.468 

If the CPT had not insisted that the radicals join in on their 
worship of Mao, their new recruits would not have been so 
resentful. However, the religion of Maoism was imposed on 
everyone in the forest bases. All were required to wear Mao 
badges. Quotations from Mao were read before meals and 
before military operations. Mao’s words were read on special 
occasions such as in celebrating a victory, or at a funeral or at a 
wedding. Mao’s writings were treated like a kind of bible and 
Mao was worshipped almost as a god. 

The radicals were dismayed by the CPT’s insistence that 
Maoism was the only possible path for revolution in Thailand. 
They believed the CPT ignored all other possibilities for the 
revolution as a matter of unshakeable semi-religious conviction. 
The radicals believed the CPT used Mao’s teaching as a ready-
made theory applicable to every kind of situation and a solution 
for any kind of problem to the exclusion of methods that might 
actually work. This affected the radicals personally as Maoist 
principles were the reasons most often given for rejecting the 
suggestions of the radicals. Tienchai protested: 

“You (CPT) have been doing revolutionary 
work for 36 years and you still see Mao 
Xedong’s Selected Works as the only and 
complete revolutionary solution. Everything 
was in Mao Xedong’s Selected Works. It went 
to the extent that some comrades thought that 
Mao’s Quotations could solve every problem. 
When problems arose, you opened Mao’s 
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Quotations. This has become the CPT’s Holy 
Scripture....you announced that you were a 
Marxist-Leninist Party, but it was strange that 
you took only Mao’s teachings into account. 
Marx’s and Lenin’s works were very difficult to 
find. The only thing that you study is Maoism. 
You even announced in the statement of the 
25th anniversary that Mao’s thought was the 
highest Marxist thought today. You made your 
cadres memorize Mao’s quotations and some of 
your top cadres could memorize every page.”469 

 
This worship of Mao meant that the CPT struggled to adapt 

when Deng won power after Mao’s death and began to unravel 
doctrinaire Maoism in China. When Mao first came under 
increasing criticism in China itself, CPT leaders were befuddled 
until the eclipse of Maoism in China was undeniable. Reluctantly 
and somewhat uncertainly, the leaders of the CPT shifted course 
to follow in the footsteps of the new leadership in Beijing.  

 
As Tienchai put it: 

“When the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) 
had a great cultural revolution, the CPT would 
have one too... When the CCP criticized Liu 
Shao Shi and Deng Xiaoping, the CPT did the 
same, and when the CCP commented on Lin 
Biaou, the CPT made the same comments. And 
when the CCP turned around and praised 
Deng, the CPT also praised Deng and criticized 
the Gang of Four instead.”470  

 
The confusion caused by the changes sweeping through 

China extended to the rank and file of the CPT. To the radicals, 
it confirmed not only the extent of the CPT’s subservience to 
China, but the dangers of such subservience. Because China was 
fearful of the Soviet Union, the CPT had to label the Soviet 
Union its great enemy too. Because China needed Gen. 
Kriangsak’s support against Vietnam, the CPT had to stop its 
criticism of Kriangsak. When China sought foreign investment 
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to carry out its program of Four Modernizations, the CPT 
leaders had to figure out how to reverse their propaganda of a 
quarter century and find something good to say about foreign 
investment. Even the longstanding attacks on the United States 
had to be reworded and de-emphasized in the wake of China’s 
establishment of official relations with the United States. 

The CPT leaders justified the changes to puzzled CPT 
followers on the basis of the ‘theory of three worlds.’ This 
caused, according to one CPT defector, said “such chaos within 
the party as had never happened before.”471 Tienchai wrote: 

“In accepting the theory of the interaction of 
three worlds, you (the CPT) rebelled against the 
international solidarity of the proletariat. You 
created disunity among international 
revolutionary movements. You denied the 
existence of the socialist camp and criticized 
socialist countries. You turned your spear 
against the socialist camp and socialist countries 
all over the world. You were walking along the 
international revisionist road and embracing the 
imperialists led by the United States.”472 

 
Many radicals came to believe that the CPT identification 

with Chinese thoughts, policies and perceptions made it 
impossible for the party to get an accurate view of Thai society 
and the changes that were occurring in it. They thought the party 
was missing opportunities for revolutionary gains by sticking to a 
rigid, out-of-date analysis of Thailand copied from the Chinese 
revolution decades earlier. 

The CPT analysis of Thai society as “semi-colonial and 
semifeudal” was unconvincing to the radicals who knew this 
analysis had not been adjusted for decades. Pridi said the CPT 
believed that foreign imperialists were acting in Thailand the way 
they had in China in the 1930s. “Their view of this society was 
very narrow. They still saw Thailand as dominated by feudalism. 
This was because they followed China’s view of Chinese 
society,” he said.473 Wichai agreed, saying: 
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“They (the CPT leaders) never really studied 
Thai society–how it developed, how it changed. 
They just accepted China as the model. They 
called it a semi-colonial, semi-feudal society. I 
wondered what kind of crazy country could be 
semi-semi. Society has no semi characteristics. 
Actually characteristics are all mixed together 
inseparably. All the time there are changes and 
moves.”474 

 
Tienchai compared the Chinese Communist Party’s view of 

Chinese society during the revolution point by point with the 
CPT’s understanding of Thai society. He found that the CPT 
made only small changes in the original Chinese analysis before 
applying it to Thai society. Most often they merely cut out the 
word ‘Chinese’ and substituted the word ‘Thai’, he said. The 
particular nature of Chinese society, in the CPT view, became 
the particular nature of Thai society. “As a consequence, the 
natures of Thai society and Chinese society were identical, just 
like twins. They were so identical that even the words that 
describe those societies were exactly the same along.” Tienchai 
concluded.475 

Struggle for a non-Maoist analysis  
 
The radicals, however, saw obvious differences. First, 

Thailand had not been invaded by foreign military forces as 
China had been invaded by the Japanese. “In China they had the 
problems of foreigners invading them and how to kick them out, 
but in Thailand we had problems of democracy and political 
institutions,” Pridi said.476 Secondly, 1970s Thailand was more 
capitalist than 1940s China. To the radicals, Thailand was 
dominated by a backward and under-developed capitalism that 
added to the exploitation of the poor by the remnants of the 
sakdina system. 

In a long, footnoted article sent to a Bangkok news magazine, 
Thirayut analyzed Thai society in a way quite different from that 
of the CPT. He wrote that Thailand had passed through three 
different historical periods: ancient feudal society, traditional 
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colonial period and the neo-imperialist period. Thailand, he said, 
was now in the third period. Therefore, he concluded that 
Thailand does not have the characteristics of a semi-colonial and 
semi-feudal society as the CPT assumed. Several radicals thought 
Thai society had a mixture of capitalist and feudalist 
characteristics dominated at the same time by economic 
imperialism. They believed that Thai society was becoming 
increasingly capitalistic. The radicals thought that the CPT did 
not understand the complex and rapidly changing nature of Thai 
society because they had not tried to develop a theory from the 
facts particular to Thailand. Thirayut wrote: 

“The Thai revolutionary movement still lacks 
any research into concrete conditions, particular 
characteristics or special aspects of Thai society 
in the changes that have occurred in Thai 
society due to changes in the world. This makes 
us unable to develop a theory of revolution to 
fit our own society as it is.”477 

 
The CPT looked at class in Thai society through a Chinese 

lens. They saw students and intellectuals as members of the 
small capitalist class. No matter how hard the students tried to 
‘melt themselves into the proletariat,’ the CPT leadership 
believed they could never get rid of their small capitalist class 
ideas. The CPT classified all students as part of the small 
capitalist class even if their parents were farmers or laborers. The 
radicals felt that the CPT did not pay enough attention to the 
background, experience and ideas of each individual. The 
relatively free access to higher education in Thailand, unlike pre-
revolutionary China, meant that some students came from poor 
families. The CPT overlooked such nuances and grouped all 
university students together. 

Similarly, the party classified Therdphum as a laborer because 
he was involved with a labor union even though as the leader of 
the hotel employees union he lived in higher style than poor 
students such as Wirat, Seksan or Sompong, who all had to 
supplement meager scholarships with outside work.  

The criticism of some radicals, however, went beyond the 
fact that the CPT did not investigate class background 
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thoroughly enough. Seksan, for example, disagreed with the 
whole idea of judging individuals by the accident of their birth or 
economic situation. “We cannot assume that anyone’s political 
ideas automatically correspond to his class,”478 he said. Seksan 
suggested the only practical way to judge an individual was to 
look at his background, ideals and actions in detail. The CPT’s 
failure to do this with the radicals, simply lumping them all 
together in one not-very-favorable classification, was 
disheartening to many of the new recruits. “Our sin was that we 
were intellectuals and that made us untrustworthy,”479 Wichai 
said. 

The radicals disagreed with the CPT’s assumption that the 
problems of land ownership in China were equally important in 
Thailand. “Thai farmers did not have land problems so much 
because there was land available, but they had problems of 
production and marketing,”480 said Chiranan, who had worked 
closely with farmers. Wichai argued that most Thai farmers 
owned at least some land and were not as poor as farmers in 
China. He said the problems of Thai farmers could not be so 
easily generalized because they differed according to the region. 
In the northeast it was the problem of poor soil and inadequate 
water supply and control. In the north there was a landlord 
problem. In the central plain it was the problem of financing the 
increasing costs of production. In the south, the greatest 
problems were official corruption and mistreatment.  

Instead of basing its approach on local conditions, the CPT 
preferred its borrowed ideology. Following China, the CPT 
declared that the problem of the farmers was how to effect land 
reform. The CPT therefore failed to offer farmers help to 
market their products, finance their crops, improve their soil, 
control water or get fair treatment from officials. “Inside the 
CPT they are not interested in analyzing the details of actuality, 
of reality,”481 Wichai said.  

One reality the CPT failed to see was the emergence in rural 
areas of a new class, the middle man. The Chinese formulation 
of semi-feudal, semi-colonial left little theoretical room for 
consideration of rural capitalists. The radicals thought this 
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emerging capitalist class with its roots in rural finance, 
transportation and marketing of agricultural goods was growing 
in importance, while the CPT did not even acknowledge its 
existence. Control of this rural capitalist class was needed to 
solve the problems of the farmers, many of the radicals believed. 

The radicals were angered that the CPT totally ignored the 
importance of the earlier Thai Marxists like Jit, Seni or Pridi. 
Instead, Chiranan said, they adored Chinese revolutionary 
heroes. The CPT criticized Seni Saowapong a lot. They said he 
was a small capitalist because he did not insist on an armed 
revolution. They denounced Pridi, saying that he was not an 
authentic Marxist, but a new type of feudalist. They did not 
mention Jit’s name at all until Chontira brought his works to 
public attention.482 

The Thai Marxists had broader, more varied views than the 
CPT because they had been groping their way toward the 
theoretical tools to overthrow the existing social order without 
losing certain Thai values. Unlike the CPT, the radicals wanted 
to preserve a sense of individual moral and political freedom, a 
love of art and beauty and the deeper philosophy of Buddhism. 
Above all, they were essentially Thai and, regardless of the 
ethnicity of its leaders, the CPT was not. 

The CPT leadership claimed the masses were most important 
and they would always follow the ‘mass line.’ In reality, however, 
Seksan said, “they did not follow the mass line. They never 
bothered finding out what the masses needed or what the ideas 
or beliefs of the masses were.”483 Seksan said that the CPT did 
not have the patience to wait for the mass demand and felt that 
their Maoist theory told them what it would be anyway. So the 
party simply put forward demands suggested by the Chinese 
experience and said it was the view of the masses. Seksan said 
his own view of following the mass line was much different: 

“First the common interest of the mass would 
have to be pursued according to the demand 
from the mass itself. Secondly, the private and 
fair interest of the individuals in the mass must 
be respected. Thirdly, we must know how to 

                                                           
482 Interview with Jiranan on 9 December 1980. 
483 Interview with Seksan on 9 December 1980. 



 

283 

differentiate the mass as a collection of 
individuals and the mass as a unit.”484 

 
Most of the radicals concluded that because of their incorrect 

understanding of contemporary Thai society, the CPT leaders 
were using the wrong strategy. Therdphum said: “The CPT saw 
that Thai society was semi-feudal and semi-colonial, hence they 
thought the only way to confiscate state power was through 
armed struggle. The revolutionary movement had to use force 
and the peasants would provide that force. The strategy was for 
that force to be built up in the rural areas surrounding the towns 
and eventually to seize them. Mao Xedong’s ideas were their 
guide.”485  

After their initial period in the jungle, the problems of 
strategy for the revolution were constantly discussed by the 
radicals. To them it was more urgent than any other set of issues. 
The CPT strategy made the peasantry the only major 
revolutionary force and concentrated on developing that force in 
the rural areas for an armed confrontation with state power. 

The radicals cited three reasons the Chinese strategy would 
never be successful in Thailand: 

1. In Thailand capitalism was spreading in the rural 
areas much more widely and quickly than in 
China. 

2. Thailand was much smaller than China, so there 
were no vast distances for the central 
government to cover in trying to suppress an 
armed revolution and no large remote areas for 
the revolutionaries to use for liberated zones. 

3. Unlike the Chinese peasants Thai farmers had 
never been invaded by a foreign army and had 
never experienced widespread warfare.486 

 
The radicals thought the CPT was overlooking much fertile 

ground for revolutionary organization by its single-minded 
concentration on the peasants. The CPT tactic of the united 
front was failing because party propaganda made it quite clear 
that the urban, middle-class people in the united front had no 
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important role to play in the Thai communist revolution. The 
CPT claim to the sole leadership of the revolution was 
particularly irritating to the radicals who had struggled through 
the political turmoil of 1973-76 without any help from the CPT. 
“Are you really the leaders of the revolution?” Tienchai wrote. 
“Where were you when the events of Oct. 14 took place? ... That 
was led by students, you had only a minor part. And in Oct. 6 
when there were bloody riots, murder and torture, the CPT was 
hiding quietly.”487   

The party’s Maoist insistence on the pre-eminent role of the 
peasants struck them as not only unproductive but hypocritical, 
since the CPT promoted very few peasants to leadership roles.  
They realized that this focus on the peasantry was not in 
accordance with the ideas of Marx, who saw industrial workers 
as the key element in revolutionary actions. Tienchai wrote: 

“You announced that you were the party of 
Marxism-Leninism, but it was strange that you 
did not place any importance on the proletariat. 
You wrote that the proletariat was the leader of 
revolution with the peasants, but in actual 
practice you counted only on the peasants. You 
believed that the farmers were most important, 
so you even wrote that the only authentic 
democratic revolution was the peasant 
revolution. In truth you are a party of peasants 
controlled by intellectuals from the small 
capitalist class.”488 

 
Many of the radicals believed that urban intellectuals and 

laborers should be playing a much larger role, since Thailand was 
in a higher stage of capitalism than either China or the Soviet 
Union before their revolutions. Therdphum felt the lack of 
concern for workers most keenly. “The dictatorship of the 
proletariat was just a catchword,” he said. “In practice, it was not 
like that.”489  

The radicals did not oppose the idea of having farmers as 
part of the leading force of the revolution, but they opposed the 
CPT’s Maoist strategy of exclusive dependence on the peasantry. 
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Not only did they think other groups such as intellectuals or 
laborers could provide needed support, they felt that many Thai 
farmers were unlikely to provide good material for the 
revolutionary movement. Thai farmers, they said, were unlike the 
Chinese in that they were too individualistic to unite. The 
radicals decided it was futile to depend so completely on the 
peasantry for the armed revolution. 

 
Tactical problems with the Maoist armed struggle 
 
In addition to theoretical concerns, the radicals saw tactical 

short-comings in the Maoist plan to encircle the towns with 
revolutionary rural areas and only then proceed to seize the 
cities. This method, they said had been made obsolete by 
modem weaponry, especially the helicopter and close support 
bombers and gunships. They noted that the Vietnamese 
Communist final push for victory was not by peasant guerrillas, 
but by regular units with tanks and artillery. “We were supposed 
to take the villages first, then attack the towns and then the 
cities,” one CPT defector said. “But if we ever seized a village or 
a town, the OV-10s (US-made ground attack aircraft) and the 
helicopters would come and we would have to run back to the 
forest.”490   

The radicals said Thailand was too small and too well 
explored to enable large revolutionary forces to hide from 
better-armed government forces. Because of the rapid expansion 
of agriculture, the area of the country covered by forests was 
shrinking each year. An extensive government road-building 
program made even the most remote areas accessible to the 
government’s heavy arms and vehicles. Moreover, the radicals 
said, Thai villages were no longer self-sufficient. They had been 
drawn into the national, capitalist economy. If the CPT 
succeeded in liberating any villages, all the government would 
have to do is cut them off from outside supplies and markets to 
punish the villagers. 

The radicals argued the CPT strategy of liberating Thailand 
village by village would not work. The effort, they said, should 
be made quietly in the towns and cities first. Once large sections 
of the urban population were under their influence, the 
revolutionary forces would have the supplies and equipment to 
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carry out urban warfare to undermine the government.  A 
network of secret sympathizers in the government and the 
military would make government oppression difficult. While the 
government might well be willing to destroy whole villages to 
root out revolutionary armed forces, it would be much more 
hesitant to destroy large towns and cities. Most importantly, the 
radicals thought, the urban population should be fertile around 
for revolutionary organizing. Thirayut wrote: “The town is an 
important revolutionary base because the laborers, the poor 
people, the small capitalists and the intellectuals live there. The 
towns are also the center of the middle class and academics who 
are the keys to the united front.”491 

Had the CPT seen the importance of the towns, the radicals 
believed, they would have been able to grab the chance afforded 
by the uprising in 1973 and could have resisted the violence 
against students in 1976. The CPT, however, used its allies in the 
towns and cities only to provide intelligence and supplies for the 
rural insurgency, not to spread unrest to the urban areas. Several 
of the radicals said the penetration of exploitive capitalism into 
the provincial towns had made them ripe for class struggle. The 
contrasts between the very rich and the very poor were more 
obvious and more irritating in the towns, especially in poorer 
areas.  

No matter what the student radicals proposed, however, their 
effort to get the CPT leadership to consider new tactics proved 
futile. Top CPT cadre were not interested in anything that 
deviated from Maoist orthodoxy. One radical said: “We 
discussed all this with the CPT, but they had not had much 
experience in town and it was hard to convince them. When they 
clung stubbornly to their old ideas, we began to see that there 
was no future in the revolutionary movement.”492  

The CPT strategy of rural people’s warfare should have been 
recognized as impossible, some radicals thought, when, after 36 
years of struggle, they had been so unsuccessful in persuading 
rural people to join them. One radical who worked in mass 
propaganda and recruitment said that after the initial influx of 
students in October 1976 there were “not even 10 people” who 
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joined the movement from the rural areas. “I saw that my work 
was not productive at all,”493   he said. 

Not only did the radicals disagree with the particular tactics 
of carrying out the armed struggle, but some of them came to 
doubt the whole idea of the armed struggle itself. When the 
radicals went into the forest, they were desperate for armed 
protection and keen to avenge their friends murdered on Oct. 6. 
The radicals said the success of the armed revolutions in 
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia had given guerrilla wars of 
liberation an aura of inevitability. The methods of the CPT, 
especially in the areas of the northeast close to the Cambodian 
border, however, underwent a change during the time the 
radicals were in the forest. Imitating the Khmer Rouge, who 
were giving them support and training, some CPT units began 
using revolutionary terror against villagers. Large areas were 
declared war zones and villagers were told either to join the 
struggle by moving into CPT camps inside Cambodia or risk 
being killed. Several of the radicals said they became concerned 
at this change. “In some areas they (the CPT) began to 
implement Pol Pot’s methods,” Tienchai said. “They set up, for 
instance, goals for the number of enemies that should be killed. I 
found it so threatening that they wanted us to kill each other like 
that–to meet a quota.”494  

After seeing some of the killing at first hand, the radicals 
questioned the use of revolutionary violence. They said the 
victims of revolutionary violence were Thais too. They became 
distrustful of what seemed to be the CPT’s reliance on force to 
solve all problems. “They (the Communists) saw everyone who 
was not on their side as an enemy.”495 By the end of 1980 many 
radicals had changed their feelings about the armed revolution 
from their publicly announced positions in 1976 that 
revolutionary violence was needed and justified. In part, this 
appears to have been a tactical change: they saw the armed 
struggle was making little progress. But it was also a deeper 
change that stemmed from personal experience in the forest. 
One of the radicals who worked as a ‘barefoot doctor’ said he 
decided to leave the Communists because of an incident of 
unnecessary violence. He said:  
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“It was about April 1980. Some villagers lost 
their way and stumbled into our camp. They 
said they were very poor and were looking for 
big lizards to eat. The CPT soldiers arrested 
them. Then they summoned me to help 
question them. I believed them, but the soldiers 
thought they were spies. So they shot them 
right there. Later we found out the villagers had 
been telling the truth...I was very much affected 
by this event.... I had heard about the 
murdering period in Cambodia and after being 
involved in this execution, I said to myself I 
didn’t want a bloodbath in Thailand.” 496 

 
The radicals who joined the insurgency should have 

understood from the beginning that an armed insurgency and a 
violent revolution must inevitably lead to the deaths of many 
Thais. Exactly what they thought about this and how they came 
to terms with this reality as ethical Buddhists, however, was 
rarely discussed. Most of those willing to answer such questions 
said that the right-wing violence of 1976 justified taking up arms, 
that they were in danger and that joining the insurgency was 
their only choice. Some of the radicals became critical of the 
armed insurgency strategy or particular violent incidents, but 
only after they had surrendered to the government.  

There is no way, of course, to know what the radical attitude 
towards violence might have been if the armed insurgency had 
made greater progress. They should have known that once 
violence becomes a political tool, it is hard to stop using it. The 
history of Communist-led revolutions in Russia, China, Korea, 
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, showed that violence does not 
end with the seizure of power. Even after those revolutions 
succeeded, there were arrests, purges, concentration camps and 
political murders. This violence does not appear to be primarily 
an outcome of the aberrant, violent personality of a Pol Pot, a 
Stalin or a Mao. As even the genial, poetry-loving theoretician, 
Engels admitted, a revolution requires at least a period of “rule 
by means of the terror.”  

The experience in the jungle and information about the large-
scale deaths under the Cambodian revolutionary regime forced 
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the radicals to consider the issues of political violence, civil war 
and death. By the late 1970s, an increasing number of student 
radicals in the forest said they saw the CPT insurgent war as 
both ineffective and abhorrent.  

 
The failure of radicals to rise 
 
In addition to the radicals’ tactical, ideological and moral 

frustrations, were their individual failures to fit into the party’s 
system and advance towards the positions of influence they 
thought they deserved. After several years in the jungle, they 
realized they would never rise in the ranks, because influential 
positions were reserved for those with specific qualifications of 
class, family and revolutionary education. The favored ones were 
called “Luk maw” or children of the big pot. They were generally 
ethnic Chinese born in Thailand who were sent to study in 
China and then came back to work with the CPT. Those who 
studied in China usually gained faster promotion within the party 
political hierarchy.  

Influential politburo member, Wirat Angkhathawon, for 
example, was, like many of his colleagues at the top of the CPT 
leadership, strongly committed to China. Born in 1921 to an 
ethnic Chinese family, Wirat was educated at a Chinese school 
until family financial difficulties forced him to leave school to 
work in a match factory at the age of 19. He was recruited by 
Communist labor organizers who recognized his potential and 
sent him to China for studies. He became a member of the CPT 
in 1943. He returned to Bangkok the following year to join the 
party’s anti-Japanese efforts. At the party’s second congress in 
1952, Wirat was elected to the central committee and the 
politburo. Based in China and Laos in the 1950s, he studied at 
the Marxist-Leninist Institute in Beijing before returning to 
Thailand in 1957, but moved back and forth between China and 
a remote base in northern Thailand. Wirat played an important 
role in turning back efforts by the radicals and others in the party 
to change its strong Maoist orientation.497  
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Although many radicals found the CPT leaders to have 
personal integrity and devotion to the cause of revolution, they 
were less impressed by their ability to analyze information, adapt 
to change and develop new strategies. Some blamed this lack of 
ability on the seniority system within the party. “If you stayed in 
the forest long enough, then you would be selected just like in 
the Sangha (Buddhist clergy) system. It did not matter whether 
you had knowledge or not,” Wichai said.498 For those without 
revolutionary seniority, a family connection with the top leaders 
was useful. Several radicals complained of nepotism in the party. 
There were several prominent family lines within the party. 
Members were treated in accordance with their family group. So, 
if one member of any particular line made a mistake, the rest of 
the members of that family would be blamed. Similarly, praise 
and promotion seemed channeled along family lines. 

Nepotism in the party made some radicals feel that the 
system was unfair, not only for them but also for other cadres 
who had been working hard in the revolutionary movement. It 
would be naive to think that the radicals who had won national 
fame and real, if fleeting, power from 1973 to 1976, were 
content to remain low-ranking workers ordered around by the 
CPT. Although they did not often admit to it, many of their 
complaints about the nepotism in the party and the 
unwillingness of the CPT leaders to take their suggestions 
indicate they had personal ambitions as well as revolutionary 
ideals. Many of the radicals were top students, the elite of a small 
educational elite. The personality traits that had driven them to 
academic success and positions of prominence in the student 
movement drove them to aspire to positions of leadership in the 
revolutionary movement. Many of them had taken greater 
physical risks in the 1973 uprising and in the turmoil of 1976 
than most CPT leaders. In the jungle, they had worked hard, 
some of them for four or five years, and they clearly expected 
promotions and influence in return. They wanted an increased 
role in the decision-making they felt was crucial to the success of 
the revolution. When no such advancement was forthcoming, 
the radicals felt unfairly used. 

Their irritation was only increased by the undemocratic, 
appointive system of the CPT leadership. “Nobody from below 
could touch them,” one radical said. “In the forest we called this 
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an aristocratic system. It was one aspect of the CPT bureaucracy. 
These people were appointed by the central committee.”499 The 
radicals thus felt that they were ruled by privileged leaders they 
had no part in selecting and no way to remove. 

Many radicals felt uncomfortable with the exalted position of 
the party itself. All decisions of the party were final and nobody 
was supposed to even try to change them. This was particularly 
annoying. They had joined the CPT to overthrow a dictatorial 
government and top-down decision-making throughout Thai 
society. They had hoped the CPT would oppose dictatorship. 
Instead, they found the party leadership was itself dictatorial. 
Those who did not belong to the leading section did not have 
any role in the decision-making process. Several radicals said 
they felt manipulated and used. Seksan said: “the party 
appropriated all right to lead in every kind of mass activity, in 
economics, politics, and even in art and culture.”500 Naively, the 
radicals had expected the CPT live up to its propaganda of 
struggling for democracy. 

The party leaders explained that the party used “democratic 
centralism” in decision-making so that once a decision was 
made, it was final. No further questions were allowed. Seksan, 
however, said CPT leaders did not understand the obligation to 
consult all opinions before a decision was reached. Such 
consultation and discussion was what would make the process 
democratic centralism rather than just centralism, he said. “They 
misunderstood the idea...they used an appointive system and 
ordering from above in every matter and they only informed the 
lower sections later, asking them to support the decision even 
though they had no role in making it.”501 

The concept of party democracy was seen in completely 
different terms by the two groups. “For the CPT, democracy 
was the process that was to lead them to monopolize state 
power, but for me, democracy was the establishment of a 
political system in which people from every part of society could 
participate under political regulation,”502 Pridi said.  
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The CPT’s top-down organization, many radicals felt, meant 
that the CPT would never be able to bring democracy to the 
country, even if it were successful in seizing power. In the short 
run, and in personal terms, the radicals felt that the party system 
cost them the freedom to act, write or speak for themselves. 
One said “even though I have a mouth, I feel like I don’t have a 
mouth.”503   

The party had reason for its control over the members, 
especially those who were new and untested. The party must 
have feared government security agencies had taken the 
opportunity of the student exodus to infiltrate its agents into the 
forest. So, control over the movements of the radical student 
group was understandable. Many of the radicals, however, felt 
that the party turned control from a means to protect the party’s 
security into an end in itself. They felt the CPT paid too much 
attention to enforcing discipline in minor matters like hair and 
dress styles. Activities like raising flowers were forbidden 
because they were supposed to be evidence of bourgeois 
tendencies. “Poor people can love flowers too,”504 Seksan 
protested. Several of the radicals felt that the party leaders 
enforced such detailed conformity simply to display their 
authority. 

The problem for the radicals was that the party system of the 
CPT, however un-Thai, undemocratic, backward in its 
understanding of Thai society and unsuccessful in revolution, 
was still strong enough to ensure the continued dominance of its 
leaders. The party leaders might be too weak to overthrow the 
Thai government, but they were too strong be ousted from 
within. The mechanisms of control, the harsh discipline, the 
secrecy and the absolute obedience drilled into its cadres meant 
the new and unorganized radicals had little hope of gaining 
power by offering more realistic ideas for the revolution. The 
radicals’ suspect class origins, lack of CPT family connections 
and questionable adherence to Maoism meant they were unlikely 
to rise to power through the party ranks. These realizations grew 
among the radicals at the same time as their doubts of the 
independence of the CPT from Chinese domination, the 
soundness of the CPT’s understanding of Thailand, the 
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“democratic” nature of the CPT and the chances of eventual 
success. 

 
Changes in the capital, impact in the forest 
 
While the radicals were becoming disillusioned with the CPT 

in the forest, important changes were occurring in the Thai 
capital. The oppressive far-right government of Prime Minister 
Thanin had alienated its supporters. The government’s clumsy 
foreign policy, its inept economic performance and its 
overbearing repression at home annoyed even the military 
officers who had helped install it after their coup. Another 
problem was the moralistic prime minister’s plan to suppress 
corruption. “If Thanin is sincere about ending corruption, then 
that will just put him out of office that much quicker,” said 
Pramote Nakornthap, secretary general of the Palang Mai (New 
Force) Party. “Corruption is all that holds the right together.”505   

Just as Thanin, a favorite of the royal palace, was completing 
his first year in power, the military quietly forced him out of 
office in a bloodless coup. This time the generals installed one of 
their own, Army commander Gen. Kriangsak Chomanan, as 
prime minister. Kriangsak showed the opportunistic flexibility 
that has often marked Thai diplomacy. As noted above, 
Kriangsak managed to get both China and Vietnam to cut their 
support for the CPT. Young army officers with experience in 
operations against the CPT, along with the Internal Security 
Operations Command and the Special Branch of the police 
convinced Kriangsak that a flexible policy towards the student 
radicals in the jungle might prove effective. Kriangsak 
announced an amnesty program506 for all those involved in the 
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October 6th violence. Most of the demonstrators and others 
arrested by police had already been released. Despite rightist 
opposition, Kriangsak pardoned the last 19 student leaders being 
tried. The amnesty was formalized in 1980 by his successor, 
Prime Minister Gen. Prem Tinsulanonda under Order 66/2523 
and extended to those who joined the CPT.507 “Political factors 
are crucial [to the success of the counterinsurgency], and military 
operations must be conducted essentially to support and 
promote political goals,”508 the order said.  

The amnesty opened the way for radicals in the CPT 
insurgency to leave the forest without prosecution. For defecting 
rank-and-file CPT soldiers, the new policies promised safety 
along with grants of land and farm equipment.  

“We heard Kriangsak’s announcement on the radio and it 
made us think about returning,”509 Therdphum said. The radicals 
saw that there was little room for compromise between their 
ideals and the rigid ways of the CPT leadership. With the 
differences out in the open, the party put even greater pressure 
on the radicals to conform. One of the radicals said that he felt 
so frustrated that he ran aimlessly in the forest shouting as loud 
as he could just to get the frustration out. Sometimes, he said, he 
would knock his head against the wall of his hut because he felt 
so discouraged by the CPT’s obstinacy.  

The situation in the camps deteriorated for many of the 
radicals. Anyone who disagreed with the leaders was branded a 
revisionist and psychologically isolated. The radicals felt that the 
final factor that made them leave was the CPT’s pressure to 
abandon their disagreement with party policy. As the party lost 
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external support, the leadership became more defensive. 
Combined with all the external factors against it, the party’s rigid 
revolutionary policies, ill-adapted to the Thai situation, led the 
radicals to conclude that the CPT was never going to win. “The 
discipline, I could follow; the conditions, I could bear; but there 
was no future,” Therdphum said. “I could scramble up and 
down the mountains better than the Hmong (hill tribesmen), but 
I couldn’t see any possibility of victory.” 510 Seksan probably 
would have left the CPT anyway, but a key factor was his 
conclusion that “They will just keep on as they have in the past. 
If they do, I don’t think they can win.” 511  

Pridi said that for him, the conclusive evidence of Chinese 
domination was what made him decide to leave. “I felt that they 
(the CPT) were an alien movement, that the CPT was foreign to 
Thai society,” he said. “I honestly felt that they could not survive 
in Thailand...like when you feel like you have eaten something 
alien to your body, your body won’t accept it. You get food 
poisoning and throw it up.”512 

Many other radicals said they felt the same way–that their 
strongest impulse was nationalism, and the CPT was working 
according to the theories, experience and interests of another 
country. Boonsong Chaletorn, a radical who later fled to 
Sweden, said “joining the revolutionary movement was not 
supposed to mean being associated with bandits. And most 
important of all it was not supposed to make you submit to 
being the slave of foreigners like the CPT, which has submitted 
totally to China.”513 As another radical put it, “we made the 
decision that it was useless to stay with the CPT. We came to 
make a revolution, not to be slaves of China. Before we went 
into the jungle, we did not know about this, but, when we found 
out, all of us thought about abandoning the CPT and finding 
some way to leave the forest.”514  

The radical view of the CPT may not have been fair to the 
CPT leaders who had spent their lives struggling for revolution 
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in Thailand, but it broke up what had once seemed like a 
promising alliance.  

Some of the radicals simply slipped away on their own and 
returned to their home towns. A few, like Therdphum, gathered 
like-minded comrades and fled as a group into Laos. They 
eventually returned to Thailand and gave themselves up to the 
military. Since many of the most prominent radicals were already 
under suspicion by the CPT section leaders, they were required 
to ask permission to leave the CPT camps. In some cases, such 
as that of Seksan, the party leaders deliberated for many months 
before letting them go.  

Those who received permission to leave said they thought 
they were allowed to go free because CPT leaders feared that 
their continued presence in the CPT camps might infect others 
with their doubts and independent thinking. The CPT had little 
choice. The radicals were too well known and too numerous 
simply to execute them. Such action certainly would have made 
it difficult for the CPT to recruit people from the cities again. 
Most of the radicals promised not to reveal the whereabouts of 
CPT camps. It appears that few, if any, of them broke their 
pledges. For all the ideological and tactical disputes between the 
radicals and the CPT, many still felt gratitude to the CPT for the 
protection they were given in 1975 and 1976 when they feared 
for their lives. Many felt torn by breaking the emotional 
commitment to revolution they made when they joined the CPT. 
Few gave up their desire for radical change in Thailand, but all of 
them gave up their hopes that it could be achieved under the 
leadership of the Communist Party of Thailand. 

For the party itself, the defections of the radicals had an 
immediate, but limited effect. There was a drop of about 3,000 
in its armed strength from an estimated peak of about 12,000 
guerrillas. The radicals had never been fully integrated into the 
party or the PLAT, so the CPT leadership did not see their loss 
as a fatal blow. At the same time, however, the failure to utilize 
the radical students, meant that the party was unable to absorb 
new thinking that might have enabled it to adjust to external 
changes of support and ideology. At first, only a limited number 
of regular party members or peasant soldiers followed the 
student defectors. The publicity of the defections and the radical 
criticisms of the party, however, hurt recruitment and the image 
of the CPT. In the longer run, the radicals’ defections, along 
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with China’s betrayal of the party, were blows from which it 
would never recover. 

 
Conflict and betrayal at the Fourth Party Congress 
 
The Fourth Congress of the CPT in 1982 was a final 

watershed in the troubled relationship between the remaining 
radicals and the CPT. As a first step there were separate 
preparatory meetings in each of the three main wings of the 
party–northern, northeastern and southern. The northeastern 
meeting was important because the northeast was the party’s 
largest region. Participants defied the central leadership and 
elected an urban radical, Thida Thavornseth, as its candidate for 
the central committee. The northeast meeting approved several 
ideas from the student radicals concerning the challenges facing 
the party. Thida said later that the fourth party congress became 
a struggle between the pro-Chinese leadership and what she 
called the “progressive elements” in the party.515  

One issue was the nature of the party’s front organization, 
the Coordinating Committee for the Patriotic and Democratic 
Forces, set up to provide a coalition with non-communist 
radicals. Thida said she called for the front to have real 
independence from the CPT, but the party insisted on keeping 
the front under tight control. Thida, who became both a 
member of the central committee and secretary general of the 
front, wanted the front to have its own political line and its own 
armed forces, but this was rejected by the party leaders.   

“Finally, we came to the conclusion that the party wants to 
have absolute control over its front organizations,” Thida’s 
husband and fellow radical Dr. Weng said. Thida and Weng said 
the ideas proposed by the northeastern wing and the progressive 
elements in the party were favorably discussed and included in 
the resolutions of the congress, but when the official report of 
the congress was published, the progressive ideas were omitted. 
Weng said: 

“The Fourth Party Congress clearly confirmed 
that the power holders were struggling to 
maintain their positions. The central committee 
elected by the party congress even overruled the 
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resolution of the congress, which is theoretically 
regarded as the supreme body. The central 
committee changed the resolution pushed 
through by the progressive elements. This is a 
blatant violation of the democratic principle.”516 

 
Another problem at the congress was the party’s analysis of 

the situation in Thailand. Weng said the party congress revised 
the analysis to put more emphasis on the impact of capitalism, 
changing the long disputed term “semi-feudal” to “semi-
capitalist.” New language was approved to lessen the focus on 
the role of the countryside in the revolution and criticism of the 
Soviet Union was muted.   

Weng said the progressive elements in the party wanted a 
“more democratic structure” and wanted to formulate “a theory 
based on the real situation here.”517 Weng said these hopes were 
dashed by the behind-the-scenes maneuvers of the de facto party 
leader, Wirat Angkhathawon, who he described as “the 
staunchest advocate of the pro-China line of thinking.”518 

Despite the changes approved at the congress, the old leadership 
remained in control of the party. The leadership’s reporting 
made little mention of the heated debates and liberalizing 
changes at the meeting. The old leadership reverted to the 
former “semi-capitalist, semi-feudalist” doctrine. Full official 
reports were not released until 1986.519  

Failing to gain independence for the front and feeling 
betrayed by the leadership’s refusal to abide by the resolution of 
the congress, Thida dissolved the front and issued her own 
announcement of its demise. Soon afterwards she and Weng 
turned themselves in to the authorities. Several large groups of 
PLAT troops in the northeast, who had supported Thida, 
negotiated their surrender with the military. Short of supplies, 
short of fighters and beset by internal and external ideological 
confusion, the party withered. 
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The top CPT leadership remained intact for a while. But, as 
Marxist analyst Ji Ungpakorn has written, the CPT “threw away 
a vibrant and powerful force, which joined its ranks after the 
Thammasat massacre. The CPT’s narrow and mechanical 
Maoism was totally bankrupt when trying to relate to a powerful 
urban social force which had previously played an important role 
in sweeping away the dictatorship in 1973.”520  

If the radical defections had been the only blow to hit the 
party, it is unlikely the CPT would have declined so rapidly. 
However, as described above, the party proved unable to deal 
with the changes in China after the death of Mao. Not only did 
new Chinese ruler Deng seek improved relations with the Thai 
and US governments, but his pragmatic moves towards a 
market-based economy undercut the CPT’s calls for socialist 
economic policies. The party lost its support from Beijing, 
including its main propaganda tool, the VOPT radio station. The 
collapse of the Beijing-backed Democratic Kampuchea regime 
meant that CPT bases in Cambodia had to be abandoned. Just as 
importantly, the war in Cambodia and the subsequent Chinese 
attack on Vietnam showed former revolutionary allies in bloody 
conflict. The image of Communism and the credibility of 
Marxism was left in tatters. 

The Thai government pursued a more intelligent campaign 
against the CPT. It emphasized political action over military 
action although aerial and artillery bombardment of CPT base 
areas continued. Government programs of economic assistance 
to rural villagers and better treatment of the ethnic minorities 
reduced the appeal of the insurgency. The 40th anniversary of 
the founding of the party brought no celebrations but the mass 
defection of some 10,000 insurgents from CPT bases in the 
north and northwest. Even the CPT’s acting secretary-general 
and chief ideologue, Udom Srisuwan, had surrendered to the 
government by the end of 1982. 

For the Thai government, the defections of leaders, soldiers 
and student radicals from the armed insurgency constituted a 
major, if partly unearned, victory.  That victory established the 
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reputation of Gen. Prem and helped him stay atop the Thai 
government even as it returned to a form of semi-democracy in 
the 1980s. Despite some improvements, basic patterns of social 
injustice, military authoritarianism, rapid change and 
misgovernment, however, continued to fuel dissatisfaction 
throughout the 1980s.  

For the radicals themselves, the five year alliance with the 
CPT was a bitter failure. Their energy, experience and ideas had 
little impact on party ideology, strategy or tactics. The radicals 
struggled to change the party and failed. There was little cross 
fertilization of ideas. The Maoist ground of CPT ideology simply 
proved too barren to support much intellectual life.  

The failure to work successfully with the CPT and the world-
wide decline of Marxism, particularly the Maoist-Stalinist mode 
of party dictatorship, led to re-thinking Thai radical ideology and 
a quest for new ways forward.  This impacted even devoted 
Communists, such as Jaran Dita-apichai. Jaran explained: 

“When I lived in the forest, I was very happy. 
Being a Communist gave me what I wanted at 
that time, but after the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
the revolt in Poland and the other problems of 
global Communism, I concluded that 
Communism could not succeed. I began to 
search for a new ideology.”521 

 
By the mid-1980s, however, the option of being an active 

Thai Communist was gone. The remnants of the party ceased 
activity and faded away. The detour of radical political thought 
into the Maoism of the CPT had turned into a dead end. The 
euphoric optimism of Thais seeking radical change after the 
overthrow of the military government on October 14, 1973 had 
drifted into despair. Radical activists had tried literary attacks on 
traditional culture, public protests, organizing farmers and 
workers, strikes, legal challenges, electoral politics and ultimately 
armed revolution. All of these had failed. Assassinations, arrests, 
book burning and military operations had overpowered the 
various radical tactics.  

Radical activists crept out of the jungle, exhausted and 
dispirited by their ill-fated collaboration with the CPT. Many, 
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however, were still committed to radical change in Thailand. 
They still wanted to transform social, political and economic 
systems they believed were failing to provide a decent life for 
most of the Thai people. They just didn’t know how to do it. 
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CHAPTER 18 TOWARDS A THAI 
REVOLUTIONARY IDEOLOGY 

 
The radical split from the failed Communist insurgency may 

one day prove to have been a crucial step in creating a 
distinctively Thai revolutionary ideology. Many of the elements 
of that ideology have long been in place, starting with the 
personal rebellions against an oppressive system that motivated 
the poets Phra Mahamontri and Tim Sukayang. Tienwan gave 
radical ideas a nationalist and humanist voice. The perceived 
weakness of traditional structures in the face of external threats 
heightened the urgency of the need for radical change.  

After the introduction of socialist thought by Phraya 
Suriyanuwat, socialism became the economic system favored by 
the radical faction of the People’s Party that helped seize power 
in 1932.  Pridi Banomyong tried to weave a new economic order 
out of traditional values, Buddhist philosophy and utopian 
socialism. When conservative leaders rejected that plan, more 
extreme Marxism gradually became the dominant foreign radical 
influence.  Government repression forced radical thinkers to 
seize on the idea of revolution as the main agent of change.  The 
defeat of the democratic experiment in the 1970s and the 
backlash of rightist violence drove thousands of radicals into the 
arms of the Communist Party. 

The radicals clashed with the devout Maoism of the party 
leadership during their time in the forest. The final parting from 
the party was evidence most radicals recognized their 
fundamental differences with the Communists. They had not 
changed their own ideas so much as changed their perceptions 
of Communist ideas.  Previously radical ideology had been 
defined on one side by its opposition to traditional Thai 
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hierarchical government and society. Its resistance to the 
Communist Party gave it definition on the other side.  So the 
breakaway served to define a Thai revolutionary ideology in 
contradistinction to an alien Maoist ideology with which 
authoritarian governments had sought to confuse it. 

Despite the split, however, most radicals remained 
committed to a Marxist analysis of society and to revolution. But 
both need to be recast in a form peculiar to Thailand. Interviews 
with 22 key radical thinkers and leaders after their defections 
from the armed struggle showed that all of them insisted on 
their continuing commitment to revolution in the sense of 
major, progressive change occurring in a short time. They still 
wanted change that would overturn the current political and 
social order.  Because of their differences with the Communist 
Party, however, the radicals have given up seeking revolution 
through an armed insurgency.  

Some spoke of the need to first raise the consciousness of 
the people to the point where genuine mass revolution would be 
possible. They disagreed with the CPT efforts to force a 
revolution on the people from above. They didn’t think it was 
right and they didn’t think it would be successful. Some said they 
would continue with their writing; others were interested in party 
politics. There is nothing, however, in the developing radical 
ideology that rules out a return to an armed struggle if necessary. 
Under conditions in which they thought such a struggle could be 
successful without dependence on a foreign power they might 
well turn to arms, although not to the CPT.  

Even after  the improvements in the Thai situation brought 
about by the overthrow of the ultra-rightist government, the 
radicals do not believe the more moderate  government of Prime 
Minister Prem or the forces that back it are capable of changes 
leading to a more just and equitable society. They argue that the 
hold of sakdina attitudes and the power of the rising capitalist 
class are too strong to be loosened except through some sort of 
a mass movement. 

Development of a new Thai radical ideology will likely stay 
closer to the original Marx than to Lenin, Stalin or Mao. The 
visionary humanism of Marx has exerted a powerful appeal 
despite the limited understanding of his economic analysis. The 
Thai radicals have clung to this humanism while CPT leaders 
abandoned it. 
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Most radicals believe Marxism still provides a generally 
correct view of class, feudalism and capitalism that can be 
applied in Thailand. They believe they can avoid the resort to 
totalitarianism that has often resulted in revolutionary Marxist 
states elsewhere. The economic problems of socialist countries, 
however, have led some radicals to question just how beneficial 
Marx’s economic recommendations are.  The changes in Poland 
and the economic problems in Vietnam and China have made 
them realize that socialism is not a panacea. Perhaps the world-
wide problems of socialism will lead to a reconsideration of 
radical economic ideas, but so far this has not occurred. With the 
disruption, corruption and injustice of capitalism so immediate 
in their minds, the radicals cannot abandon socialism. It is their 
only real alternative. 

The radical ideology does not, however, rely exclusively on 
the ideas of Marx. The heady, Western-style democracy that 
marked the turbulent years of 1973 to 1976 has not been 
forgotten. Democracy, human rights and freedom are still 
powerful ideals within the radical ideology, but they have been 
included in an overall structure that is not based in liberal 
Western democratic thought.  Some radicals see a democratic 
revolution as a first, limited step in the achievement of a new 
socialist society.  Others see democracy as something that can be 
achieved only after the revolution is successful. In the short run, 
at least, most agree that democracy is an effective appeal against 
the military-backed government that now rules in Bangkok. But 
few of them believe democracy by itself will bring the changes 
they want. They had the experience in the 1970s of achieving the 
form of democracy without being able to use that form to 
change the lives of the people. The power of entrenched 
conservative elements, as they had after the 1932 revolution, 
proved able to overwhelm weak democratic institutions. 

More important in developing a new ideology will be the 
influence of deep-rooted Thai values and thought patterns. The 
Marxist and Western ideas of the radicals have all been filtered 
through minds that are essentially Thai. The split with the CPT 
has demonstrated the dominance of Thai characteristics. Almost 
all of the disputes of ideology, tactics or strategy between the 
radicals and the CPT can be seen as aspects of a single basic 
division: the radicals were intellectually and emotionally Thai and 
the CPT leaders were not. 
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The breakdown of a monolithic world Communist 
movement into bitterly competing national groups makes the 
disputes in Thailand less surprising. But it is important to note 
that these national feelings and perceptions were strong enough 
to overcome powerful common motives for cooperation. 

The most important and most developed of those Thai 
perceptions was the sense of value accorded to Buddhism. The 
earlier effort of radical thinkers to consciously integrate 
Buddhism and Marxism has continued with the new generation. 
Radical leaders such as Seksan, Jaran and Weng take Buddhism 
seriously as a value system that can be applied to a revolutionary 
society. 

This concern for Buddhism is not a ploy to gain support 
from superstitious villagers. The radicals advocate a Buddhism 
stripped of its Hindu and animist trappings. They see Buddhism 
as dedicated to a better life for people through selflessness and 
heightened awareness. However, it must be noted that previous 
efforts to integrate Buddhism and Marxism have had to distort 
both Buddhism and Marxism to make them compatible. 

It may well be impossible to arrive at a radical ideology that 
does not damage the original structure and feeling of either 
philosophy, but it is important to finally meld them into an 
effective and coherent ideology. The evidence of the radical 
experience in the jungle suggests that on many points of conflict 
the radicals will lean towards the Buddhist attitude rather than 
the Marxist, particularly when Buddhist thought is in line with a 
Thai cultural tendency. The conflict between the mass and the 
individual is an example of this. Where the Chinese and the CPT 
interpreted Marxist class theories into an ethic of the mass, the 
radicals preferred to retain a larger amount of individual 
responsibility. The radicals resisted heavy-handed discipline that 
seemed to enforce conformity for conformity’s sake. They 
preferred to judge a person by his individual ideas and actions. 
They refused to judge individuals according to class. In the 
attitude towards doctrine too, the radicals leaned towards a more 
Buddhist attitude. The Chinese veneration for the conclusions of 
the great leader may owe much to a centuries-long tradition of 
Confucianism. The Thai radical approach, to the extent that it 
follows the teachings of the Buddha, is to question such 
conclusions until they can prove them. 

There remains a basic ambivalence in the emerging radical 
ideology between freedom and authority. This reflects a similar 
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duality in Thai culture. The radicals rebelled against the 
authoritarianism of the Thai government and objected to the 
dictatorship of the CPT leaders. Yet there is a realization that the 
radical changes they want in the Thai economic system will 
require authoritative rule able to sweep aside the power of the 
old aristocratic interests and capitalists. While out of power 
radicals emphasize individual freedom, but once in power they 
tip towards authority. 

Thai mindsets have helped lead radical ideology away from 
the Marxist emphasis on economics and economic 
determination. The radicals generally accept Marx’s 
understanding of economic factors as the basis of historical 
development, but when they analyze events they do so in 
cultural or political terms. This was true with the early radicals 
and it continues with the current generation, although their 
experience of working with labor unions and farmers’ 
organizations has given a more human face to the economic 
abstractions of Marx. 

This experience has impacted their economic analysis. A 
constant criticism of the CPT was that it insisted on seeing the 
particular in terms of general theories. A new radical ideology 
will have to alter its theories to fit the particular. Thirayut has 
been vocal in his call for a re-examination of Marxist theory both 
in terms of the particular Thai situation and with respect to the 
problems faced by socialism elsewhere.522 

Part of the difficulty faced by radical thinkers in reconciling 
Marxism with Thai ideas is that they have misunderstood or 
ignored Marx’s own writing about Asia.  Marx’s idea of a unique 
“Asiatic Mode of Production” different from Europe was 
suppressed by Stalin and Mao. The Marxist literature reaching 
Thailand promoted the historical progression seen in Europe. It 
omitted Marx’s separate writing on Asia. Thai radical thinkers 
were left to bend Marx’s European theories and distort Thai 
reality so they would fit each other. 

Marx’s idea of an Asiatic mode of production has now gained 
wider understanding. This idea is susceptible to a positive 
interpretation523 that might well be useful in removing some of 
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the contradictions between Thai and Marxist thought. If Asian 
communal-authoritarian structures are too strong to evolve 
towards feudalism, capitalism and then socialism, it is possible 
they may be strong enough to survive the attacks of imperialist 
capitalism and form the basis of a new socialism with Asian 
values. Thai radicals have paid particular attention to the effect 
of capitalism in the rural areas and to the problems of rural 
indebtedness, middleman exploitation and marketing. Marx’s 
treatment of the Asiatic mode of production suggests there is a 
strength and quality to the ancient communal forms that would 
be worth preserving and reworking into a socialist system. This 
is a possibility that the radical thinkers have yet to address, but it 
is an idea that underlies the process of fusion as Thai minds 
struggle to understand, adapt and use Marxist ideology. 

As the development of a Thai revolutionary ideology 
continues, this process of adaptation will be accelerated by 
nationalistic feelings. Once defined in terms of anti-imperialism 
and anti-Americanism, the events of the past few years have 
served as a warning that there is just as much danger from 
domination by socialist countries. The Vietnamese invasion of 
Cambodia and the Chinese invasion of Vietnam have been sharp 
reminders that national interests take precedence over socialist 
solidarity.   

The experience of the CPT’s counter-productive obedience 
to China drove the lesson home. This element of Thai 
nationalism has not only divided the radicals from the CPT, but 
has also given them a powerful emotional link with the more 
conservative populace. This nationalism and the explicit Thai 
nature of the developing ideology may allow the radicals to find 
common cause with dissatisfied elements in the Thai military 
and reach out to a growing, yet powerless and frustrated lower 
middle class. It is this class, in fact, from which many radical 
thinkers have sprung. With their rejection of the Maoist 
insistence on the peasants as the leaders of the revolution, the 
new radical ideology pays more attention to lower middle and 
working class conditions in the provincial towns and cities where 
capitalism has been the sharpest in disrupting traditional ways. 
Because this class was ignored by leftist and communist 
propaganda, it has been fertile ground for rightwing 
demagogues. 

A new radical ideology remains to be developed, refined and 
explained.  Large areas of thought are still in flux.  But the 
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foundations have been laid and basic materials chosen. The 
Maoist-Communist alternative has been rejected. The remaining 
radicals continue to pursue major change, but they are without a 
political vehicle to put their ideology into practice.  

Many radical leaders see their failures in 1973-76 as caused by 
impetuosity and an underestimation of the strength of the forces 
that opposed them. They want to continue the development of a 
radical alternative to the unsatisfactory status quo and to 
communicate that alternative to the people.  

Most of the radicals realize they must move more slowly and 
prepare the ground more thoroughly than before. They believe 
success is possible because the current Thai system is still unable 
to deal with the problems of democracy, development, 
distribution and legitimacy. The selfishness, corruption and 
inefficiency of Thailand’s rulers are major allies in the radical 
struggle. If the current system cannot provide progress and 
social justice a more genuinely Thai radicalism may yet provide 
an alternative. 
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AFTERWARD 
 

“The collapse of the global leftist movement 
closed all windows of opportunity for the 
Octobrists524 to continue their radical collective 
actions and movements and forced them to 
seek alternative ideological stances.” —
Kanokrat Lertchoosakul525  

 
Our speculation on the development of a new radical 

ideology in the final chapter of the original edition of Radical 
Thought, Thai Mind has been left largely unchanged. Written in 
1985, the suggestion that radical thinkers would move on from 
their painful experience with the CPT to create a generally 
accepted radical ideology has not come to pass and now, in 
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2018, seems unlikely. The varied life paths chosen by the radicals 
after they left the CPT led them to different concepts of the way 
forward for Thailand and for themselves. If anything, the 
ideological splits among the radicals have grown wider despite 
the recognition that those conflicts and the lack of a common 
organization are serious weaknesses. 

 “The Oct. 14, 1973 victory immediately led to damaging 
divisions in the leadership of the university students and the 
vocational students,” Thida Thavornseth told us. “This was the 
work of a network of the aristocracy and the mechanisms of the 
state. This disunity weakened the struggle and helped the 
tyrannical system regain control of the country… This was due 
to people putting their individual interests above the common 
interest and refusing to work together for the nation.”526 

The experience with the CPT failed to heal those divisions. 
As described in Chapter 17 many radicals fiercely criticized party 
leaders. The near unanimous rejection of CPT ideology, 
however, did not mean agreement on an alternative. Some of the 
radicals moved quickly into the main stream of Thai life and 
accepted, or at least acquiesced to more traditional mindsets. 
Others continued to press for radical change as academics or 
politicians. Some became social activists, maintaining their 
networks of former revolutionary comrades through periodic 
reunions and annual events. Many worked to solve the perennial 
problems of the rural population: uncertain agricultural prices, 
debt, the power of middlemen, government indifference and 
access to markets. 

Whatever their ideological leanings, all of the former 
revolutionaries sought to resume personal lives interrupted by 
the political conflicts of the 70s. They had to reintegrate into a 
fast-changing country. Economic necessity, individual abilities 
and personal opportunities led many returned radicals, especially 
those less well-known, to work in the private sector as business 
people, entertainers, managers, farmers and medical 
practitioners. This did not mean they had given up completely 
on their political ideals, but it meant that they felt they were 
unable to achieve them. Many were confused by the worldwide 
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failure of Marxism. The development of Thai capitalism in the 
two decades after the collapse of the CPT created an economic 
boom that gave many of these former radicals the chance for 
more comfortable lives.  

Former medical students found it relatively easy to move 
back into society. Unlike the radicals who went into business, the 
medical radicals achieved success without having to betray their 
anti-capitalist principles. Many worked for government medical 
services in rural areas. Some, such as Dr. Weng, maintained their 
pro-poor ideals. Prommin Lertsuridej, who had fought with the 
CPT in the jungle for four years, resumed his studies, graduating 
with a medical degree from Mahidol University in 1982. Two 
years later he completed advanced studies and moved to the 
northeast where he rose to senior positions in the Ministry of 
Public Health. 

Re-entry into Thai society for the best-known radical leaders 
was more difficult. Most private companies were unwilling to 
deal with the problems of hiring such infamous names. For 
many top radicals, a period of time abroad, often in pursuit of an 
advanced degree, was a key step in their reintegration. Many, 
such as Chaturon Chaisaeng, Seksan Prasertkul, Sutham 
Saengprathum, Kasian Tejapira and Thirayut Boonmee, who had 
all denounced US capitalism and imperialism, chose to go to the 
United States. Others, such as Jaran Dita-apichai, studied in 
Europe. Thongchai Winichakul, arrested and convicted of lese 
majeste after the October 16 violence, was released in 1978 and 
allowed to finish his degree at Thammasat University before 
going to Australia for advanced study. 

Voting with their feet, these former advocates of socialism, 
all went to capitalist countries. We have not been able to identify 
any leading radicals who chose to live or study in Communist 
countries. The time in liberal democratic countries had an 
impact. 

Jaran said that his sojourn in France changed his political 
thinking: 

“My political ideas swung back and forth, but I 
came to believe in democracy. My belief in 
human rights began after Oct. 6, 1976. Before 
that I liked freedom, but didn’t understand 
human rights. I could now see that 
Communism conflicts with human rights in 
some ways. Class warfare is a concept that 
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differs from human rights because it focuses on 
the interests of one group, not the rights and 
benefits of all people. In my time in France I 
learned to emphasize human rights.”527 

 
With few exceptions, the academics who studied in the West, 

even those skeptical of capitalism, abandoned the communism 
of Lenin, Stalin and Mao. 

For other returnees from the forest, experience, education 
and interest in politics made journalism a popular career choice. 
The move towards a more open political regime under Prime 
Minister Prem accelerated under his successor, Prime Minister 
Chatichai Choonhavan. Former radicals528 went to work for 
media that ranged from conservative to leftist and focused on a 
range of issues from business to politics. A few 529 wrote about 
the failings of the CPT and came to espouse right-wing views. 
Most radical journalists, however, wrote in favor of the social 
goals that had originally attracted them to Marxism: more equal 
income distribution, equality among social classes, greater 
political power for the masses and the unfairness and corruption 
of the ruling elite.  

For some radicals, the loss of faith in communism and the 
ideological void that followed led them to abandon the struggle 
for change on a national scale. Instead, they concentrated on 
specific local issues. They were disillusioned by the authoritarian 
thought control of CPT, confused by the sudden changes in 
China’s economic and foreign policies, and appalled by the 
abuses by the Khmer Rouge rulers in Cambodia. Despite 
Thailand’s fast-growing economy, many still opposed Thai-style 
capitalism. They felt the system did far too little to reduce the 
economic disadvantages suffered by the rural poor. They could 

                                                           
527 Interview with Jaran Dita-apichai on Sept. 9, 2015, 
translated by the authors 
528 Such as Pirun Chatwanitchakul, Chatcharin Chaiwat, 
Kamol Kamoltrakul, Wichai Bamrungrit, Nithinand 
Yorsaengrat, Bandit Chansrikham, Suwit Watnoo and 
Kamnoon Sidhisamarn 
529 Such as former student leader Kamnoon Sidhisamarn, 
who worked for the anti-CPT magazine Thai Nikorn. He 
later worked with the anti-red shirt Phuchatkan media 
group 
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not see how the Thai political system, mired in money politics 
and dominated by personal cliques, could end an oppressive 
class system run by and for the elite. For these radicals, as for 
many Marxist radicals around the world, the answer was to deal 
with class-based abuses on a case-by-case basis through local 
organizations.  

By the mid 1980s, international non-government 
organizations as well as the United Nations Organization had 
made more funding available for grass roots community 
organizations working on particular issues. These issues included 
land reform, community forestry, dam construction, women’s 
rights, child welfare, educational reform, labor union 
organization, discrimination against homosexuals, agricultural 
product pricing, slum improvement, rural debt, destruction of 
the natural environment, care for refugees and promotion of 
human rights. This issue-oriented funding gave many Thai 
radicals a path back to activism. 

The financial crisis of 1997 strengthened a vision of Thai 
economic stability based on risk-averse common-sense and self-
sufficiency. Many NGO leaders blamed the crisis on Thailand’s 
fast capitalist growth and its excessive integration into global 
markets. They believed the crisis had a moral component: that 
the financial collapse was due to personal greed and excessive 
consumption. They saw globalized capitalism and Western 
materialism as the source of the problem.  

This line of thought aligned with the post-Communist localist 
and autonomist thinking of the 1990s in Europe. This approach 
maintained Marxist opposition to capitalism, but saw the state as 
the instrument of the capitalist class. Activists therefore should 
work through village culture and local organizations rather than 
trying to seize control of the state, which would inevitably act on 
behalf of the privileged few. 

Several Thai radicals used the organizational skills developed 
in the 70s to organize and lead issue-focused, non-governmental 
organizations. Like the autonomist thinkers in Europe, they felt 
social and economic change should not be left to the owners of 
capital or the controllers of state mechanisms, but should 
emerge from the values of the common people who had no 
positions in the state machinery. They redefined the proletariat 
to include farmers, housewives, drivers, migrants, petty traders 
and craftsmen along with industrial workers. These radical NGO 
leaders sought to organize and energize the rural poor to battle 



 

314 

capitalists and the state on specific issues of concern. Although 
they championed democracy, many became disillusioned by the 
use of money and power in Thailand’s electoral system. They felt 
that political parties led by the wealthy focused more on 
siphoning funds from public coffers than on implementing 
policies for public benefit. Therefore, instead of the electoral 
democracy of parties, elections and state policies, these NGO 
leaders promoted a type of “direct democracy” that used mass 
protests, village values and civil society campaigns to challenge 
the power of the state on specific issues.530 

Despite laws and regulations meant to control NGOs, 
hundreds of non-profit organizations arose to deal with 
problems ranging from destruction of the environment to poor 
living conditions in the expanding slums. Often they were run by 
radical returnees from the forest. 

 
Entering mainstream politics 
 
Other radicals came to a different conclusion: political 

change could only be achieved with political power and that 
power could only be won through elections. They gave up on 
the idea that armed insurgency was the path to such power and 
saw possibilities in party politics. They disagreed with the NGO 
activists, suggesting that a government elected with the backing 
of the poor could use capitalist mechanisms to help the 
underclass. 

The radicals interested in political activity found a political 
party landscape transformed from the 1970s. In 1975 the three 
legal radical political parties, The Socialist Party of Thailand, the 
Socialist Front and the New Force Party had won about two and 
a half million votes and provided radical politicians with 
opportunities to pursue political careers.531 The military coup 

                                                           
530 Kengkij Kitirianglarp and Kevin Hewison,  “Social 
movements and political opposition in contemporary 
Thailand,” The Pacific Review, Vol. 22 No. 4 September 
2009: p. 453. 
531 Ji Ungphakorn, “Cleansing democracy of socialism: 
Crushing the Thai Left on the 6th Oct 1976 and the 
consequences for present day politics” Paper presented at 
the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of 
London, September 2001, found at 
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that brought a repressive right-wing government to power on 
October 16, 1976, dissolved the three leftist parties and made 
open leftist political activity nearly impossible. The radicals 
engaging in politics in the mid-1980s had little option but to join 
more conservative parties. 

Initially, these radical politicians used personal connections to 
join small independent political parties that formed the 
opposition in Parliament. Former radicals joined parties 
including the Palang Tham (Moral Force) Party, Muanchon (Mass) 
Party, Nao Na (Progressive) Party, Prachachon (People’s) Party, 
and the Ekkaphap (Solidarity) Party. The ideology of these small 
parties was typically fuzzy. This allowed the radicals to maintain 
their own political identities as proponents of radical change. 
These parties, however, were too small to create any meaningful 
pressure for change. This led radical politicians to hop from 
party to party in hopes of gaining influence.532  

An example was Chaturon Chaisaeng, who had worked as 
editor of a political magazine for the CPT. On leaving the forest 
he studied economics in the United States, returning in 1985 to 
run for election. He won a seat in Parliament under the banner 
of the Prachathipat (Democrat) Party, but found he had little 
influence. He soon left to start up the Prachachon (People’s) 
Party, but it failed to attract followers. Chaturon then joined the 
ruling Chart Thai (Thai Nation) Party hoping to influence the 
government through other former radicals working as advisors 
to Prime Minister Chatichai Choonhavan.  

 
 
 
 

                                                                                                 
http://www.2519.net/autopage/show_page.php?t=4&s_id
=2&d_id=2 
532 For example: Chamni Sakdiset, a former Socialist Party 
secretary, along with fellow Ramkhamhaeng University 
radical Pinit Jarusombat and former NSCT secretary 
general Sutham Saengprathum joined the Kao Na Party. All 
three later joined the Ekaphap (Solidarity) Party in a 
coalition headed by Prime Minister Gen. Chatichai 
Choonhavan. Other radicals, such as Kriengkamol, were 
attracted to a liberal faction within the conservative 
Democrat (Prachathipat) Party. 
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Radicals in the uprising against military dominance 
 
In December 1991 ambitious military leaders unhappy with 

the growing power of civilian political parties overthrew the 
government of Prime Minister Chatichai. As political scientists 
Pasuk Phongpaichit and Sungsidh Piriyarangsan explained: 

“The military, which has been involved in time-
honored forms of corruption, is unhappy  
about the intrusion of new power groups, 
which may be getting better access and using 
better techniques to garner the revenue from 
corruption…By permitting the new power 
groups to have access to corruption money, the 
military believe they will eventually lose control 
over the political process. The new power 
groups will have a free hand to build up 
political parties and will be able to use party 
organizations and mass support to suppress the 
military and the old order.”533 

 
When the military sought to have the army commander 

appointed as an unelected prime minister after elections in 1992 
mass protests erupted. Those protests gave dormant activists an 
opportunity to return to confrontational politics. Radical-led 
NGOs provided logistical and organizational capability for the 
protests. Radicals joined the committee leading the 
demonstrations 

Thida saw the anti-military protests as a renewal of the 
protests against the military abuses of the 1970s. “The people’s 
struggle in 1992 was a fight that continued the October 6 
struggle and brought in the urban middle and lower classes along 
with political parties and some social networks of amart 
(privileged elite),”534 she wrote later. Although the protests 
against the military attracted many former Communists, it was a 
broad coalition that included activists more committed to 
freedom and democracy than to Marx.  

                                                           
533 Pasuk and Sungsidh, p. 16-17. 
534 Thida Tavornset, Ruam Bot Kwaam (Collected Essays) 
(รวมบทความ), Publications  Office of the UDD, 2012, p. 166, 

translated by the authors 



 

317 

Protests sprang up in Bangkok and 30 other provinces. The 
military leadership called in troops to stop them, igniting clashes 
in Bangkok. The troops opened fire on the crowd and the 
violence escalated. The army leader declared martial law. The 
violence ended when, as in 1973, King Bhumibol Adulyadej 
stepped in to call on both sides to halt their actions. An interim 
government sacked the Army commander, dissolved Parliament 
and announced new elections.  

The outcome was seen as a victory for democracy over 
military dictatorship. The radicals active in the protests gained 
some credit for that success. This helped erase the image of 
violent extremism and failure from their years with the CPT and 
enabled them to take on a new image as fighters for 
democracy.535 Radicals interested in politics found new doors 
open and sought allies to make stronger moves for social and 
political change. Those in academia resumed writing about 
political development. Those in NGOs, however, became more 
aggressive in redressing the grievances of the rural poor. Those 
interested in party politics gained greater influence. For all the 
radicals, the 1992 success created the image that the achievement 
of democracy was their key objective. 

For the radical thinkers who looked to politics as the path to 
radical change, the lesson was clear. There was no way to protect 
the poor without gaining control of the state apparatus. With 
armed revolution no longer a viable option, it would be 
necessary to organize nationally with the funding, allies and 
policies to challenge the existing political parties for power. 
Others, however, remained distrustful of political parties and 
national policies as mechanisms helpful to the poor. They 
continued their emphasis on local issues, village wisdom and 
campaigns for specific state concessions to local demands. Self-

                                                           
535 Kanokrat Lertchoosakul’s excellent thesis, The Rise of 
the Octobrists: Power and Conflict among Former Left 
Wing Student Activists in Contemporary Thai Politics for 
the London School of Economics, September 2012, 
provides a detailed account of the transformation of the 
image of the radicals of October 1973 and 1976. She shows 
how these Octobrist radicals not only moved away from 
the radical Maoist thinking of the CPT, but managed to 
revise popular perceptions of history to show themselves 
in a more liberal and democratic light. 
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sufficiency and community action were to be preferred over the 
complexities, compromises and corruption of national politics. 
Over the next two decades, this split in radical thinking was to 
have dark consequences for the radical movement and for the 
country.  

Those seeking power through electoral politics, found a 
vehicle in a new party founded by billionaire telecommunications 
tycoon Thaksin Shinawatra. Former radical activists such as 
Thida, Prommin, Jaran and Chaturon helped Thaksin develop 
the pro-poor policies536 and grass-roots organization that helped 
Thaksin to sweep to election victories in 2001 and 2005. When 
Thaksin faced opposition from military-backed royalists they 
revived the old radical complaints of sakdina class privilege, 
capitalist abuse, and inequality to counter them. They used some 
of the CPT’s organizational methods, including political 
‘schools,’ united front organizations and ‘little red books’ to 
build support. 

Many of the radicals working in labor unions and NGOs 
became alarmed at Thaksin’s political dominance. They joined in 
rather bizarre common cause with royalists, the military and the 
urban elite in what became a decade of violent political conflict 
2004-2014. Some, including state enterprise labor union leaders, 
doctors and NGO activists saw themselves as fighting for the 
interests of their organizations undermined by Thaksin’s power 
and policies. Others focused on Thaksin’s abuses of power, 
while seeming to overlook similar abuses by the military.  

Radical academic Thongchai Winichakul wrote that the 
former radicals siding with the royalists “considered the fight 
against Thaksin a battle against a dictatorship that was a proxy of 
global capitalism and its designs on Thailand.”537 They revived 
the radical ideals of democracy and anti-dictatorship to attack 
Thaksin and their former comrades supporting him. They 
seemed not to care that their allies in the fight were just as anti-
democratic and thoroughly authoritarian. 

                                                           
536 These included village loan funds, support for rural 
industry, agricultural loan forgiveness and universal 
government health care. 
537 Thongchai Winichakul, “Nationalism and the Radical 
Intelligentsia in Thailand” Third World Quarterly, Vol. 29, 
No. 3, 2008, p. 588 
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Faced with the violent urban actions of their former 
comrades backing the rightists, radicals such as Jaran, Thida and 
Weng used CPT-era tactics to organize rural farmers and urban 
workers in support of Thaksin. That support delivered repeated 
election victories to Thaksin’s proxies, but, despite heavy loss of 
life, failed to oust a government backed by the military in 2010. 
Success came only with elections the following year. Chaturong 
and other radicals won prominent government positions the new 
government and Thida, Jaran and Weng led the grass-roots 
organization behind that electoral success. The election victory, 
however, was not sufficient. The split among the radicals and the 
opposition of the conservatives led once again to political 
conflict that paralyzed the capital. The disruption and violence 
by conservative protesters along with clumsy actions by the 
government gave the military a pretext to seize power once again 
in 2014. 

The military takeover and the reassertion of hierarchical 
power has stifled open conflict. The military government 
repeatedly postponed promised elections and firmly suppressed 
political opposition. When elections do come, the outcome is 
likely to be carefully controlled by the military. So far, however, 
there is little sign that the return to authoritarian military 
government has helped the radicals overcome their differences. 
Although all have given up on communism and armed 
insurgency, little else is agreed.  

Beneath a grim surface calm, aspirations for progressive 
change in Thailand remain unfulfilled.  
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GLOSSARY OF THAI WORDS 
 

Arahant, a living Buddhist saint considered to have achieved 
enlightenment 

Amart, ruling class in the Thai social system of the 14th to 19th 
centuries. 

Anijjang, the Thai Buddhist term for the impermanence of all 
things 

Barami, accumulated merit from past good deeds. 

Bikkhus, male Buddhist monks. 

Bikkunis, female Buddhist monks.  

Chao paendin, king or, more literally, lord of the land. 

Chit wang, a mind freed from the delusions of self through 
meditation and by living a selfless life helping others  

Dhammaraja, righteous ruler who governs according to the 
teachings of the Buddha.  

Deva-raja, the Hindu concept of the god-king. 

Gin muang, the practice of an official appropriating a portion of 
taxes or other payments to the state for his own use. It can 
be literally translated as “eating the city.”  

Gung sakdina gung muangkun, phrase used by the Communist Party 
of Thailand to analyze the state of Thai society in the mid-
20th century, meaning “semi-feudal, semi-colonial.” It was a 
phrase and an analysis disputed by other Thai radicals  

 Hia, literally, a water monitor lizard, but often used as a term of 
insult  

Karn patiwat, revolution 

Kiles, the Buddhist term for greed and attachment 

Klonpaet, a classical Thai poetic form that has eight-syllable lines 

Lukthung, country music, literally “son of the field” music. It 
developed in the middle of the 20th century and is now 
known for its elaborate stage shows and rhinestone-covered 
costumes 
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Maw lum, popular Lao folk music of the northeast characterized 
by rapid, rhythmic vocals and a funk feel to the percussion. 
The main singer is accompanied by a northeastern bamboo 
wind instrument called the khaen  

Muang, cities and towns that forms part of the word for politics–
karnmuang. 

Munnai, royal officials.  

Munithi, non-profit foundation 

Na, rice field. 

Nakleng, this term has various and ambiguous connotations. It 
can be translated as tough guy, thug and gangster, but these 
translations fail to connote the aura of manliness, risk-
taking, loyalty and decisiveness of the Thai term. A nakleng is 
typically seen as one who is loyal to his leader, kind to his 
friends and cruel to his enemies. A nakleng is expected to be 
willing to use force and violence and ignore the law, but 
whose actions maintain a certain kind of order in the village 
and uphold the authority of the village leaders. 

Nakrien nawk, Thai students who have studied abroad. 

Paw Khun, ancient Thai term for the king, meaning father-ruler. 

Phrai, common citizen under the traditional sakdina system. Phrai 
were under the control of a lord or royal official and owed 
that lord allegiance and labor. Phrai could be of three types: 
phrai luang were controlled directly by the king and were 
obligated to work three to six months a year; phrai som were 
controlled by the royal officials in charge of the area where 
they lived and could negotiate the specific terms of their 
service; phrai suai were those who could pay in cash or goods 
to exempt themselves from their labor obligations. 

Phum panya, village level local wisdom, including folk knowledge 
of medicinal herbs, natural farming techniques, water 
management and forestry.  

Phumibun, literally a man of merit, often used to describe a 
charismatic leader of millennial uprisings against central 
authority. 

Phuyaiban, village headman. 
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Rai, a measure of land area with 2.5 rai equal to one acre. 

Rajasap, royal language derived from the Khmer language and 
incorporated into Thai royal practice after the capture of 
thousands of Khmer priests, officials and artists in the 14th 
century. 

Sahaphap, union, including a labor union: sahaphap raenggnan 

Sakdina, a system of hierarchal ranking for people in Thai 
kingdoms, particularly from the 14th to 19th centuries. The 
sakdina system provided for privileges and obligations based 
on the rankings of individuals in the system. Also used to 
refer to the values and attitudes of that period even after the 
ranking system was discarded. 

Samakhom, association  

Samaneri, Buddhist novices, temple boys 

Samosorn, club 

Samatcha, assembly 

Sangha, the Buddhist clergy 

Thammayut Nikaya, a reformist sect of Buddhism founded by 
King Mongkut that seeks to return to the original beliefs and 
practices taught by the Buddha. Some members of this sect 
say they want to practice their religion without the accretions 
of animism, superstition and Hindu ritual that have been 
absorbed into Thai Buddhism. Others, however, include 
these elements in their religious practices. 

Uparat, –a powerful figure in the traditional Thai system of 
monarchy often consider a “second king” and likely 
successor to the primary king. 
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