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In 1965, the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) took up arms against Thai security 

forces. The Thai response to the insurgency was uneven. A 1968 article for Foreign 

Affairs reflected contemporary concerns: “Northeast Thailand: Tomorrow’s Vietnam?” 

Questions arose whether the Thai government was quelling the uprising or fueling the 

grievances that supported the insurgency. This case study examines the Royal Thai 

Government’s successful suppression of the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT), 

including activities in 1978-1980 and the political policies announced in 1980 that 

reduced the CPT’s strength and diminished its appeal to the populace. This review will 

examine the security situation and the political landscape of Thailand from 1965 to 1985 

to test the thesis that the political astuteness of the “semi-democratic” military regime in 

power from 1977 until 1988 bears the greatest responsibility for the successful 

elimination of the Communist Party of Thailand as a viable threat. The key to the 

success of this counterinsurgency strategy lay in the political formulae the Thai regime 

employed for a “political offensive.”   

 

 

 

 



 



 

 
 

Reappraising Thailand’s Counterinsurgency, 1965-1985 

Numerous strategic thinkers have commented on the likely increase in the years 

ahead of so-called “limited war” or what Colin Gray has dubbed “small wars or other 

savage violence,”1 in contrast to wars characterized by the classic massing of troops 

and technological firepower to gain superiority over a well-defined opposing force. As 

isolated groups such as tribes, ethnic minorities or others with sub-national identities 

continue to prosecute “small wars” – sometimes as civil wars, oftentimes across ill-

defined and porous national borders – these events will further challenge traditional 

theories about counterinsurgency (COIN) shared by the international community.2 As 

Professor Colin S. Gray put it, we must “adapt COIN…to new contexts.”3 This review of 

the Thai experience with a communist insurgency over a two-decade period some fifty 

years ago seeks to re-examine some of the common assumptions behind analyses of 

that counterinsurgency success. Through a fresh look at the mix of solutions chosen, 

we may be able to see more clearly the dynamic political adaptations taken by a few 

Thai leaders.    

 In the 1960s, as the Vietnam war grew in strategic importance for the United 

States as a frontline engagement with communist aggression, the status of communist 

insurgencies in the neighboring states of Cambodia, Laos and Thailand took on 

increasing importance. Due to Geneva Convention commitments regarding neutrality, 

among these three countries only Thailand could directly and openly provide bases of 

operations for the U.S. in the larger Indochina conflict. However, Thailand was also 

home to a growing insurgency supported by China and with logistics bases located in 

Laos and Cambodia. By 1965, the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) had taken up 

arms against Thai security forces in the North and Northeast. U.S. advisors had been 
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advising Thai counterparts on responses to communist subversion at least since 1962,4  

and United States Ambassador Graham Martin consolidated U.S. bilateral assistance in 

counterinsurgency efforts in 1964.5 It was already apparent that the Thai response to 

the insurgency was uneven; moreover, the U.S. official who had retired from his position 

coordinating counterinsurgency publicly stated that “a more concerted effort against the 

Communist Terrorists” was still not evident as late as 1974.6 

 Thailand scholar John Girling best captured the urgency of the problem when he 

wrote an article for Foreign Affairs in 1968 entitled “Northeast Thailand: Tomorrow’s 

Vietnam?”7 Other Indochina scholars concerned about the nature of the growing 

insurgency and whether the Thai government was quelling the uprising or fueling the 

grievances that supported the insurgency, urged a more comprehensive assessment of 

the political situation8 and the need for more appropriate economic analyses to correct 

“existing inequalities” through better targeted development programs.9  

 The case of the successful suppression of the Communist Party of Thailand 

(CPT) has been the subject of a number of books and journal articles as well as several 

theses. Outside of analyses focused solely on the CPT, many studies attempt to unravel 

the complex internal politics of Bangkok elites in the tumultuous 1970s, a period during 

which there were three coups d’etat and nine prime ministers; this is the primary 

narrative, against which the fate of the CPT is either an issue in deciding power politics 

or a side-show. These studies have generally pointed to political policies the Prime 

Minister’s office publicly announced in 1980 as an important element in reducing the 

CPT’s strength and diminishing its appeal to the populace, especially disaffected 

minorities. However, most commentaries point to other internal and external factors as 
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having equal or greater weight in the break-up of the CPT. These include the purported 

reduction in aid to the CPT by China and the CPT’s internal crises.  

 This review will examine the political landscape of Thailand from 1965 to 1985 to 

test the thesis that the political astuteness of the “semi-democratic” military regime in 

power from 1977 until 1988, and particularly the internally developed counterinsurgency 

strategy first fully implemented in 1978, bears the greatest responsibility for the 

successful elimination of the Communist Party of Thailand as a viable threat to the 

government. The key to the success of this counterinsurgency strategy lay not in its 

military elements – though these were clearly present – but in the political formulae for 

resolution adduced from the acute situation faced by Thai officials, who acted on their 

own without appreciable outside influence or assistance.  

 This paper argues that, in the protracted situations of many insurgencies and 

some small wars, the host government can benefit not only from its own cultural 

understanding of a conflict situation but also from a careful examination of the political 

and economic aspects of the conflict. Armed intervention by a government’s police (and 

sometimes military) forces is needed to confront internal armed insurrection; 

nonetheless, greater care should be taken by a government confronted by an 

insurgency to include appropriate civilian solutions addressing governmental legitimacy 

and related distributive political and economic issues. The paper also considers the 

presence or absence of external military assistance to better understand if the absence 

of this potential inducement to rapid military action may be significant. While the Thai 

government that put in place the new counterinsurgency policy was installed by the 

military, the paper argues that the government’s “semi-democratic” credentials based on 
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a newly passed constitution meant to better regulate the civil-military relationship and its 

reliance on civilian policy-making and implementation of its political counterinsurgency 

plan are the more decisive factors. This re-examination of the Thai case attempts to put 

into greater relief the success of a legitimate government’s politically-oriented 

counterinsurgency strategy.      

 The royal Thai government’s counterinsurgency campaign against the 

Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) in 1965-1985 was marked by uneven application of 

government policies and inappropriate conventional military responses during most of 

the first fifteen years of the conflict. And yet, by 1985 the CPT proved no longer to be a 

direct threat to security or stability. Some analysts credit the dissolution of the CPT to a 

largely indifferent Thai populace or the changing geopolitical stakes with China, which 

nominally withdrew support10 for the CPT after Vietnam’s invasion of Cambodia and 

China’s temporary alliance with Thailand. But close examination of the Thai 

government’s counterinsurgency approach points to the successful application of 

political strategies as part of a larger governance plan that gave paramount status to 

internal economic development and intensified integration with the world economic, 

financial and commercial systems. Whether the economic plan was adequately 

inclusive of labor and Thailand’s large rural population or whether political changes 

were truly democratic, the fact is the overall plan was sufficiently oriented toward the 

needs of the Thai population that the predominantly political plan countered the appeal 

of a large armed faction ensconced among the populace in a “people’s war.”   

The Analytical Context 

 Many before have noted that insurgents exhibit their violent behavior because of 

certain “fighting points” or provocations to arms: they lack a voice in running their own 
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affairs (either through direct participation in governance or, alternatively, as autonomous 

bodies); they cannot advance themselves (economic development); there is no 

semblance of arbitration or accountability (justice); and basic safety needs are unmet 

(security). In addition, many modern conflicts have their genesis in issues of cultural 

identity, what Kaufman has called the “symbolic politics trap,” so named because the 

highly violent ethnic or religious identity chauvinism unleashed to start a conflict may not 

be subject to mitigation later to inculcate more moderate views, thus leading to 

predictable outcomes: perpetual conflict or military victory often followed by genocide.11 

These “cultural narratives” (Ross calls them the “collective memories of contesting 

parties”12) are often an essential part of a conflict  

When trying to mitigate the elements that lead to conflict, it is not necessarily the 

case that all of these elements need to be addressed in some definitive fashion to cool 

the flames of violent discord. The ability to understand a conflict as if it were like white 

light dispersed through a prism spectrum, with many gradations across some of the key 

desiderata – voice, justice, economic and physical security – is central to finding means 

to restrain, contain or resolve the conflict. There is no single answer to COIN 

effectiveness, which always must be tailored to the facts on the ground.13 For example, 

Raphael Cohen argues that winning “hearts and minds” may not be as significant an 

element of counterinsurgency as previously thought.14 While gaining a foothold among 

the local population and recruiting local forces may still be key elements to any 

successful counterinsurgency,15 it remains an open question that one must have 

greatest control of the population or make a counterinsurgency a “population-centric”16 

endeavor. In short, COIN solutions can be numerous, provided that the host 
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government is prepared to weigh the costs and benefits of the courses of action 

available to them, and keeping in mind certain red lines in international norms.  

A political understanding of the conflict situation and deep local knowledge among the 

host government’s police, civil administration and military are central to effective COIN.17 

These should be considered prerequisites as the host government begins to grapple 

with an insurgency.  

An empirical example of a positive host nation approach to internal conflict is the 

royal Thai government’s (RTG) response to the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT).18 

The RTG military performed abysmally on its far northern frontier with Laos and Burma 

in the late 1960s, sowing the seeds of ethnic conflict for a generation. But over the next 

decade, RTG security officials chose to “treat the insurgency as a civil-police matter, 

rather than a military problem” in a “total effort” that was “Thai-inspired, supported and 

administered.” In a multi-pronged security/development/administration program the Thai 

were able to eliminate the CPT as a threat by the early 1980s.19  

This case study demonstrates that host nations can develop unique answers to 

their specific problems, given the internal political will and acknowledgement from 

outside partners that a nuanced understanding of an insurgency and a carefully 

orchestrated COIN response – on both the policy and operational sides – will be the 

most productive one.   

The Example from Thailand: Counterinsurgency, 1965-1985 

 The experience of the Royal Thai Government in bringing an end to armed 

insurrection by the Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) demonstrates a government’s 

ability to take stock of an insurgency and develop an understanding that adapts the 

universal template of “insurgency” as conceived by theorists over the last half century. 
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Initially, the Royal Thai Army leadership applied military force in an attempt to quash 

CPT insurgents, but then learned from its mistakes and sought new approaches. 

Thailand’s about-face, away from a strategy relying on a main-force military effort and 

toward a more flexible counter-insurgency strategy, was deeply rooted in an analysis of 

the political, social and economic dimensions of that insurgency and the Thai 

leadership’s (military and monarchy) perceptions of legitimate rule.  

 Although characterized by limited urgent and focused development efforts such 

as the Accelerated Rural Development (ARD) program to build infrastructure,20 the Thai 

government’s main counterinsurgency effort began in 1965 as a rigid strategy of “search 

and destroy.” This was a full frontal military assault by means of artillery and air raids on 

small armed CPT bands. At the time, the RTG faced a force with no more than 300-500 

armed communist fighters; Thai military leaders assessed that it would take just six 

months to defeat the insurgency.21 However, a number of missteps, both in military 

operations and through actions by corrupt members of the civilian bureaucracy, 

exacerbated the political situation. With the consequent growth in numbers of insurgents 

and their popular support, it became clear to some key Thai counter-insurgency officials 

as early as 1967 that the government response was “unsatisfactory.”22 A number of U.S. 

officials also viewed the Thai response as weak and ineffectual,23 and one argued for 

greater emphasis on police efforts, more cross-fertilization of ideas and U.S. personnel 

from “Vietnam pacification policy and programs,” and reduced Thai expenditures on 

“economic and social projects.”24 By 1968 a separate official U.S. report concluded the 

massive traditional military campaigns in the North and Northeast were 

“counterproductive.”25 
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 Thai military leaders would not begin transformation to a more comprehensive 

counterinsurgency campaign in earnest until 1973-1974, and then only in parts of the 

country where regional military commanders were willing to take risks to increase the 

social and political emphases of their operations (in opposition to the largest group of 

Thai military leaders who were committed to eradicating the CPT by search-and-destroy 

methods learned during their service in Vietnam26). A fully politicized counterinsurgency 

campaign did not become public policy until 1980. This account reviews the evolution of 

the strategy to the more successful approach that eventually brought thousands of CPT 

fighters off of the battlefield to mark the end of the insurgency. 

The Communist Threat 

 Our understanding of the Communist Party of Thailand comes from the writings 

of a small sampling of its members, of whom only a minority remained stalwart party 

supporters. In addition to the problems of gaining an accurate historical record from 

disillusioned defectors, there is the challenge of overcoming layers of secrecy the CPT 

employed to protect its people and operations. (For most of its history the party has 

been banned, first by a 1933 Anti-Communist Law and then by subsequent anti-

communism suppression measures.) Former CPT member Gawin Chutima makes clear 

that he didn’t want to incriminate members in a paper published in 1990.27 CPT member 

Wirat Anghathawon penned the most cited CPT ideological history in 1978, published 

15 years later as “An Internal History of the Communist Party of Thailand.”28     

 By all accounts, the CPT (originally called the Thai Communist Party from its 

foundation in 1942 until the 1952 Second Congress) and predecessor communist 

organizations were heavily influenced from abroad. Original communist groups in the 

1920s appeared to center around Chinese and Vietnamese migrant communities, 
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primarily in Bangkok.29 Ho Chi Minh reportedly worked to bolster the Communist Youth 

of Siam in 1929-1931.30 In addition to the Communist Party of Siam (CPS) – which 

folded in the mid-1930s – there was the Chinese Communist Party of Thailand (CCPT). 

The latter was estimated to have a membership 20 times the 200 members of the CPT, 

but with the victory of the Chinese revolution in 1949, many CCPT leaders returned to 

mainland China and the single CPT party emerged.31 Nonetheless, the Chinese and 

Vietnamese influences remained even among Thai citizens who were predominantly of 

Chinese or Vietnamese ethnic extraction32 and by the late 1950s, the CPT was firmly 

aligned with the Chinese Communist Party. CPT leadership made journeys to Beijing 

and studied at the Marxism-Leninism Institute in China.33 “We were influenced from the 

east, by the revolutions in China and Vietnam,” wrote Wirat Anghathawon.34 

 The Marxist ideology of the CPT would lead it first to work among laborers, 

students and others in the cities after the end of the Japanese occupation, founding the 

Bangkok Labor Federation, publishing a newspaper (Mahachon or The Masses), and 

openly working in politics. This was during a brief period when accession to the United 

Nations required repeal of anti-communism measures. At the Second Party Congress in 

1952, the party would enunciate a policy of “armed struggle” but would not act seriously 

on this policy until the Phibun military regime once again banned communism and the 

Sarit regime dissolved parliament and detained suspected leftist politicians.35 It was 

during this stage that the party lost a faction led by Prasoet Supsunthorn (expelled as a 

“revisionist traitor”), who  believed in a more open “united front line” dedicated to 

peaceful democratic development, without resort to arms. (Prasoet would later join the 

Thai government’s counterinsurgency efforts as a leading political analyst who 
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understood the CPT’s weaknesses and advised on exploiting them by political means.) 

Even in the face of the openings offered by the 1973 democracy movement in Thailand, 

the CPT could not adapt.  As Gawin Chutima put it bluntly, “The October 14 uprising 

took the CPT by surprise.”36 

 During the late 1950s and early 1960s, the CPT moved back into the 

countryside, focused on recruiting among Thailand’s large rural population of peasant 

farmers, and developed a Maoist guerilla strategy. During this phase the increases to 

party rank and file boosted the overall ethnic Thai membership. In a discussion of CPT 

military strategy and tactics, Wirat Anghathawon quotes directly from Mao’s treatise On 

Guerilla Warfare, citing chapter and verse – “the enemy advances, we retreat; the 

enemy camps, we harass; the enemy tires, we attack…” – and advocating a “people’s 

war of a long-term nature.”37 The CPT developed “guerilla zones” and “base areas” in 

five areas: the northeast, north, central plains, middle south and deep south.38 Of these, 

the northeast was the most heavily manned and most strongly armed.  Additional 

support bases were located in Laos and Cambodia. In the south, a small band of Malay 

communists who had escaped from Malaya were believed to be in the area and 

providing limited support. 

 In August 1965, the first armed exchange between CPT fighters and government 

forces began a decade-long war in which over 4,500 purported communists and close 

to 10,000 RTG personnel were killed in over 9,500 violent incidents.39 

Response to the Communist Threat 

 With the establishment of the Communist Suppression Operations Command 

(CSOC) in early 1966, Deputy Prime Minister and Army Commander-in-Chief General 

Praphas Charusathira authorized a Civil-Police-Military (CPM) program that recognized 
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the need for coordinated action among multiple Thai government agencies to combat 

the CPT.40 The Thai leadership recognized the importance of addressing governance, 

economic development and effective administrative and police services as central to 

counterinsurgency.41 However, CSOC operations were not well received by area 

commanders out in the field42; these were “older soldiers” who “did not understand” the 

new concepts, according to the first Director of CSOC Operations and 

counterinsurgency policy architect, General Saiyud Kerdphol.43 In an official re-

evaluation of policy, the Army took over command of counterinsurgency operations from 

CSOC in October 196744 and directed them through regional army commanders at the 

Communist Suppression Operations Region (CSOR).45 As interviews with several key 

Thai military officers revealed, for the next several years “the dominant approach to 

solving the communist problem was through military means.”46 When civilians took over 

leadership of the Thai government in 1973, the government responded to complaints of 

the “harsh” CSOC47, by renaming it the Internal Security Operations Command (ISOC) 

in 1974.48 However, the military focus of the Thai operations did not change at that time; 

a Thai government ISOC center remains to this day.  

 The U.S. government offered direct assistance to Thailand to counter subversion 

from 1961 to 1970, after which the U.S. mission reverted to an emphasis on broader, 

less coordinated policies under the heading of “Development and Security.”49 The U.S. 

military presence at seven air bases and some other outposts established to prosecute 

the war in Vietnam (with 40,000-50,000 personnel in country at the peak)50, 51 was one 

among a number of complicating factors for the U.S.-Thai bilateral relationship which 

tended to dampen the voice of the U.S. in interactions on the counterinsurgency 
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campaign.52 In addition budget constraints introduced by a war-weary Congress limited 

direct aid programs. As the conflicts in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia came to a 

culmination in 1975, the U.S. was already in the process of moving bases elsewhere 

and would complete the move in July 1976 with the withdrawal from Thailand of the last 

of 27,000 troops and the simultaneous reduction in military assistance.53 While the 

evidence suggests many Thai wanted the U.S. to remain in some capacity as a 

guarantor of security,54 the civilian-led Thai government during this period was actively 

hedging its bets, recognizing the People’s Republic of China in 1975, and quickly 

establishing formal diplomatic relations.55 In the end, however, in the mid-1970s 

Thailand was not well endowed with powerful allies, nor inclined to participate in big-

power realignments. This was the period (1975-1976) when the Association of 

Southeast Nations agreed on a Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, to include non-

interference and internal and external security provisions. The international arena 

offered more challenges than opportunities to Thai leaders, especially as the Second 

Indochina War came to an end. The United States would have little security assistance 

to offer Thailand, at least until Vietnamese troops arrived at Thailand’s border in 1979.56  

 The Thai domestic political landscape during the period 1965-1985 saw 

unprecedented changes, just as the social and economic spheres underwent significant 

upheaval. Simultaneous changes in the military culture would converge during these 

tumultuous times to stimulate a radical departure from the previously adopted search-

and-destroy counterinsurgency doctrine.  

 In addition to showing exceptional GDP growth averaging some 7.6 percent over 

a 36-year period (1961-1996),57 Thailand’s student populations grew dramatically58 and 
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urban centers were drawing greater migration from rural agricultural areas as 

manufacturing increased.59 Of note, in the period 1954-1969 agricultural development in 

the Northeast had markedly expanded but most of the benefits fell to middle-men in the 

“metropolis” not to the farmers in the “producing area.”60 

 Up through 1985, with the exception of a brief post-World War II period and 

1973-1976, the military in Thailand was a “preeminent political force”61 dominating the 

political process from the time it established the constitutional monarchy via a coup 

d’etat in 1932. Together with bureaucratic elites from the well-entrenched Thai civil 

service, the military directed national policy and programs during the two decades, 

1965-1985. However, starting in 1980, the consensus-driven leadership of a coup-

emplaced Prime Minister General Prem Tinsulanonda allowed “semi-democratic 

patterns of rule”62 to emerge and grow to a point where increased civilian control of the 

government could gain a precarious foothold. 

 In addition to military and bureaucratic elites, the Thai monarchy (King Bhumibol 

Adulyadej) gave the central government a moral legitimacy and the hierarchy of 

Buddhist monks (the sangha) continued to influence social mores and cultural norms of 

group cohesion and consensus.63 Just as influential on the Thai polity were traditions of 

a generally free press and independent judiciary, which helped to stabilize the systems 

of governance.64 Thai society was undergoing substantial social change in the 1965-

1985 period65 and all organizations – including the military and the CPT – experienced 

difficulties adapting to the rapidly changing needs of urban and rural populations.66  

 Against this backdrop, the Thai military itself underwent a major transformation, 

through the rise of a group of internal change agents dubbed the “Young Turks” and 
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also through the quiet advocacy of a smaller group of “Democratic Soldiers.”67 The 

Young Turks – formally called the Young Military Officers Group – were intent on 

reforming the military leadership by insisting on greater probity and more accountability 

among coup leaders then in power. This group of some 18 battalion commanders in 

197768 grew to more than 50 military professionals in 1981.69 Their white papers and 

other activities to emphasize key issues such as equity for the small-hold farmer and 

improved national development policies translated into a wider governmental policy for 

a more equitable society. One significant contribution of the Young Turks would be their 

rallying of the troops to back the removal of General Thanin Kraivichien – infamous for 

his heavy-handed anti-communist suppression tactics70 – and his replacement with 

General Kriangsak Chomanan in October 1977.71 In February 1980, the Young Military 

Officers Group would withdraw support from General Kriangsak in favor of General 

Prem, who became the new Prime Minister.72 The Young Turks considered Prem to be 

the best man to “respect the needs of the people,” as a later informal manifesto would 

state.73 

 But a decade earlier, the kingdom was reeling in turmoil and the military had 

been taking a conservative, hard-line anti-communist stance. By 1969 the government 

had declared 34 of 71 provinces as “communist-infested” areas. In the preceding 

period, 1965-1969, some 2000 armed clashes occurred between CPT fighters and 

government forces. Whereas there were a reported 6500 armed fighters in the 

communist Thai People’s Liberation Army in 1973,74 by 1979 estimates put the number 

of communist insurgents at anywhere between 10,000 and 15,000.75, 76 One of the 

contributing factors to the substantial increase in CPT fighters was the military coup and 
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simultaneous violent crack-down on Bangkok student activists on October 6, 1976. As 

one knowledgeable military observer put it in 1978, “the infusion of several thousand 

students and activists following the military coup of 1976 has gone far to fulfill a 

longstanding need [of the CPT] to fill key organizational posts. The immediate effect of 

this strengthening of communist infrastructure has been the beginning of political 

infiltration and subversion in several new [geographic] areas.”77 

  General Prem had worked with ISOC to bring a more balanced counter-

insurgency strategy to Thailand’s Northeast when Prem commanded Army Region 2 

from headquarters in Nakhon Ratchasima in 1974-1977. He would be the champion for 

an entirely new counterinsurgency strategy most strongly advocated by the officers 

known as the Democratic Soldiers group. According to reports, the decisive moment for 

change occurred in September, 1978, when Thai military leaders met in secret to review 

the current counterinsurgency strategy. As one account put it, the leadership concluded 

“a military campaign only aggravated the basic problems that fueled the insurgency.”78  

 Over the next few years, reform came to military counterinsurgency operations in 

the form of a “political offensive” strategy that relied on infrastructure projects and 

economic development for the largely rural communities under CPT sway, along with 

more representative governance systems and anti-corruption efforts. One such effort 

was called the Development and Self-Defense Volunteer Program (known as “Aw Paw 

Paw” – or APP – by its Thai acronym). The aim of the APP Program was to help rural 

villagers “better themselves socially, politically and economically” and also to provide 

them “the training and the capability to defend their own communities.”79 According to 

General Saiyud Kerdphol, the main proponent of Aw Paw Paw, the program went far to 
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bring the villagers back into the government fold, particularly when it was recognized 

that there was a “need to arm the villagers who have shown they are prepared to 

defend themselves against the communists.”80 During the period 1975-1985 a total of 

6,960 villages benefited from APP or similar programs.81  

 A number of scholars and participants have outlined the Thai response to the 

CPT in the 1978-1985 period when General Prem was first Commander-in-Chief and 

then Prime Minister. As the last U.S. counterinsurgency advisor to the RTG had put it, 

“the Thai doctrine…tried to avoid some of the mistakes and pitfalls of earlier 

counterinsurgency efforts, emphasizing the point that the support of the people is the 

true target for both sides…”82 General Prem would advance the Thai doctrine as no 

others had before him.  

 In addition to refocusing energies on making deeper administrative and 

programmatic connections to the Thai people in CPT areas, the Thai government in the 

late 1970s was fortunate to have a respected king who understood that he could reach 

his people through his own set of values and traditions. As biographer Paul Handley 

observed, King Bhumibol had become “a sovereign of unmatchable virtue and sagacity” 

who was “alone able to resolve the most intractable problems and disputes.”83 The king 

in the mid-1960s focused a great deal of his energy on the developmental needs of his 

subjects, especially in rural areas. King Bhumibol increased official appearances and 

audiences by himself and Queen Sirikit from 341 in 1965 to 553 in 1969.84 He traveled 

to rural areas and demonstrated a keen interest in the best, most productive farming 

techniques;85 more importantly he was seen to be constantly among his people and 

concerned about their challenges with irrigation or animal husbandry, just as he 
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expressed concern for his subjects’ political rights and access to justice.86 CPT attempts 

to use propaganda against the king – trying to link him with the October 6, 1976, student 

massacre at elite Thammasat University or as an ally of extreme rightists – proved to be 

counterproductive.87 As one Thai scholar has observed, King Bhumibol brought to life 

“the traditional concept of Thai kingship” and adjusted that concept to “the requirements 

of his time.”88 Yet, Bhumibol’s “power derive[d] from his subjects’ appreciation of his 

personal vast reservoir of merit” as an exceptionally good king.89 A cursory review of the 

Thai monarch’s actions during the period of the communist threat brings one to the 

conclusion that, however “feudal” the monarchy may have been in its origins, an 

insurgency would have great difficulty countering his popular appeal or the monarchy’s 

symbolic value as a supporter of Thai national identity that had remained free of other 

nations’ imperial ambitions. 

 Finally, a significant feature of the successful Thai approach to 

counterinsurgency was the offer of amnesty to any member of the CPT who would 

defect. One assessment based on direct interviews with military leaders was that an 

offer of amnesty had assumed many who had joined the CPT were “not ideologically 

committed but were forced to do so by circumstances such as economic hardship or 

unfair treatment by government officials.”90 In the end, upon the public grant of amnesty 

to jailed students known as the “Bangkok 18” in September 1978, CPT members came 

out of the jungles in increasing numbers to a “forgiving reception.”91 From 572 defectors 

surrendering to authorities in 1978, the number grew to 1479 the next year, and to 1565 

in 1980. CPT regular forces declined even more rapidly during the same period, 

presumably because many dropped out of the CPT but did not report to authorities as 
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defectors: from a total of over 10,000 in 1979, CPT regular forces declined to 7900 in 

1981, to 4000 in 1982,92 and to “only 400-500” by mid-1987.93 The implementation of 

amnesty was not without its challenges. Among the more committed CPT members, 

Thai writer Seksarn Prasertkul was typical of those who did not abandon their jungle 

hideouts immediately. Seksarn had joined the movement as a student who fled 

Bangkok after the October 6, 1976, incident. It would take him two years after the first 

major amnesty announcement to decide to come in from his base in the Northeast.94 

This is evidence that the new Thai counterinsurgency policy had to demonstrate 

sincerity and commitment in order to prevail and win over CPT members.      

 In 1984, the Thai military declared that the war with the Communist Party of 

Thailand was over.95 Many veteran military counterinsurgency leaders warned of a 

potential relocation by the CPT to urban areas and their potential revival as a serious 

armed threat.96 This potential threat never materialized. 

 Only after the counterinsurgency had succeeded in seriously eroding the CPT did 

the Government Issue a direct edict announcing its stance, called the “Policy of Struggle 

to Defeat Communism.” In April 1980 Prime Minister Prem Tinsulanonda issued Prime 

Minister Order 66/2523, a wide-ranging document that stated “social justice must be 

eliminated at every level and malfeasance in the bureaucracy must be decisively 

prevented and suppressed.”97 In short, the document argued that “political means must 

prevail” to defeat the CPT.98 In addition, the prime minister’s order stated that it was a 

Royal Thai government policy to be “carried out by all government agencies.” For the 

first time in two decades the counterinsurgency role had been shifted away from the 

military as the primary COIN implementer. The concept of a “political offensive” was 
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alien to the older Thai military generation; it was left to the new rising leaders to 

promulgate this political concept.  

The Meaning of the Thai Case: A Reappraisal 

 The counterinsurgency against the Communist Party of Thailand draws out three 

main points: 

 1. Thai counterinsurgency planners paid attention to the local population and in 

that sense they had adapted population-centric approaches of counterinsurgency 

theory.  At the same time, the government did not give excessive emphasis to “winning 

hearts and minds,”99 as opposed to transforming the mode of government, reforming 

institutions, spurring economic growth and establishing a new social contract with the 

populace. 

 2. As General Saiyud summed up, “there was…a growing emphasis on the 

principle of putting political measures before military operations in tackling internal 

security problems;”100 and, 

 3. To promote “understanding amongst the Thai people” and to correct the 

“deficiencies in [Thai] society,” officials reminded themselves, as they put it, these were 

tasks “[we] must shoulder ourselves” through combined political and social activism. 

During much of the 1980s, the military would in fact turn toward an official internal 

development role (infrastructure construction and agricultural projects, for example) as 

part of this larger strategy.101  

  The Thai case is significant because a host government had first worked with 

international community advisors to prosecute what was then considered a traditional 

armed counterinsurgency campaign but met with failure. When that traditional approach 

did not work (and in fact proved to be counter-productive), a new rising Thai leadership 
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was agile enough to chart an alternative course, even as outside donors such as the 

United States withdrew substantial military aid. What is unique about the Thai 

arrangement is that it followed Thai culture and precepts in the “Thai way.”  

 A number of commentators have stated the reasons for the Thai government’s 

success against the CPT were the communist party’s own internal fractiousness or 

external factors, such as the shift in Thai-Chinese relations, which at the very least 

reduced the visible footprint of Chinese materiel supplies. However, it appears the 

Chinese continued with some support to the CPT102 and, furthermore, one reliable U.S. 

assessment states that “Chinese material and organization support was never large”103 

from the outset. Thai scholar Gawin Chutima, a former member of the CPT with 

extensive inside knowledge, noted many CPT members in the jungle viewed with favor 

the new policies of Prime Minister Prem’s government in 1980. While taking note of the 

internal party ideological differences and a changing international context, Gawin 

Chutima stated a major factor for CPT implosion was “the shift in the [Thai] 

government’s counter-insurgency policy, from an emphasis on military means to one on 

political means. The imposition of the Prime Minister’s order number 66/23 [sic], which 

gave an amnesty to communists who gave themselves up, opened an alternative for the 

intellectuals, peasants and others…enabling them to leave the jungle.104  

 The Communist Party of Thailand may indeed have lingered on to a certain 

extent, but the Thai government’s new approach was decisive in ending the insurgent 

movement. Because the government changed its strategy, Gawin Chutima assessed 

that there could be no “social revolution” (though stated explicitly that the party would 

remain in an unarmed status and try to become attractive to Thai society at some future 
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date as a revolutionary movement).105  Furthermore, Gawin Chutima makes clear how 

significant was the new government policy: “Many intellectuals admitted that if there had 

been no amnesty, they would not have left; feeling uncomfortable with the CPT was 

better than being arrested by another form of dictatorship.”106 

 It is easy in hindsight to say that the CPT’s own internal contradictions or the 

onset of a new transactional relationship between Thailand and China somehow led to 

the demise of the CPT insurgency in Thailand. But even scholars at the time were 

uncertain about what would happen next, with one prominent Thai political scientist and 

long-time observer of the CPT in 1984 questioning whether the “set-backs” encountered 

really “mark the beginning of the end of the CPT’s revolutionary strategy.”107 For Thai 

scholar Kanok Wongtrangan, the CPT could just as well have been “in a process of 

adapting its revolutionary strategy [for]…the progression of its national-democratic 

revolution in Thailand.”108 

 Spurred on by the reformist activism of the Young Turks and the Democratic 

Soldiers, elements of the Thai military during 1978-1980 and the government of Prime 

Minister Prem Tinsulanonda in April 1980 made a major policy overhaul to the 

counterinsurgency strategy based on careful analyses of the prevailing political 

situation. Aside from finally implementing policies in accordance with the long-held view 

that continued armed reaction to the insurgency was “counterproductive,” the 

government set in motion a political activist campaign of unusual proportions (for 

example, the initial Prime Ministerial order of April 1980 was followed by the Order of 

the Prime Minister’s Office No. 65/2525 “Plan for Political Offensive” in May 1982).109 By 

these policies, the Thai military assumed the role of “guardian of national security and 
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promoter of democracy and development” working closely with other government 

civilian agencies. While assuming a broader mission, the Thai army faced a new 

enemy: “a multi-dimensional challenge encompassing not only communism but also 

dictatorship, poverty and underdevelopment.”110  

 In the mid-1970s, the Thai communist insurgency was a growing phenomenon 

with the potential to harm Mainland Southeast Asian regional security and stability, and 

was still a matter for concern among Thai authorities until after the fall of the Berlin Wall. 

In hindsight, the insurgency’s boiling pot quickly settled down when the government 

applied the right measures. However, it was by no means evident at the time that the 

solution would indeed keep the pot from boiling over. We would do well not to dismiss 

the threat as Thai authorities saw it then, nor to underestimate the complexity of the 

domestic political situation in which the counterinsurgency was fought (e.g., the strength 

of those who wanted to continue military suppression operations). Finally, the absence 

of a steady stream of external military assistance may have helped settle on the right 

political solution. (That is not to say that most insurgencies won’t involve armed conflict; 

the Thai government consistently supported the readiness of its forces to combat armed 

CPT insurgents.)  

The Thai government’s adaptive methods in 1978-1988 may provide insights to 

countering insurgencies elsewhere or even to the current situation in southern Thailand, 

which involves a number of different additional challenges such as separatist 

sentiments and religious overtones.111 David Ucko and Robert Egnell note that as new 

insurgencies require “finer strategic thinking” it is imperative that policymakers have “an 

in-depth understanding of local context – its politics, structures, hopes, and 
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aspirations…” Ucko and Egnell add that this will in turn require “greater understanding 

and a more sincere interest – across the relevant arms of government – for the lands, 

people and context” in which counterinsurgencies might be waged.112 As the Thai case 

shows, these new levels of understanding, combined with the political will of the host 

nation, indeed can lead to a more productive approach to counterinsurgency. 
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