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PHOTO:  In hill areas of Chiangrai 
Province, northern Thailand, in 1987, 
the author uses Mandarin to speak to 
Yao tribesmen. Yao and Mandarin are 
related, which allows communication. 
Tribesmen had reported illegal log-
ging, which was hurting crop yields; 
the government was seeking to dis-
cern whether insurgents were using 
the activity to generate funds.  

all photos courtesy 
of the author

For students of war, historical cases relevant to the present 
United States counterinsurgency in Iraq are plentiful, though not always 

immediately obvious. The Vietnam War is a case in point. That conflict 
provides numerous lessons regarding counterinsurgency, but many of them 
have been overlooked because analysts typically study the war as if it were a 
purely local affair, occurring amidst a regional vacuum. They forget that the 
fighting in Vietnam was only part of a wider regional struggle encompass-
ing other national theaters of operation. Each of those theaters had its own 
unique character and distinct ways in which the United States was involved. 
Hence, each offers us a discrete set of lessons for today’s campaigns. The 
counterinsurgency in Thailand (roughly 1950-1983) was one such related 
but distinctive struggle. 

The Thai case is particularly relevant for us because it was, from start to 
finish, more akin to our 1955-65 advisory experience in Vietnam than to 
the main force employment era in the decade that followed (1965-73). Thus 
there is much that veterans of El Salvador, Colombia, Peru, Afghanistan, 
and Iraq would recognize. This is important, because the conventional side 
of the Vietnam War (depicted in such films as We Were Soldiers, Platoon, 
and Hamburger Hill) occurred only after earlier efforts to strengthen state 
capacity failed. By contrast, such efforts did not fail in Thailand, which makes 
the circumstances and nature of our involvement there such an important 
case study for serious students of counterinsurgency today. 

That said, the usual caveat, as we shall see, is perhaps even more the 
case here. Every insurgency has its unique elements, none more so than 
Thailand’s. In the end, peculiarly “Thai” factors drove events, but the abil-
ity of the counterinsurgency (with or without American input) to operate 
successfully within the distinctive parameters of Thai culture, even as the 
insurgents did not, offers particularly instructive lessons.1 

Constructing the Counterstate
As in other regional conflicts, the Thai conflict grew out of a Communist 

bid for power. In a challenge to the Royal Government, the Communist Party 
of Thailand (CPT) shed its pre-Second World War adherence to orthodox 
Marxist-Leninism, embraced Maoism, and adopted people’s war as its strat-
egy. From the outset, societal transformation was the CPT’s goal. Its strategy 
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was to negate the state’s greater mili-
tary power by mobilizing the people 
against it through the creation of a 
counterstate. Direct mobilization of a 
popular base and indirect mobilization 
through front organizations were to be 
the party’s main lines of operation. 
Violence would be but one tool among 
many in an armed political campaign 
designed to march steadily towards 
seizure of the capital, Bangkok. 

Tactically, the Communist Party 
used local guerrilla units (main forces 
were never formed) to challenge 
government control of certain areas. 
Operationally, the link between the 
party and the guerrillas was the clan-
destine infrastructure, the counterstate, 
rooted in CPT control of local areas 
that functioned as its bases for further 
expansion. To establish authority in 
such areas, the CPT employed terror. 
Recalcitrant villagers, or those whose 
community standing made them sym-
bols of government authority (e.g., 
village headmen and schoolteachers), 
were selectively targeted. 

Simultaneously, to attract and unify 
popular support, CPT political themes 
and propaganda concentrated on pro-
moting the perception that the party was the Thai 
people’s sole champion, its only effective means to 
address grievances. Hence the CPT concentrated its 
activity mainly in rural areas beset by poverty and 
politically estranged from the central government. 

Following  Maoist doctrine, the CPT began devel-
oping its counterstate in peripheral areas of the king-
dom, in the unincorporated space of what became 
three largely autonomous campaigns: the North, 
Northeast (Isaan), and South. Although Thailand is 
not especially large, neither is it small. Its 514,000 
square kilometers (198,500 square miles) and 28 
million people (in 1962) put it in the same league 
with a unified Vietnam (smaller in population than 
Vietnam, but larger in area). 

Northeast Thailand was especially susceptible to 
such revolutionary activities, due in part to economic, 
cultural, and political characteristics that distin-
guished it from other regions.2 It was the kingdom’s 

largest and most populous region, yet its poorest 
(thanks mainly to an ecology that limited agricultural 
and other forms of economic development). It was 
politically alienated from the central government 
because of its population’s Thai‑Lao ethnicity and 
culture. Thai-Lao personalities had dominated radi-
cal politics immediately after World War II, and the 
region’s delegates in Thailand’s military-dominated 
parliamentary system had incurred the ire of the 
ruling elite by supporting neutralist sentiments even 
as Thailand moved closer to the West.3 

Government repression allowed the CPT to tap 
the latent grievances already present owing to the 
Northeast’s economic and social predicament.4 To 
focus the resulting outburst, the CPT constructed 
its counterstate along standard Leninist lines. At 
the apex was a 7‑man Politburo, below it a 25‑man 
Central Committee. Central Committee members 
performed various staff functions, one of the most 
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important being supervision of the military appara-
tus and creation of a united front (as called for by 
Maoist doctrine). Committee members frequently 
served as heads of Communist Party provincial 
(changwat) committees, which oversaw CPT 
district (amphoe) committees that, in turn, guided 
“township” (tambol) and village (muban or ban) 
party structures.5

The resulting alternative government structure 
emerged as a serious clandestine challenge to state 
authority and legitimacy in outlying areas. Robert 
F. Zimmerman, a U.S. official with long experi-
ence in Thailand, observed the following about this 
quasi-government’s basic component, the village: 
“The party’s greatest strength…lies in its elaborate 
organization at the village level in those areas where 
Communist insurgents are strongly entrenched. An 
excellent illustration of this organization at its best 
is the infrastructure that existed in Ban Nakham vil-
lage, Ubon Ratchathani Province, in 1966. Although 
government Communist-suppression operations 
destroyed this infrastructure, there is little reason to 
doubt that it remains typical of communist practice 
in areas where the insurgents are in control. The Ban 
Nakham village organization was headed by a village 
committee consisting of a chairman, two assistant 
chairmen, and four other members, with one of the 
assistant chairmen and the four ordinary members 
responsible for directing the activities of eight spe-
cialized committees of 15‑30 members dealing with 
such matters as youth and military affairs, political 

propaganda, labor and business, women’s affairs, 
etc. This structure functioned within the village but 
was responsible to a ‘zone commander’ and two 
assistant commanders based in the jungle.

“Through this apparatus operating at the local 
level, the Communists have been able not only to 
recruit and motivate active adherents but also to 
mobilize sufficient popular support in the major 
insurgent areas to generate sources of manpower, 
food, shelter, and finances (in part through local 
tax levies), and to develop an effective intelligence 
network. They have also benefited from a certain 
amount of illicit ‘assistance’ in the form of accom-
modation or even bribes offered by government 
officials or by private construction firms engaged 
in building roads into the insurgent areas.”6

According to former CIA officer Ralph W. McGe-
hee, this infrastructure became quite extensive: 
“Using all the index cards and files, I wrote a final 
report. I prepared name lists of all cell members, 
including their aliases, by village. In this district the 
list contained the names of more than 500 persons. 
Those 500 persons did not appear anywhere in the 
Agency reporting at the time. The CIA estimated 
there were 2,500 to 4,000 Communists in all of 
Thailand. But our surveys showed the Communists 
probably had that many adherents in Sakorn Nakorn 
Province alone.”7

It appears, however, that in some ways McGehee 
and his superiors might have been comparing apples 
and oranges. The CIA’s 2,500‑4,000 figure seems 

to have been an estimate of 
armed guerrillas, while the 
500 individuals in McGe-
hee’s district were part of the 
mass base. When a village 
came under control of the 
CPT shadow government, its 
mobilization included pro-
viding manpower for a mili-
tia. Only the best members 
of this body joined the actual 
guerrillas in the CPT’s bases, 
located in inaccessible areas. 
In other words, by counting 
only the full-time guerrillas, 
the CIA overlooked the much 
larger number of individu-
als actually involved in the 

Captured photo of CPT combatants at a camp in the Thai south.  As was typical of 
the era, the insurgents sought to imitate the uniforms and symbols of the People’s 
Liberation Army of China.  
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movement. It is also important to note that, in con-
trast to the romantic Maoist vision promulgated by 
CPT literature, the guerrillas’ weapons and equip-
ment did not come from raids conducted against 
government forces, but from other Southeast Asian 
Communist sources.

With reliable sources of supply from abroad 
and recruiting made easy by repression at home, 
the CPT expanded steadily. By the early 1970s, 
a majority of the provinces in the kingdom had 
been classified as “infiltrated,” meaning some sort 
of CPT activity was present.8 Still, this activity 
remained confined mainly to areas outside the 
heartland, beyond the central plain that was the 
social, economic, and political center of Thailand. 
Penetration of urban centers of power on the central 
plain would occur later.

The State Responds
To counter the rising threat, the Thai government 

adopted a strategy directed against the combatants 
of the insurgent counterstate.9 This was an inap-
propriate response to the CPT challenge because 
it sought to suppress the opposition by brute force 
rather than attempting to assuage the popular dis-
content fueling the insurgency. In December 1965, 
the highest levels of the government ordered the 
formation of a Communist Suppression Operations 
Command (CSOC), later to become the Internal 
Security Operations Command (ISOC). Saiyud 
Kerdphol, a respected officer whose background 
included covert operations in Laos against Commu-
nist forces, was placed in charge of this new com-
mand. What the government had in mind, though, 
was not counterinsurgency, but better management 
of the counterguerrilla campaign. 

Saiyud later recounted, “The RTA [Royal Thai 
Army] then was run by ‘the old school,’ the 
pre‑World War II officers. They had tremendous 
difficulty understanding counterinsurgency, rebel-
lion, and the fundamental causes which fed revolt. 
Praphas [former Deputy Prime Minister and the 
muscle behind the government that ultimately fell in 
1973], for example, named CSOC the ‘suppression 
command.’ He could understand that the fight had to 
be coordinated—that’s why he set up CSOC—but 
he wasn’t talking about CPM [civil‑police‑military; 
essentially, the coordinated application of all 
resources to the insurgent problem, as done by the 

British to defeat the Communists in Malaya during 
the Emergency]. Some of the younger generation 
of officers, though, were more attuned to reality. 
Among them was Prem [later Prime Minister].

“We understood immediately that what we were 
dealing with was a political problem. We applied 
CPM to the problems of the Northeast, yet we knew 
more was needed than simply a response. Coordi-
nation is the key to winning, but all must look at 
the problem through the same eyes. You need a 
common blueprint on which to base the plan.

“Two things were obvious: there was nothing 
worse than to fight the wrong way, and the key is the 
people. We had to ask ourselves, why do the people 
have a problem, why are they taking up arms? We did 
a lot of mechanical things, such as setting up Village 
Defence Corps and special training centers through 
which we could run all regular companies. 

“The crucial point, though, more than numbers, 
is orientation. You have to keep analyzing a target 
area. You have to keep asking yourself, ‘What are 
the reasons for popular discontent? What are the 
problems?’ Figure out the solutions, then implement 
and coordinate.”10 

More or less disregarding his superiors, Saiyud 
began to organize CSOC for a genuine counterin-
surgency, one that would seek to get at the roots 

Saiyud Kerdphol talks with tribespeople in Pua, Nan Prov-
ince, northern Thailand, in May 1973. Civic action activi-
ties are being carried out in the background. Then a major 
general, Saiyud had attracted attention early in his career 
for his insights into insurgency and counterinsurgency.
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of the conflict. To clearly define the nature of the 
problems, he did two things immediately. First, he 
set up an intelligence analysis center with branches 
in the field. Copies of all government reports (and 
any other data that could be gathered up) were then 
fed into the intelligence system and analyzed with 
the aid of borrowed computer time—a novel meth-
odology for Thailand at the time. This weeded out 
typical bureaucratic misstatement and inaccuracy 
and expedited distribution of a definitive assess-
ment of various problems to pertinent agencies. 
Second, he established an extensive research and 
analysis branch under the brilliant and at times 
controversial scholar, Somchai Rakwijit. Under 
Rakwijit’s guidance, the branch soon produced 
comprehensive assessments based on sound data. 
Rather than relying on suspect reports passed from 
outlying regions through the official bureaucracy, he 
sent researchers into the field, often alone, to study 
insurgent‑infested areas.

Using the data generated by these systems, Saiyud 
developed a response that called for a mix of civil 
and military measures. His modus operandi consti-
tuted a textbook approach to classic counterinsur-
gency: identify the problem; move in with solutions, 
using the military to shield the effort; and send 
specially trained forces to seek out the guerrillas. 

Although Saiyud’s approach seemed logical, it 
encountered resistance. CSOC was at first given 
authority only over the small CPM task forces 
deployed to insurgent‑affected areas. In 1967, 
guided by a comprehensive intelligence network 
set up by Saiyud, the task forces began to show 
promise in uncovering and dealing with the CPT 
infrastructure. But when CSOC asked for more 
units, military opponents, jealously guarding their 
own turfs, demurred. Before long, authority over 
field units was transferred back to regional army 
commanders. 

Consequently, this first attempt at establishing a 
counterinsurgency program was rendered largely 
ineffective. Most commanders simply would 
not deploy their forces on what they viewed as a 
secondary mission. Instead, they concentrated on 
personal political and economic concerns. When 
actually called upon to move against insurgent 
forces, commanders did so in the traditional mili-
tary fashion most resented by local peoples: search 
and destroy. 

Nowhere was the ineffectiveness of the tradi-
tional approach more obvious than in the North. 
There, beginning in December 1967, a number 
of land quarrels between Hmong tribesmen and 
Thai in Chiangrai and Nan provinces exacerbated 
longstanding hill tribe versus lowlander tensions. 
The Thai government’s initial response was 
heavy‑handed and succeeded primarily in making 
more enemies. The security forces responded 
to ambushes with artillery and air strikes that 
destroyed villages and threw still more recruits to 
the insurgency. A flood of refugees ensued, devas-
tating the economy of a large area of the North.11 
Concerted attempts by more enlightened officials to 
adopt alternatives were brushed aside or enmeshed 
in red tape to ensure they were not resourced. 

Saiyud realized the inappropriateness of heavy-
handed suppression and fought to implement his 
CPM strategy, as detailed in a plan titled The 
Struggle for Thailand, Section II, A Solution for the 
North. His approach was initially rejected by key 
government officials—“body count” remained the 
order of the day. Not surprisingly, as the number 
of villages destroyed grew, so did the number of 
guerrillas. Some CPT propaganda sessions report-
edly involved as many as 200 armed guerrillas. 
Although its total strength in the North was still only 
an estimated 3,000 by 1973, the guerrilla movement 
managed to make life there extremely unsettled in 
many areas.12

This remained the general pattern of events for 
some time. While many Thai appeared to com-
prehend the socioeconomic nature of the North-
ern insurgency, the government’s wrongheaded 
response ensured the failure of its misdirected 
counterinsurgency efforts. 

An Alternative to Brute Force 
The root of the problem in the North was that 

the hill tribe people concerned, the Hmong, not 
being ethnically Thai, were treated as second‑class 
citizens. The government’s discriminatory racial 
attitudes, reflected by the average Thai soldier, fre-
quently translated into hostile acts against members 
of the population. The CPT took advantage of the 
hostility generated. 

Nevertheless, it is important to note that regardless 
of structural conditions, villager loyalty remained 
very much up for grabs during this period. Despite 
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the CPT’s efforts to paint itself as the people’s 
champion, communist ideology had limited popular 
appeal. In fact, setting aside the ham-fisted strategy 
employed by their rulers, most Thai preferred to 
side with the government and the status quo unless 
traumatized by specific grievances. 

Using “other war” means, Saiyud sought to 
exploit this Thai inclination to side with the gov-
ernment or to remain neutral, particularly in the 
Northeast, where the target population, although 
culturally distinct, was nonetheless regarded as 
within the “Thai” family. He and other like-minded 
officials pushed through programs to meet popular 
needs through regional development. 

Publicly, at least, Bangkok was under no illu-
sions concerning poor conditions in the coun-
tryside.13   During the early to mid‑1950s, before 
the outbreak of actual violence, the government 
had begun a number of development programs 
to address the conditions. By 1958, this approach 
had been broadened to include the first community 
development pilot projects; and in 1960, a National 
Community Development Program was put into 
effect, consolidating many of the already existing 
programs (which had been scattered among various 
departments). According to government literature, 

National Community Development was designed to 
bring about the partnership of the Royal Thai Gov-
ernment (RTG) and its people at the local level.14 It 
aimed “to encourage the people to exercise initiative 
to improve their communities and ways of living 
through cooperative efforts on the self‑help basis” 
and to “bring the coordinated support of the vari-
ous ministries concerned to assist the villagers in 
carrying out their projects.”15 By the end of 1961, 
at least on paper, most Northeastern villages were 
covered by the program, even, it should be noted, 
as repressive measures sent activists fleeing to the 
CPT for protection. 

While National Community Development was 
directed at villages throughout the kingdom, 
additional measures to deal specifically with the 
Northeast were also implemented. The overall 
effort was facilitated by the United States, which 
had established an economic aid mission to the 
kingdom in 1950. Much of the $300 million in 
planned expenditures was provided by Washing-
ton. The principal vehicle for American assistance 
in this field was the Accelerated Rural Develop-
ment (ARD) program. ARD created, trained, and 
equipped a local organization to plan, design, 
construct, and maintain rural roads and other small 

A staging point for small unit patrols in Nan Province, northern Thailand. Vehicles were used to move troops to jump-
off points and to push bulk supplies. Harsh terrain meant tedious foot patrolling under dangerous circumstances.



41Military Review  January-February 2007

T H A I  C O I N  V I C T O R Y

village projects. Provinces selected for ARD were 
those most in need of immediate developmental 
help. In practice, this meant those provinces threat-
ened by Communist insurgency as designated by the 
Thai National Security Council. Once a changwad 
was designated an “ARD province,” the governor’s 
staff and equipment were augmented. Simultane-
ously, the governor was authorized to implement 
village-level projects on his own.	

By 1969, the governors of the 24 ARD‑designated 
provinces—most of them in the Northeast—had 
progressed from having virtually no resources with 
which to mount any type of development program 
to having 250-member staffs, millions of dollars 
worth of equipment, and vastly increased budgets. 
The government had committed a cumulative total 
of $58,824,000 to the program, supplemented by 
$49,308,000 from the United States. How these 
funds were expended, it should be noted, reflected 
economic priorities. Road building and mainte-
nance were the dominant categories. Other ARD 
activities included mobile medical teams, district 
farmer groups (cooperatives), and youth and potable 
water programs.

Mixed Results of “Development”
In terms of achieving politico-military objectives 

to end the insurgency, ARD’s results in 1969 were 
mixed. Although physically and statistically there 
was a great deal of economic progress to show, the 
ultimate objective had been to “reduce, or even 
eliminate, insurgency through the development 
effort.”16 This had not happened. To the contrary, 
American and Thai evaluations consistently noted 
that ARD made no meaningful difference in the 
target population’s overall disposition toward 
the government even though the actual activities 
involved were generally appreciated.17 Even where 
the villagers’ lot improved demonstrably (e.g., per 
capita income increased), the rosy statistical picture 
often did not reflect the continuing realities of the 
poor security situation. 

Hence ARD failed to achieve a great deal toward 
realizing its objectives. This should not have been 
surprising, since the government had adopted a pre-
dominantly economic response to a fundamentally 
political problem. What should have been one sup-
porting element in an overall program became the 
main effort due to the government’s one-dimensional 

vision of “development” as panacea. The outcome 
was as predictable as it was ineffective. 

The Communist insurgents wanted to restructure 
the existing systems of social stratification and to 
redistribute political power by seizing the reins of 
the state. Because there were no peaceful means to 
employ—they had been officially frozen out of the 
system—violence became their principal instru-
ment. Noncommunist opponents of the existing 
order were similarly precluded from real participa-
tion. Their only choices were to sit on the sidelines 
or join the insurgents.

The solution to such a structural dilemma, then, 
should have been political reform. But this Bang-
kok could not see. Although political reform was 
mentioned as a goal, it was completely overshad-
owed by the program’s economic aspects, such as 
infrastructure development. The skewing of goals 
was reflected in ARD’s unsatisfactory results.

Role of the United States 
Ironically, both the “hard” military and “soft” 

development sides of the Thai approach were gener-
ally attributed to U.S. direction.18 Such a view was 
simplistic and misleading. Certainly U.S. influence 
was significant, but Thailand’s collaboration with the 
United States during this period was a marriage of 
convenience for both parties. It was driven by a shared 
security perspective whereby both states sought to 
maximize their gains. In fact, when the drawbacks 
of partnership came to overshadow the advantages, 
the Thai government asserted its independence and 
backed away from greater collaboration.

What was on display, amidst a context of Ameri-
can strategic dominance, was the Thai capacity for 
assessment and adaptation, as demonstrated by 
Saiyud. The Thai government’s approach matured 
in a manner that reflected peculiarly Thai charac-
teristics and concerns. 

In terms of grand strategy, the Thai sought two 
ends: national development and security, especially 
from external threats. 

National development proceeded along a path 
that emphasized economics. A thread of Ameri-
can thought asserted that Western‑style economic 
modernization would result in social and political 
“modernization,” the product being the maximiza-
tion of national potential for domestic peace.19 The 
Thai came to accept this formula. 
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Security demands were assessed as most pressing 
in the post-World War II world due to the perceived 
menace posed by Chinese and Vietnamese expan-
sionism. The Thai, therefore, negotiated American 
guarantees and military presence. They watched the 
evolution of American attitudes toward (and capacity 
for fighting) “brush fire wars,” an evolution that began 
in earnest during the Kennedy presidency.20 Inevita-
bly, key Thai personalities such as Saiyud studied 
and were influenced by American and other Western 
(especially British) counterinsurgency concepts. 

Western doctrine, regardless of origin, posited 
three essential tasks for successful resolution of 
insurgency: security force operations against the 
insurgents, population and resource control, and 
elimination of grievances.21 Institutional predispo-
sitions of the Thai military led to emphasis upon 
security force operations, as well as population and 
resource control. Within the national context of an 
economics-driven development strategy, elimina-
tion of grievances emphasized providing resources 
and resolving economic complaints as opposed to 
rectifying the weaknesses of the political system. 
This approach played out in ARD, wherein goals 
such as “roads built” and “wells dug” quickly over-
shadowed more abstract objectives such as fostering 
popular participation in the political process.

Thai development efforts, then, did not begin 
at U.S. behest, but rather evolved from a shared 
perspective towards an appropriate approach. 
Nevertheless, the impact the United States had on 
the nature of Thai programs was considerable. This 
became even more the case as American officials 
formulated a plan with the Thai government for a 
coordinated response to insurgency. 

A U.S. Military Aid Program (MAP) and a Joint 
U.S. Military Assistance Group (JUSMAG) had 
been in Thailand since the Korean War (during 
which Thailand deployed a regimental combat 
team and various sea and air assets), with the Mili-
tary Assistance Command-Thailand (MACTHAI) 
added in 1962 for “operational combat assistance.” 
The mechanisms needed by the Americans to sup-
port Thailand’s counterinsurgency plan were fully 
realized during the tenure of Ambassador Graham 
Martin (1963-67). Programs, budgets, and U.S. 
personnel increased substantially. In mid-1966, 
Martin created the position of Special Assistant for 
Counterinsurgency to coordinate and regulate all 

U.S. military and civilian activities directly related 
to the problem of insurgency in Thailand.22 

The number of personnel who administered such 
support fluctuated constantly. George Tanham has 
provided useful figures, all for the late 1973, early 
1974 time frame (later than the period under discus-
sion, but still illustrative): 101 embassy personnel; 
179 U.S. Agency for International Development 
personnel in the United States Operations Mission 
(USOM), a plurality working with ARD; 26 person-
nel in the field element, United States Information 
Service of the United States Information Agency; 
550 personnel in JUSMAG/MACTHAI (a portion 
of whom were assigned to Special Forces Thailand); 
and approximately 200 personnel assigned to a 
field unit (in Bangkok) of the Advanced Research 
Projects Agency, most of whom were contractors. 
Other units, such as the 4,000 men of U.S. Army 
Support Thailand, could be used as appropriate for 
missions within Thailand.23

Compared to the force levels in South Vietnam, 
those in Thailand were minuscule. Yet these forces 
were very effective. Although specifically prohib-
ited from participating in combat operations, they 
performed the functions we now associate with 
stability operations.24 

By the end of 1966, 60 percent of American aid 
funds were going to the Northeast. Mobile Devel-
opment Units—16 units of 120 men each that car-
ried out civic action projects—received an initial 
investment of $1.5 million. The significant ARD 
input through Fiscal Year (FY) 1969 has already 
been mentioned (just over $49 million). 

Active as the United States was, a delicate balanc-
ing effort was required between providing support 
specifically to Thailand and support to the war 
effort elsewhere in Indochina. By the end of 1967, 
33,369 U.S. Airmen and 527 aircraft were in the 
kingdom (by 1970 the personnel figure would reach 
48,000), carrying out missions principally against 
North Vietnam. A Thai division of 11,000 men (14 
percent of the army’s total strength) was in South 
Vietnam, and a substantial 20,000-man “covert” 
force (27 light infantry and 3 artillery battalions) 
was in Laos.25 In sum, “Vietnam War activities” 
were substantial and had a significant impact upon 
the economy and society of Thailand. 

Even as the United States took a more active 
interest in the Thai counterinsurgency effort, there 
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was a conscious effort to avoid the missteps made 
in Vietnam. U.S. personnel might goad the Thai 
and offer funds, but they did not co-opt Bangkok’s 
strategic direction, as they had with the Saigon 
regime. While the Thai did adopt many programs 
modeled after American counterinsurgency efforts 
in South Vietnam, their approach to dealing with 
the CPT maintained a distinctly Thai flavor and 
pace, both of which often proved exasperating to 
the Americans. 

As one of the few Asian states that had avoided 
becoming a colony, Thailand responded to interna-
tional and domestic challenges with Thai designs 
and imperatives. American aid and presence, 

although certainly increasing the viability of the 
Thai counterinsurgency (to include individual pro-
grams such as ARD), did not instigate or control 
it. Indeed, the American contribution to the Thai 
campaign, for better or worse, followed much the 
same trajectory as the larger Indochina conflict. 
The gradual winding down of the U.S. presence 
in Southeast Asia led to diminishing resources and 
removal of the sense of urgency that had marked the 
American advisory effort. By 1976, there were only 
4,000 Americans left in Thailand, most providing 
communications or logistics support and not con-
nected to the Thai counterinsurgency. 

Changes in National and 
Regional Context

In Thailand, unlike in Vietnam, American assis-
tance primarily worked to improve the Thai capac-
ity for action. On the ground, Thai emphasis on the 
economic development approach, coupled with 
the overemphasis on military operations, allowed 
the CPT not only to survive, but also slowly to 
expand. As the 1970s began, Thailand found its 
agriculturally based economy unable to meet rising 
economic demands and its narrow political system 
unable to accommodate demands for increased 
popular participation. The government bureaucracy, 
monopolizing power, crushed efforts to form a 
viable democratic system. Calls for reform could 
not be dealt with in any substantive fashion because 
the mechanisms to do so simply did not exist. 

In October 1973, the government finally reached 
a crisis point: a wave of student demonstrations 
ended with the arrest of activists demanding greater 
democracy. Violence erupted, and the military 
regime collapsed with startling rapidity. For the 
next three years, a succession of weak democratic 
governments sought to come up with a viable form 
of popular rule. 

As the unstable situation persisted, demands by 
the left for the mobilization of marginalized ele-
ments of the population aroused fears of mob rule 
among traditional segments of the Thai polity. Those 
segments, in turn, made common cause with mili-
tary factions favoring a return to authoritarian rule. 
In a coup on 6 October 1976 that featured a bloody 
assault on Thammasat University, the perceived 
center of leftist influence, the military bureaucracy 
returned to power. Many individuals, ranging from 

A Thai soldier on guard duty at a patrol base of 4th  
Company, 5th Battalion, 5th Infantry Regiment, during 
operations in Betong district of Yala Province, May 1985.  
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students to activist workers to politicians, fled into 
the jungles or made their way to Indochina. 

Eventually, these political refugees numbered 
in the thousands. Their numbers, their representa-
tion of virtually all major societal strata, and their 
profound bitterness towards the system all spoke to 
a spectacular opportunity for the CPT. Here at last 
was the systemic crisis for which the Communists 
had long hoped. After years of laboring in margin-
alized areas, unable to penetrate the heartland, the 
CPT finally found itself with the political vacuum 
it had sought that accompanied a state of political 
and social polarization. 

As the acknowledged leading opposition group, 
the party was ideally situated to become the key 
agent for shaping and directing the forces demand-
ing change. Presented with at least 4,000 new 
recruits from diverse backgrounds and occupa-
tions, many of whom were “progressive” in their 
orientation, the CPT saw a chance to replicate the 
popular front strategy that Mao had realized with 
his anti‑Japanese united front. 

Banking on anti-government and anti-American 
sentiment fostered by more than two decades of CPT 
propaganda labeling American imperialists and their 
reactionary Thai allies as the people’s great enemies, 
the CPT called upon all sectors of society to rally 
to it and launched an assault on all aspects of the 
old regime, even the king.26 After decades of slow, 
difficult expansion, the party (and many knowledge-
able observers) felt that the events at Thammasat 
University had revealed to all, at last, the true fascist 
character of the military regime and its obedience 
to imperialist American instructions. Thus the CPT 
thought the way was paved for mass insurrection. 

The party’s resulting attacks, directed against 
both the government and Bhumipol Adulyadej, the 
ninth king of the Chakkri dynasty, represented a 
significant change of strategy. Virtually all aspects 
of the “old feudal order” were now fair game 
and were denounced in favor of a proposed new 
society—a Communist one. Externally, too, the 
situation seemed to favor this open attempt to seize 
power: Cambodia, China, Laos, and Vietnam all 
gave the CPT support.

What the CPT thought was as an extremely 
advantageous situation suddenly collapsed under 
the weight of other, unanticipated, events in 
Southeast Asia. Most important, the Vietnamese 

invasion of Cambodia (1978) rekindled fears of 
Communist territorial expansionism into Thailand 
itself and stoked Thai nationalism. Then, in early 
1979, China’s thrust into Vietnam dramatically 
heightened anxieties that the kingdom was about 
to become involved in internecine conflict among 
two Communist powers vying for political influence 
in Southeast Asia. 

Doubt and fear extended beyond the government 
into the ranks of the CPT itself. With its close ties to 
both China and Vietnam, the CPT leadership found 
itself caught between Thai nationalism and ideo-
logical commitment to other communist movements 
and sponsors. Ironically, perceived expansionism by 
the Communist Vietnamese, not American impe-
rialism, now seemed to pose the greatest threat to 
the survival of the Thai nation and thus to the Thai 
revolution. When the CPT refused to go along with 
Vietnam’s plans, the party paid the price. 

In January 1979, even before the Chinese attack 
on Vietnam, CPT backing for Beijing led the Central 
Committee of the Lao People’s Revolutionary Party, 
which took its directions from Hanoi, to order the 
CPT to vacate its bases in Laos. Coming on the heels 
of the loss of sanctuaries in Cambodia due to contin-
ued fighting along the Thai‑Cambodian border, this 
was a substantial blow. The CPT was wracked by a 
bitter internal battle complete with defections to the 
Vietnamese side and formation of a rival, pro-Viet-
namese, organization, Pak Mai.27 High‑ranking CPT 
members began to defect to the government. 

Although the Sino‑Vietnamese split had dislo-
cated base areas and disrupted supply lines, result-
ing in serious setbacks, it was ideological issues 
that tore the CPT apart. The causes of such serious 
internal turbulence stemmed from what dissidents 
cited as overly rigid adherence to the Chinese ver-
sion of people’s war and failure to learn from (in 
particular) Vietnamese success. Dissidents within 
the party argued vigorously that had the CPT been 
ready—had it mobilized in the urban areas instead 
of strictly following Maoist doctrine and staying in 
the countryside—it could have moved decisively 
amidst urban chaos. For the Politburo, this position 
represented a dangerous doctrinal deviation. 

Battle was joined at the long-delayed Fourth 
Party Congress, held in regional sessions through-
out 1982. During the Congress, dissident accusa-
tions of “old guard” ballot tampering split the party, 
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thereby signaling the beginning of the end for the 
CPT. Battered from within and without, especially 
by an increasingly effective government coun-
terinsurgency strategy, the membership became 
disillusioned. What had been a trickle of defections 
became an uncontrollable hemorrhage.

The Government’s  
New Approach

In a sense, the CPT had self‑destructed. However, 
internal disaffection and external fratricide were not 
the whole story. Individuals were willing to leave 
the party only because the state had given them 
somewhere to go. Ultimately, changes in the gov-
ernment’s political policy and the environment that 
such changes engendered created such a haven.28 

The needed changes were begun shortly after the 
events of October 1973. In November, Prem Tinsula-
nond, then a relatively obscure officer, was made the 
deputy commanding general of the Second Army, 
charged with security in the Thai Northeast. Among 
his many duties was responsibility for directing the 
Northeast region’s counterinsurgency program. 

Modifying Saiyud’s original CPM approach (the 
two men knew each other well) by enhancing its 
political aspects, Prem soon began to see results. 
Psychological operations, persuasion, and heavy 
use of the civilian provincial governors and their 
resources constituted a marked departure from the 
normal emphasis on firepower. By 1975‑76, the 
Second Army had become a model of sorts in deal-
ing with the insurgency.

Second Army’s approach can be characterized as 
development-for-security, with development under-
stood to be a socio-economic-political process. “It is 
the weakness of the system which allows guerrillas to 
grow,” Saiyud stated flatly. “The target, therefore, is 
the population, not areas or enemy forces. Problems of 
the system must be addressed. The popular base of the 
insurgents must be destroyed. Strengthen the villages 
first, then go into the jungle after the guerrillas.”29

This Prem did, acting within his own area of 
control. Eight years had passed, however (from 
Saiyud’s 1965 assignment to CSOC/ISOC until 
Prem’s assignment to the Northeast), before 
Saiyud’s philosophy could blossom full force. 
During the interim, those who did not see repression 
as the answer to the insurgency were forced to be 
content with doing whatever they could. 

Once in charge, Prem did things differently. His 
methodology was not unlike that used success-
fully in numerous other areas around the world by 
counterinsurgent forces. First, a target area was 
blanketed with troops, who drove off the CPT’s 
armed units. Then, all particulars of the popula-
tion were learned and the insurgent counterstate 
dismantled through systematic intelligence collec-
tion and exploitation. At the same time, civic-action 
programs were instituted and local forces formed, 
while special operations against strongholds kept 
insurgent forces at bay. Finally, civil authorities 
again assumed complete control.

What gave substance to the form, however, was 
the growth of the democratic system. Prem’s forces, 
rather than being the law, became the administrators 
of the law. In effect, they became the embodiment 
of the Buddhist ideal of how things ought to be. 
The democratic process they insisted on accorded 
with traditional demands by the populace for a just 
order, thereby legitimizing the government.

Prem’s initial success attracted attention. From 
then on, his rise was rapid. In 1976, he became 
commander of the entire Second Army Region. Only 
two years later, in September 1978, he assumed com-
mand of the army as a whole. By February 1980, he 
was prime minister. Under him, Saiyud ultimately 
became supreme commander of the armed forces. 

Throughout his rise, Prem drew his key support 
from the “Young Turks,” officers of battalion-com-
mand level influenced by their counterinsurgency 
experiences (especially in Indochina) and a desire 

Prem’s forces…became the 
administrators of the law. 

…The democratic process 
they insisted on accorded 

with traditional demands by 
the populace for a just order, 

thereby legitimizing  
the government.
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to move the military toward more professional 
concerns. The Young Turks were joined by another 
group calling themselves the “Democratic Sol-
diers.”30 The latter were to be equally important. 

If the Young Turks provided the brawn, the Dem-
ocratic Soldiers provided the brains. The major dif-
ference between the two was that the Young Turks 
came from the line while the Democratic Soldiers 
had been staff officers. Learning from Communist 
defectors and their own study, the Democratic Sol-
diers advanced “democracy,” which they left quite 
undefined, as the key weapon against insurgency. 
Among their main supporters were Major General 
Chaovalit Yongchaiyuth, Prem’s aide‑de‑camp, 
who would later head the army and oversee the 
destruction of the CPT, and Major General Harn 
Leenanond, head of army operations (G3), later 
to command the Fourth Army in the South and to 
destroy the CPT there as he had helped Prem to do in 
the Northeast while a member of the latter’s staff. 

These two individuals were apparently the prin-
cipal authors of an extraordinary document, Prime 
Minister (PM) Order No. 66/23 (the 66th order in 
the Buddhist Era Year 2523, or 1980), “The Policy 
for the Fight to Defeat the Communists,” subse-
quently augmented by PM Order No. 65/25 (1982), 
“Plan for the Political Offensive.”31 What they 
set forth was a politically driven strategy to meet 
the Communists. As 66/23 unequivocally stated, 
“Political factors are crucial [to the success of the 
counterinsurgency], and military operations must 
be conducted essentially to support and promote 
political goals.”32 

The follow‑up 66/25 left no doubt what Prem 
had in mind:

“Let the development of democracy be the 
guiding principle .... We estimate that the CPT has 
slowed our democratic development, using weak 
points as propaganda subjects to deceive the people. 
Simultaneously, the CPT itself has pretended to give 
democracy to the people. What the CPT has in mind, 
however, is tactical democracy... [To meet them,] all 
patterns of dictatorship must be destroyed.”33

Put in other terms, if lack of “development” in 
an all‑encompassing socio-economic‑political sense 
was the cause of insurgency, then it was the army’s 
task to foster just such development as a counter. 
That such a view could come to the fore would have 
been impossible without the old‑regime crisis that 

erupted in October 1973. Rising out of the turmoil, 
Prem, in concert with like‑minded individuals, 
completely reoriented the Thai counterinsurgency 
approach. Asked much later what had been the prin-
cipal factor that changed the campaign after he had 
spent years fruitlessly trying to convert his fellow 
officers, Saiyud responded simply: “Prem. What 
made the difference was having someone who could 
order support. This made all the difference in the 
world. We already had the ideas and the concepts. 
They had been in place for years.”34

To implement them, Prem took CSOC/ISOC out 
of its advisory role and placed it again in the opera-
tional chain of command. Not only was it given the 
power to direct CPM task forces, as had been the 
case initially under Saiyud, but the regional army 
commanders, who had always been independent, 
were fully integrated into the structure. Gradually, 
all regular army and security force units in opera-
tional areas were likewise placed under the CPM 
task forces, where they worked intimately with 
civil authority.

Bangkok Wages People’s War
Operationally, local forces were the foundation 

upon which all else was built. This concept was 
not new; it had been an integral part of Saiyud’s 
counterinsurgency plans. Yet Saiyud’s response 
had been premature. His call for self‑defense forces 
and local participation were ahead not only of the 
bureaucracy, but even the populace. Tradition‑ori-
ented Thai peasants were not yet receptive to the 
idea of defending themselves. “The villagers were 
more afraid of the police than the enemy,” Saiyud 
has noted.35 This ended with October 1973 and its 
aftermath. It was democracy that thrust popular 
concerns to the fore and stimulated the people’s 
willingness to defend what was theirs.

What was theirs? That which was “Thai.” Here, 
we begin to pull together the many loose ends that 
have appeared in the course of this discussion. We 
can cite no particular point at which the people 
came to think of the system as “theirs.” October 
1973 was surely a benchmark, but the events that 
followed, with the left and right battling for con-
trol of the emerging democratic system, were just 
as important. In every sense, the contest became 
a campaign of the streets. The CPT—the illegal 
left—erred in not recognizing the need to get into 
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the battle directly (because its doctrine told it to 
stay in the rural areas). The legal left, which was 
on the streets, erred in adopting foreign cultural 
idioms and forms. 

In particular, proponents of rapid change made 
the mistake of interpreting the situation in terms 
alien to the bulk of the population. The left saw 
the military as a creature of the West rather than 
recognizing that its structural position was a logical 
consequence of Thai historical factors. As a result, 
the left was quite unprepared for the reaction its 
actions sparked.

It was no accident that what have normally been 
termed “right wing pressure groups” achieved the 
strength they did in the post‑October 1973 era. They 
built upon those cultural idioms salient to popular 
existence: “Buddhism, Nation, Monarchy.” In a 
sense, the second of these subsumed the other two: 
to be a Thai was to be a Buddhist within a hierar-
chy that culminated in the monarch. To lose one’s 
place in this hierarchy was to lose one’s identity 
as a Thai. 

Yet the CPT leadership, joined by that of the 
legal left, little understood just how far it had 
strayed from Thai cultural idioms. The two groups 
assumed that the conditions that had given them an 
alternative worldview would automatically produce 
the same worldview in others. They projected their 
individual cases onto the whole, and by so doing, 
they analytically distorted Thai reality.

Supporters of the status quo used the years 
1973‑76 to rally the populace against those who 
would destroy their world. Although the left prided 
itself on its mobilization abilities, its forces soon 
found themselves swamped by mass mobiliza-
tion carried out by the right. The Village Scouts 
organization alone, which had a paramilitary com-
ponent and drew its membership through appeals 
to nationalism (defined particularly as loyalty to 
the monarchy and Buddhism), reached a member-
ship of 2.5 million, or over 5 percent of the total 
population, by mid‑1978.36 The CPT counterstate 
could not begin to match this strength.37 Nor could 
the legal left, for all its organizational skills, attract 
such numbers.

And the Village Scouts were but one of several 
anticommunist organizations, with others, such 
as Nawaphol and Krathing Daeng (“Red Gaur”), 
though fewer in numbers, far more militant. When 

the legal left was perceived to have taken the logical 
next step in its “anti‑Thai” approach—threatening 
the monarchy by attacking the Crown Prince—the 
carnage of October 1976 resulted. Specifics of 
the episode become, in such a context, virtually 
incidental. Given the shape of the emerging cul-
tural confrontation, the clash would have occurred 
eventually. 

CPT attacks on the monarchy all but sealed the 
party’s doom. The subsequent reactionary mush-
rooming of popular mobilization by rightist groups 
enabled regular forces to be reassigned to face 
external threats. The population aroused became 
“a people numerous and armed.” 

Thus were born the “Rangers.” Begun while 
Prem was army commander, the local-forces 
Ranger concept turned the communist methodology 
of mass mobilization on its head. It used locally 
recruited manpower, often drawn from already 
existing organizations such as the Village Scouts, 
to operate against the insurgents, while nationalist 
mass organizations in the villages fostered systemic 
loyalty. Controlled by regular army personnel, the 
Rangers had, by the end of 1981, grown to 160 
companies, about 13,000 men, more than the CPT 
armed strength of 12,500 at the time.38 

So plentiful were recruits that they were difficult 
to absorb properly. Lack of control at times forced 
the disbandment of units, but others were formed 
to take their place. Soon, the local-forces structure 
covered all areas of the kingdom. This develop-
ment occurred with almost startling rapidity. In a 
sense, it capped another complementary effort. As 
the government pushed to integrate all areas of the 
kingdom, growing numbers of former soldiers who 
had fought in the Indochina conflict were hired as 
security forces by construction companies charged 
with building strategic roads. As such, they engaged 
in regular combat with the insurgents.39 Other ex-
soldiers were recruited as settlers and relocated 
into contested areas with their families, creating 
strategic hamlets.

All of these measures met with success. That 
CPT people’s war should be buffeted by Bangkok 
people’s war was irony of the first order. What 
followed was almost anticlimactic. Because the 
change in government strategy coincided with the 
larger changes in the international situation and 
with the intra-party strategic debate, all elements 
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necessary for the demise of the CPT came together 
simultaneously. 

Prem’s political strategy, which held that insur-
gents would not be treated as prisoners, but as those 
returning to the fold, established an environment 
that became especially important in promoting a 
willingness among Communist guerrillas to lay 
down their arms. Offered amnesty with minimal 
security precautions, demobilized insurgents were 
enticed to resume normal lives.40 By mid‑1983, the 
vestiges of the CPT had, for all practical purposes, 
become a nuisance rather than a threat.41 

Those insurgents laying down their arms 
returned to a different Thailand. Not only had the 
democratic system created a new political envi-
ronment, but Prem’s administration had paved the 
way for an economic boom by abandoning statist 
policies in favor of greater integration within the 
world economy. Reform formalized under Prem 
resulted in a period of significant national vitality 
that continues to the present. Consequent rapid 
industrialization and urbanization spawned a whole 

host of new challenges and problems, but ones so 
different to those being discussed by radicals that 
the CPT became essentially irrelevant. Throughout, 
the United States remained an important player by 
promoting these developments, though on a much 
smaller scale than during the Vietnam War era. 

Thai “Rangers,” or local forces, examine a captured CPT camp in Nan Province. The Rangers experienced explosive 
growth once the CPT directly attacked the Thai monarchy. Surveys consistently showed that more than half of all rural 
people still viewed the royal couple as divine, a reality completely missed by a materialist movement committed to Maoism.  
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Conclusions
In the end, Thailand won its battle with the CPT 

insurgents. Noteworthy as the victory was, however, 
particularly in light of the results in Cambodia, Laos, 
and Vietnam, it would be incorrect to see the Thai 
example as a template for employing elsewhere a 
particular combination of tactical techniques. To the 
contrary, the Thai victory was largely a result of its 
strategic approach being realized in an operational art 
shaped to Thai realities, particularly political realities. 
Had the various elements not been carried out in accor-
dance with those realities, the outcome could have been 
very different. In this sense, the counterinsurgency 
existed in symbiotic relationship with its society. 

As Saiyud stated, the weaknesses of the Thai 
system provided the opportunity for the CPT. An 
imperfect system itself “threw up” the manpower 
that became the CPT. A people’s war strategy, com-
bined with a plenitude of manpower produced by 
government abuses, allowed the CPT to grow. Seek-
ing structural change to pursue socialist develop-
ment, the CPT established itself in remote areas and 
worked to build the sanctuaries it needed to achieve 
critical mass. It then sought to make its counterstate 
viable by pushing into the central heartland. 

In each of its three main campaign areas—the 
Northeast, North, and South—the Communist Party 
had the benefit of working in unique circumstances 
that favored the recruitment of marginalized indi-
viduals. In the Northeast, particularly, building a 
counterstate seemed possible. But these conditions 
were not replicated in the heartland, where U.S. 
assistance played an important role in strengthen-
ing state capacity. 

Unable to penetrate the central core of the king-
dom, the CPT had to wait for new developments. 
These came with the explosive ouster of authoritar-
ian rule and subsequent chaotic efforts to fashion a 
democratic system by implementing parliamentary 
mechanisms and increasing local government. 
Sudden allowance for popular democratic partici-
pation naturally enough produced different views 
of how this should occur and what shape the result 
should take. To that end, the forces of the left and the 
right became locked in conflict. If this democratic 
political space was midwife to societal conflict, it 
also produced salvation for the system. New mili-
tary leadership emerged, and it saw democracy as 
the means for countermobilization.

Political mobilization, however, is a dangerous 
business in the absence of institutions into which 
unleashed popular forces can channel their energies. 
In Thailand’s counterinsurgency campaign, exist-
ing cultural practices and idioms provided these. 
Numerous mass organizations in support of the 
traditional pillars of society—Buddhism, the nation, 
and monarchy—were formed. At times, their energy 
amounted to millennial fervor, as would be antici-
pated in a time of profound structural upheaval. By 
voicing their support of the pillars, members could 
opt for utopia, a perfect Buddhist world, even while 
remaining firmly fixed in reality—supporting the 
system that protected the pillars. 

That the security forces were able to mobilize 
this outpouring while the Communists could not 
resulted, of course, from the fact that the Commu-
nists never really attempted to do so. Instead, their 
ideological worldview overpowered their strategies. 
Mao would have condemned them, for the essence 

Royal Thai Army M-60 machinegunner operating in  
Uttaradit Province, northern Thailand. The CPT built its 
northern theater of operations by exploiting grievances 
that had long festered among highland tribes over low-
landers intruding into their traditional areas.   
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of the united front strategy he passed on called for 
the exploitation of structural reality as the would‑be 
revolutionaries found it. This, the government, rather 
than the insurgents, was able to accomplish.

“Government” in this context must be used with 
some reservations. Before October 1973, a funda-
mental weakness of the Thai counterinsurgency 
was that it was not a national reform effort, but the 
strengthening of an imperfect system (with substan-
tial U.S. assistance). Although this reinforcement was 
important, when all was said and done, the old order 
responded to insurgent violence with violence. Some, 
to be sure, were more enlightened than others and 
recognized the counterproductive nature of repres-
sion, but they were neither in positions of power nor 
citizens of a system that could behave otherwise. 

This is not to say that countermobilization 
against the insurgents could not and did not occur 
on a tactical scale. It did, particularly when Saiyud 
was given authority through the mechanisms of 
CSOC/ISOC. Yet this could only be a short-term 
solution given the long-term structural dilemma at 
hand: how to ask the populace to fight for “their” 
system when they had little direct stake in it (aside 
from the lifestyle offered by the status quo). Defense 
became possible only when a faction of the military, 
represented most prominently by Prem and Saiyud, 
became the government and could mobilize the 
populace behind democratic institutions.

This process further highlighted the importance 
of cultural idioms. The bureaucratic polity was not 
necessarily predatory, because it was kept in check 
by the same cultural dicta that had in the past checked 
the absolute power of the monarchy. CPT efforts at 
mobilization could overcome the traditional world-
view and replace it with an alternative construct 

only where the representatives of the authoritarian 
polity had crossed the bounds of acceptable conduct. 
Because of specific decisions made by men like 
Saiyud and Prem, these transgressions never reached 
the level necessary to negate existing popular conser-
vatism and latent support for the ideal order. 

In a phrase, Saiyud and Prem rescued the system 
from itself. That rescue was not preordained. Prem 
and Saiyud wandered in the bureaucratic wilderness 
for years before their moment came. Then, too, they 
were produced by the same system that “made” 
their opposite numbers, whether in the authoritarian 
polity (rival officers) or in the developing radical 
system (the insurgents). That they saw reform as 
the more proper course resulted from individual 
choice. When the moment came to be heard, they 
acted. Had they given heed to opposing counsel, the 
situation could well have deteriorated to the point 
where even the CPT’s mistakes would not have kept 
it from becoming a key player in the drama of Thai 
political transition.

It follows naturally enough that the precise 
techniques adopted by Prem and his cohorts, 
while necessary, were certainly not sufficient to 
ensure the victory of the parliamentary option in 
the democratic system. The counterinsurgency 
methodologies implemented, from local-forces to 
special-unit operations, had been in existence, but 
they had never been brought into play in support of 
a viable political goal. Predictably, attending simul-
taneously to the entire range of irregular warfare 
demands, from tactics to politics, within a strategic 
approach that is correct and sustainable was—and 
still is—the key to successful counterinsurgency. 
Support of such an approach is ultimately in the 
interests of the United States. MR
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