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THAILAND : ELECTIONS 1979 AND THE “NEW” GOVERNMENT

Ross PRIZZIA 
University of Hawaii

After nearly three years of martial law, Thailand continued its 
experiment with democracy and elected 301 candidates to the new 
parliament in April. As expected, Kriangsak Chamanand was retained 
as Prime Minister and head of the new Thai government, one month 
later. Kriangsak’s success was the result of the solid support of the 
appointed Senators comprising the upper-house of the Thai Parlia
ment. Although only 89 of the 301 popularly elected members of the 
House of Representatives supported Kriangsak, he was not required 
to share power in a coalition government as was the case in Thailand’s 
two previous elections in 1975 and 1976.1 This was largely due to the 
special provisions of Thailand’s 10th constitution which was passed 
during martial law by the National Legislative Assembly and signed 
by the King in December 1978.
The “New” Constitution of 1978

Many provisions of Thailand’s 10th constitution were “new“ only 
in the sense that they were absent from the relatively liberal previous 
constitution of 1975. Key provisions of the 1978 constitution were 
actually retrieved from the 1968 constitution which was also drafted 
during the period of martial law under Prime Minister Thanom 
Kitti Kachorn. While some Thai officials felt that the status quo 
oriented constitution was necessary to insure a stable government, 
opposition political party leaders were particularly dismayed by the 
constitutional provision which gave the Prime Minister the power to 
appoint, with the King’s approval, all 225 Senators to the bicameral

Note: The author extends his gratitude to Mr. Suthichai Yoon of the Nation 
and Ms. Pummarie Sumadis of the Bangkok Post for their kind assistance.

1 See Ross Prizzia “Thailand: Elections and Coalition Government (Part I )” 
Asia Quarterly No. 3, 1976, pp. 192-208 and (Part II) No. 4, 1976, pp. 281-295.
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Parliament. Other opposition groups, namely the students of Thamm- 
asat University, staged a protest rally in December 1978 and condem
ned the National Legislative Assembly for passing the most 
undemocratic constitution the country has ever had and would surely 
pave the way for tyrannical rule.” 2
Other highlights of the 1978 constitution included the provisions for:
1. Government officials to take up ministerial and political posts 

without relinquishing their civil service status. This gave rise to a 
party of bureaucrats called Seri Tham which supported Kriangsak 
for re-election.

2. Candidates to run without party affiliation. “Independents” were 
banned in the 1975 constitution. As a rule they detract from the 
established political party unity and usually bargain with the 
government party on an individual basis. After the election, many 
of the 89 elected members of the House who sided with Kriangsak 
were “Independents”.

3. Speaker of the Senate to also be the President of the Parliament 
and thus preside over both Houses.

4. The “next” Prime Minister and the newly expanded cabinet of 
44 members to not be required to be elected members of Parlia 
ment (as was the case in previous Constitutions). However, cabinet 
appointments were required to be signed by the President of the 
Parliament. These last two provisions allowed Kriangsak’s friend 
and appointed Senator, Air Chief Marshall Harin Hangsakul, to 
emerge as Speaker of the Senate as well as insure routine approval 
of all cabinet appointments.

The Election Bills
After promulgating a constitution designed to retain Kriangsak’s 

regime through control of the Parliament, the National Assembly 
proceeded to pass a series of election bills which put greater cons
traints on potential candidates and voters. One such bill passed by the 
National Legislative Assembly on December 20, 1978 required candi
dates to put up 5,000 baht (approx. $250 U.S.) as a guarantee which 
would be forfeited to the government regardless of the results of the 
elections.

The previous election law allowed all candidates to retrieve their
2 Bangkok Post, December 29, 1978, p. 1.
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deposits as long as they received more than 1 % of the total votes 
cast. I t was expected that potential candidates would be further 
discouraged by the harsh penalties of the new campaign spending 
limitations which allowed a maximum of 350,000 baht (approx. $17,500 
U.S.). Exceeding this maximum or failure to keep records and report 
spending figures to their respective provincial governments within 
three months of the election would result in the loss of seat as 
members of Parliament, if elected. Ceilings were ostensibly placed on 
campaign spending due to the excess of the previous elections.3

Provisions of this bill also constrained voters by shortening the 
polling time by two hours and requiring election officials to check the 
identification cards of voters as well as record their identification 
numbers. The previous law required only the checking of the identifi
cation cards.

This election bill was followed by even more stringent election 
legislation passed by the National Legislative Assembly on January 20, 
1979. A “poll bill” restrained the participation in the elections of 
persons of ethnic Chinese ancestry.

The prevailing opinion among some Thai officials was that previous 
government party losses in Bangkok was in part due to the ethnic 
Chinese support for opposition parties. Thanom’s government party, 
the UTPP, failed to win a single seat in 1968 with the Prachatipat 
(Democratic) Part getting a clean sweep of all 24 available seats in 
Bangkok. The Democratic Party also won all 28 seats in Bangkok 
in the 1975 elections. The fact that nearly 70 % of Bangkok’s popul
ation is of Chinese ancestry of varying generations seem to provide 
at least some justification for this opinion.

Specifically, the polling bill allowed those Thai citizens whose 
fathers were aliens to run for election only if they had a M.S. 5 level 
education (similar to High School graduate in U.S.) which was 
“uninterrupted” or a degree from an institution of higher learning 
or University in Thailand. This was aimed at the Chinese who inter
rupt their education to attend high schools, universities, and other 
special institutions abroad.

The “poll bill” also required that candidates with “alien fathers” 
complete military service or government service at the rank of the 
third level (equivalent to a section head in the Thai bureaucracy).

3 See Ross Prizzia “Thailand: Elections and Coalition Government (Part II) ” 
No. 4, 1976, p. 282.
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Since most government officials are ethnic Thai and most ethnic 
Chinese engage in business in the private sector, the implications of 
this requirement eliminated the potential candidacy of many ethnic 
Chinese in Bangkok.

Thai citizens with “alien fathers” were also prevented from voting 
unless they possessed at least an M.S. 3 level education (1 year High 
School), copies of their income tax returns for the past five years, and 
served with the military or as a Thai government official for at least 
five years.4

While the NLA passed bills to curb the influence of the intellect
uals and ethnic Chinese in Bangkok, the Ministry of Interior sponsored 
new rules designed to increase voter turnout in the provinces where 
government parties have traditionally done well. The new measures 
included the awarding of special prizes at the provincial, district, and 
sub-district levels for the highest voter turnout. To qualify for the 
prizes, the districts had to post at least 50 % of the eligible voters 
with no more than 3 % of the ballots cast invalidated.5 The latter 
requirement was due to the large numbers of invalidated ballots cast 
in some provincial regions of the country in previous elections.
Political Personalities and the Emergence of “Groups”

Although the controversial “poll bill” may have eliminated several 
candidates (ethnic Chinese), it did not greatly reduce the total number 
of candidates. In fact, the ratio of candidates to available seats was 
only slightly lower than previous elections.

Effects of the “poll bill” and fear of the spending law’s harsh 
penalities could have been offset by the feeling that the spending 
ceiling allowed a greater chance to compete in the elections. Moreover, 
allowing candidates to run as independents without any party affilia
tion could have increased the participation of those who might not 
have otherwise run if forced to join a party. However, unlike previous 
elections many “independents” did not remain completely on their 
oAvn even during the early stages of the campaign.

Instead, many independents formed “groups” around influential 
and often wealthy personalities. Mutual problems with campaign 
spending limitations as well as similar political philosophies led to 
the emergence of some groups while the traditional Thai patterns of

4 Bangkok Post, January 20, 1979, p. 3.
5 See The Ration, March 14, 1979, p. 3.
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longstanding friendships (“pyn pyn”) become tihe basis of other 
groups.

One of the more notable of these political cliques of convenience 
and mutual support formed around the former Governor of Bangkok, 
Thamnoon Thianngern. “Thamnoon’s Group” was considered “neut
ral”, supporting neither Kriangsak nor any of the major opposition 
parties. Candidates in this “group” ran primarily in Bangkok and 
included a Doctor, a Professor, and several former MPs.

Not all groups took on the name of the leading personality. 
Pramarn Kullanmart became leader of a group of independents known 
as the “ Siam Reformist Group”. Dr. Chamlong Thiratanont led his 
group under the banner of “Thai Population Development Political 
Group”. Other candidates gathered together with less mutual purpose 
and specialization and more in the form of a political club such as the 
“Original Democratic Group". One group, the “Democratic Action 
Group”, led by former Air Chief Marshall Dawee Chulasapya, was 
organized and functioned more like the established political parties.

Political Parties and the “Old” Guard Politicians
Prominent politicians of previous elections emerged once again 

under the party banners of the 1975 and 1976 elections. Former Prime 
Minister Seni Promoj once again returned to lead Thailand’s oldest 
political party, the Prachatipat (Democrats), while Kukrit, Seni’s 
younger brother and long time political adversary, reassumed leader
ship of the Kit Sang Kom (The Social Action Party). Pramarn 
continued as leader of the Chart Thai (Thai Nation Party) and Dr. 
Krasae was chosen to retain leadership of the much maligned Palang 
Mai (New Force Party). After the poor showing of the New Force 
Party in the 1976 elections, some Thai political observers began to 
irreverently refer to the party as the “Palang Mot” (Finished Force). 
Air Chief Marshall Dawee Chulasapya, formerly a leader of the 
Social Justice Party which gained 45 seats in the 1975 election and 
28 seats in 1976, became leader of the newly formed Democrat Action 
Group (Kit Prachatipathai). General Paitoon Inghatanuwat and 
Tavich Klinpatoon remained in leadership positions of what was left 
of the Social Justice Party. Remnants of the Socialist Party of 
Thailand formerly led by Dr. Boonsannong who was assassinated in 
1976, and the United Socialist Front merged to form the New Social 
Democrat Party. Klaew Norapati, the popular old guard socialist
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politician, and former leader of the United Socialist Front Party was 
chosen to lead the new party. Klaew sought to shed his party’s Com
munist image of the two previous elections and play down the widely 
publicized defection to the Communist Party of Thailand of several 
former party members after the military coup of October 1976.

Former Interior Minister, Samak Sundararej, left the Democrat 
Party to form his own “Thai Citizens Party” (Prachakon Thai). While 
an MP with the Democrat Party in 1975, Samak, a staunch conserva
tive, constantly feuded with the more liberal members of the party. 
After the coup in 1976, he became an avid supporter of the new 
right-wing Thanin government. As Minister of Interior he was most 
noted for his censorship of the Thai press, which earned him a 
condemnation from the editors of the major newspapers once the ban 
was lifted under the Kriangsak government. Kriangsak was not 
particularly sympathetic to Samak’s plight with the press. This was 
due largely to Samak’s opposition to Kriangsak when he and Thanin 
tried to prevent his promotion to the rank of Supreme Commander. 
Samak, like Thanin, favored the “old guard” military leaders Admiral 
Sangaad and General Serm Na Nakorn as Prime Minister.

Other leading personalities included Admiral Anant Netroj, leader 
of the new National Democrat Party who joined with Deputy Industry 
Minister, Boonying Nandhabiwat, leader of the Seri Tham Party, to 
support Kriangsak for Prime Minister. Other shifts included Thanat 
Khoman, former Foreign Minister under Thanom, who joined the 
opposition Democrat Party and Colonel Narong Kittikachorn who ran 
as an Independent.

The campaign of the former “strongman” Narong in Petchaburi 
Province was marred by violence when the popular opposition candid 
ate Khamnan Chong was assassinated. Ramkamheng University 
students protested against Col. Narong whom they alleged was 
involved in the assassination plot.6 To guard against revenge by 
Chong’s followers, 2,000 security forces were put on alert in Petcha
buri prior to the election. Security for the election became a major 
concern for the government not so much for the isolated and personally 
motivated assassinations and other acts which also characterized the 
1976 election, but more for the expected increase in terrorist activities 
by the Communist Party of Thailand.

4 See Bangkok Post, April 23, 1979, p. 2.
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Election Security and “Danger Zones”
The government identified 931 “danger zones” for candidates 

running for election in the provinces. About one month prior to the 
election the Minister of Interior declared these areas “dangerous for 
election campaigns” and required that candidates insisting on camp
aigning in these areas give a 48 hour advance notice to district 
officers.7 The table below gives the number of danger zones by region 
and province.8

As election day approched, the incidence of terrorist activities in 
the provinces did increase in the specified “danger zones”. Two days 
before the election, insurgents blew up a wooden bridge in a village 
in the Sangkhla Buri District of Kanchanaburi Province in the 
attempt to prevent voters from going to the polling stations. On 
election day, in an apparent attempt to disrupt the election, the 
Communists staged a number of attacks around polling places 
throughout the outlying provinces. A policeman guarding a polling 
booth in an outlying district of Nakhon S. Thammarat was fatally 
shot when he attempted to resist the seizure of a ballot box.9

Other reported incidents at polling booths in the provinces on 
election day included:
— a raid of a polling booth in the Paluang sub-district of Nan 

Province
— a brief gunfight with security forces defending a polling booth in 

Khuang Kalong District of Satun Province
— a raid at a polling booth in the Huai District of Trang Province, 

in which two policemen were held as hostages
— an ambush of election officials escorting filled ballot boxes in 

Choangmai Province, in which a border policeman and a village 
defense volunteer were killed.10

All of the above incidents were attributed to the Communist Party 
of Thailand and occurred in remote regions of the country.

There were a few minor disturbances at polls in Bangkok. However, 
these incidents involved only a few irate and frustrated voters who 
shouted at election officials and tore up their ballots. At the 
Sukhumvit 64 polling booth, a Mrs. Boonchuey, tore up her ballot and

7 See Bangkok World, March 10, 1979, p. 3.
8 Adapted from figures in Bang}, ok World, March 10, 1979, p. 3.
9 Bangkok Post, April 23, 1979, p. 2.
10 Bangkok Post, April 23, 1979, p. 2.
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TABLE 1
“DANGER ZONES”

Province Region Number of Dangerous Areas

Loei NE 162
Nakhon Phanom NE 123
L'bon Ratchathani NE 52
Chiyaphum NE 50Roi Et NE 43
Nakhon si Thammarat S 42
Phattalung S 42Buri Ram NE 40Surin NE 36Khon Kaen NE 33Surat Thani S 32Mae Hong Son N 29Samut Prakan C 27
Phetchabun C 22
Phrayao N 21Ratchaburi S 20Nakhon Sawan c 20Uttaradit N 19Nan N 18Prachin Buri E 16Nong Khai NE 15Yaso Thon NE 12Trang S 9Prachuap Khiri Khan S 7Kanchanaburi w 6Kampaeng Phet c 6Trat E 6Krabi s 5Nakorn Sawan c 5Ang Thong c 5Uthai Thani c 5Phang-nga c 2Suphan Buri 1
N: North NE: Northeast S: South C: Central W: West

shouted, “I am not going to vote for anybody.” In another case a Mr. 
Rangsan tore up his ballot and proceeded to gice a speech to the effect 
that no party deserved his vote. These and other persons were arrested 
for violating the election law and faced a penalty of a fine up to 
10,000 baht ($500 U.S.) and/or a jail term of up to 10 years.11 12

11 Bangkok Post, April 23, 1979, p. 2.
12 Bangkok Post, April 23, 1979, p. 2.
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The Election Results
The isolated disruptions in the provinces and the minor disturb

ances in Bangkok did not alter the election results. Although some 
reports gave credulence to the fear of violence as a reason for the 
low turnout, this seems somewhat unlikely. That only 19 % of the 
eligible voters in Bangkok went to the polls had more to do with the 
fact that many felt that the “deck was stacked” in favor of Kriangsak.

Moreover, many Thai intellectuals and upper and middle-class 
businessmen were either excluded by or simply did not want to 
bother with the requirements of the new election laws pertaining to 
voters with alien fathers. Low voter turnout was also due to the 
overall lack of enthusiasm generated for the election in general. 
Although the customary crowds would gather at the usual places 
to hear speakers from the various parties, there was a conspicuous 
absence of university students.

Students had assumed a low profile ever since October 1976 when 
the bloody battle with the police and right wing groups at Thammasat 
University precipated a military coup which eventually brought 
Kriangsak to power. There were some unsuccessful attempts on the 
part of several political parties to gain student support. The Chart 
Thai Party involved the recruitment of campaign workers from the 
remnants of the defunct Vocational Students Center of Thailand and 
other righting groups such as the Bed Gaurs. However, this “Junior 
Chart Thai Movement” as it was called never really gained the 
necessary momentum even though the “juniors” were paid 30 baht 
($1.50 U.S.) and a free meal a day.13

The combination of the relatively non-involved Thai middle class 
and apathetic students and intellectuals opened the door to the 
common poorer Thais (“phu noi”) in Bangkok.

As election day approached, these “phu noi” began attending 
rallies in greater numbers than ever. While election rallies of all 
parties had always been an inexpensive source of entertainment for 
many of the “phu noi” of Bangkok, it was always followed by a 
particular pattern of voting that resulted in Thailand’s oldest and 
most respected opposition political party, the Democrats, winning 
most or all of the seats in the capitol city. This was the case in all 
three previous elections and a similar pattern was predicted by all the 
“experts” during the campaign.

13 Nation, March 24, 1979, p. 2.
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However, Samak, who broke away from the Democrat Party to 
start his own Thai Citizens Party, captured the imagination and votes 
of the “phu noi”. Through astute oratory and techniques of mass 
appeal, he captivated the huge crowds at his rallies with a verbal 
barrage against Kriangsak, the Democrat Party, and the Social Action 
Party. The result was a surprising landslide victory for Samak and 
28 other Thai Citizens Party members in Bangkok. Thanat Khoman 
was the only member of the Democrat Party who managed to win a 
seat in Bangkok. The other two seats went to Kukrit and Dr. Kasem, 
both leaders of the Social Action Party. Several virtual unknowns of 
the new Thai Citizens Party swept aside many prominent politicians 
and former government officials. The losers in Bangkok included 
Boonying, leader of the Seri Tham Party; Bhichai Battakul, former 
Foreign Affairs minister; Damrong Lathapipat, former Minister of 
Commerce; and Chalermphan Srivikorn, all of the Democrat Party.

The defeat of the Democrat Party to the upstart Samak and his 
Thai Citizens Party in Bangkok was only the beginning of what was 
to become a complete collapse of the Democrats’ strength throughout 
the country. As the results began to come in from the provinces, it 
soon became apparent that voters in the traditional Democrat Party 
strongholds shifted to Kukrit’s Social Action Party. The Social Action 
Party eventually won 86 seats in the provinces, and 88 seats over all.

Voter turnout in the provinces at approximately 48 % was about 
the same as previous elections, and more than twice that of Bangkok. 
However, the low voter turnout was not a contributing factor in the 
demise of the Democrat Party. The SAP’s success in the provinces 
was due largely to the personal appeal of Kukrit who gave numerous 
speeches in provincial towns in support of his party’s candidates.

Kukrit’s “Tamboon Fund”, which began when he was Prime 
Minister in 1975, was a daring plan for rural development that allowed 
farmers to borrow money from banks without collateral. This lending 
scheme enjoyed wide popularity among the farmers. Borrowing for 
agricultural pursuits required only a “character interview” and was 
designed to free farmers from loan sharks and high interest rates. 
Although the plan was not completely implemented and had only 
moderate success, Kukrit and the SAP’s association with the plan 
became well known among farmers who represent the majority of 
voters in the provinces. Moreover, Seni Prainoj’s Democrat Party 
suffered from both the usual complacency after the success of the 1976 
election, as well as the misfortune of leading a seemingly powerless
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government when the military took over by a coup in October 1976.
The net result of the Democrat losses to the Thai Citizens Party 

in Bangkok and to the SAP candidates in the provinces was a decrease 
in party strength in Parliament from 115 seats in 1976 to just 35 seats 
in 1979. Other new parties which benefited from the Democrats’ 
collapse, as well as their own organizational efforts in support of 
Kriangsak, were the Seri Tham Party which gained 26 seats and the 
Chart Prachachom (National Democrat Party) which won 10 seats. 
Several “old” parties also gained in strength even though several 
of their leading members lost in their bid for reelection. Such was 
the case with Dr. Krasae, leader of the Palang Mai (“New Force”), 
who lost in his bid for a seat in Khon Kaen even though his party 
increased its strength to 8 seats. The Chart Thai decreased its seat 
total only slightly from 56 in 1976 to 47 in 1979. Other smaller parties 
such as the Social Agrarian Party (Kaset Sangkom) remained the 
same as the last election with 8 seats.

Complete results of the 1979 elections in Bangkok and the provinces 
as well as a comparison with results of the 1976 elections are shown 
in Table I I .14

As expected, many “Independents” who were former MPs and 
party members won seats for reelection without party affiliation. 
However, one independent, Narong Kittikachorn, was foiled in his 
come-back attempt by two other independents in Petchaburi Province. 
Kammong Chong, the SAP candidate who was assassinated, received 
100 votes posthumously. The victors in Petchaburi, as well as most of 
the independents were expected to support Kriangsak. Therefore, the 
term “Independent” in the context of the 1979 elections is somewhat 
of a misnomer. In all, 41 independents won seats, many of whom 
eventually formed the basis for a Kriangsak supported coalition with 
the Seri Tham and other smaller parties in the House of Represents 
tives.
The “Special” Session of Parliament

As expected, Kriangsak became head of the new government after 
he was nominated to that post in a “special” session of Parliament. 
Kriangsak received only 89 of a possible 301 votes from the elected

14 See Ross Prizzia “Thailand: Elections and Coalition Government (Part I I )” 
Asia Quarterly No. 4, 1976, p. 290 and Siam Rath (Thai language newspaper) 
April 24, 1979, p. 3.
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TABLE 2
A COMPARISON OF THE RESULTS OF THE 1976 AND 1979 ELECTIONS

B
1976 
P T B

1979
P T

Isara (Independents) __ __ __ __ 41 41
Prachakonthai (Thai Citizens Party) — — — 29 3 32
Seri Tham ------ - — — — 26 26
Prachatipat (Democrat) 28 87 115 1 34 35
Chart Thai (Thai Nation) — 56 56 ------ - 47 47
Kit Sangkhom (Social Action) — 45 45 2 86 88
Dll anna Sangkhom (Social Justice) — 28 28 — 1 1
Sangkom Chart Niyom (Social Nationalist) — 8 8 — — —
Kaset Sangkom (Social Agrarian) — 8 8 — 8 8
Palang Mai (New Force) — 3 3 — 8 8
Palang Prachachon (Populist) — 3 3 — —

Sangkom Niyom (Socialist Party of Thailand — 2 2 — — —

Patthana Changwad (People Development) — 2 2 — — —
Prachatippatai (Democracy) — 1 1 — —

Naewruam Sangkom Niyom (United Socialist Front) — 1 1 — — —
Pithakthai (Protect Thai) 1 1 — — —
Thai Sangkom (Thai Social) — 1 1 — — —

Dharmathippatai (Merit is Right) — 1 1 — — —

Sangkom Kaona (Progressive Social) — 1 1 — — —

Siam Mai (New Siam) — 1 1 — — —

Naewruam Prachathippatai (United Democracy Front) — 1 1 — — —

Rang-ngarn (Labour Party) — 1 1 — — —

Chart Prachachon (Nation People) — — — — 10 10
Ruam Thai (Thai Unification) — — — — 2 2
Kit Prachatlpathai (Democrat Action Group) — — — — 2 2

28 251 279 32 269 301
B: Bangkok P: Provinces T: Total

members of the lower House of Representatives. The bulk of his votes 
came from members of the Senate (222 out of 225), all of whom he 
had appointed only months before.

While solid Senate support for Kriangsak was expected, the 
suddeness in summoning the “special” session caught most MPs 
unaware. In effect, many of the newly elected members of the Parlia
ment, most of whom were still in the provinces, were given less than 
24 hours notice by the President of the Parliament, Air Marshall 
Harin Hongsakul. Curiously enough, Harin had been elected Speaker 
of the Senate and thus President of the Parliament only the day before 
the “special” session was called.
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The result was a boycott by the four major parties in the House: 
the SAP, Chart Thai, the Democrats and the Thai Citizens Party. 
Therefore, Kriangsak’s successful nomination was marred by the 
absence of nearly 200 of the 301 elected MPs.

The timing of the “special” session remained a much debated issue 
among the opposition parties and was even referred to as “a plot to 
create enemies and topple the government itself” by SAP leader 
Kukrit Promoj.15 In a much calmer atmosphere, SAP’s Deputy leader, 
Boonthing Thongswat, was unanimously elected as Speaker of the 
House.

With Kukrit’s deputy in control of the House, and the SAP form
ing the basis for opposition to Kriangsak and his hand picked Senate, 
the lines for future conflict in the “new” government were already 
drawn.

The “New” Government
While the SAP led opposition may be able to exercise some lever

age regarding future policy matters, their influence in the formation 
of a new government was almost nil. This was due largely to the 
limitations placed on the elected MPs by the 1978 Constitution. In the 
1975 and 197(5 elections, a coalition of various members in the House 
comprised a majority and therefore had the right to form a new 
government. However, the 1978 Constitution prevented a majority of 
the elected MPs in the House to form the government and instead 
required a majority of the entire Parliament, including the appointed 
Senate. The new Constitution also allowed the Prime Minister to 
select members to the cabinet with only the approval of the President 
of the Parliament, who was also the Speaker of the Senate. According 
to the new Constitution, cabinet members did not have to be selected 
from elected MPs as was required in all previous constitutions. Thus, 
the new constitutional’s emphasis on the appointed Senate and the 
Speaker of the Senate in the formation of the new government not 
only paved the way for Kriangsak as Prime Minister, but also provided 
him with a “rubber stamp” approval process in the selection of his 
cabinet.

While there still existed hard bargaining for cabinet seats among 
Kriangsak’s supporters (e.g. Seri Tham Party etc.), the disruption

15 Asia Week, May 25, 1979, p. 16.



124 R . PR IZZ IA

which characterized the haggling for positions in the three previous 
coalition governments was greatly reduced. This was due not only 
to the absence of a coalition government, but also to the fact that the 
constitution enlarged the cabinet to 44 posts and therefore provided 
Kriangsak with more seats with which to reward his supporters.

A month after the election and in the midst of much speculation 
in the press, Kriangsak finally announced the final list of people 
who would comprise the cabinet of the “new” government. The result 
was a return to the “old faces” of the top-ranking military officers, 
some of whom were recalled from retirement. Army commander-in 
chief, General Prem Tinsulanond, became the Minister of Defense, 
while General Lek Kaewmalee took over as Minister of the Interior. 
The important Ministries of Finance and Agriculture were filled by 
Kriangsak himself. Five of the ten Ministers attached to the Prime 
Minister’s office were selected from the military and included 
Kriangsak’s former rival for power, retired General Yos Thephasadin. 
Kriangsak’s other former rival for supreme Commander, General Serm 
Na Nakorn, became one of three Deputy Prime Ministers. Air Chief 
Marshall Dawee Chulasapya was also chosen as a Deputy Prime 
Minister. One civilian, Upadit Pachariyankun, a member of the previ
ous Kriangsak military government, was awarded the important 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Several less important posts were also 
filled by civilians and one position, the Deputy Minister of Education, 
was filled by Yupa Udomsak who was a former member of the Palang 
Mai party. Dr. Krasae Chanawong, leader of the Palang Mai and 
unsuccessful in his bid for a seat in the 1979 election, was chosen as 
Deputy Minister of Public Health. These civilian appointments were 
due to the turn of events in which the Palang Mai sought to shed its 
ultra-liberal image and joined the more conservative young bureau
crats and technocrats of the Seri Tham Party in support of Kriangsak.

However, cabinet posts in the areas of Education and Health are 
traditionally left to civilians even under Martial Law. The civilian 
most sought after by Kriangsak to fill the Ministry of Finance port
folio was Boonchu Rajanasthien, President of the Bangkok Bank. 
Kriangsak would not relent on Boonchu’s demands for the wide 
latitude over economic policy making that he had as Minister of 
Finance in the civilian dominated Kukrit government of 1975. There
fore, Boonchu refused to lend his considerable talents and prestige 
to the military dominated Kriangsak cabinet.
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Concluding Remarks
In the months immediately following the 1979 elections and the 

formation of the “new” government, a more liberal trend evolved as 
labor and other groups began pressuring Kriangsak for reforms. In 
the meantime, Kukrit, relying on his widespread popularity and wit, 
underminded Kriangsak’s efforts to increase support for his military 
dominated government among the elected MPs. In July, only three 
months after the election, Kukrit managed to rally the House to 
unanimously censor Kriangsak for not replying to a Parliament 
proposal for reforms. Kriangsak, conscious of his dwindling popular 
ity, made a series of concessions to government and private labor 
organizations on wage adjustments, bonuses, and changed several 
aspects of the Labor Law. He also signed into law several Parliament 
proposals which deleted the discriminatory “alien father” clauses of 
the Election Bill and repealed the infamous “danger to society” bill 
which had allowed the arrest and indefinite detention of anyone 
suspected as “dangerous” without due process.16

Whether these and other expected liberal gestures by Kriangsak 
will win the necessary support from the civilian population in the 
months ahead is still uncertain. There is still the possibility that 
he may lose support from crucial elements of his fragile coalition of 
military friends and foes who form the basis of his new government. 
Kriangsak also must face the additional pressures and consequences 
of the battles raging in neighboring Vietnam and Cambodia. Here too 
a fragile balance exists in which increased incursions into Thailand 
by fleeing refugees and soldiers have put the Thai military on full 
alert along the borders. Any shift in this delicate balance in the 
internal as well as the foreign affairs of the “new” government may 
well give rise to another government without Kriangsak at the helm.
Postscript

The delicate balance of the Kriangsak government shifted dramati
cally only ten months later when in February 1980, a series of contro
versial oil price policies resulted in Kriangsak’s resignation. General 
Prem Tinsulamond, a friend and advocate of the royal family agreed

16 The “danger to society” bill has always been part of previous military 
governments under a variety of names. This particular bill was passed as 
National Administration Reform Council Order No. 22, which was announced 
shortly after the military coup of October 6, 1976.
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to form a new government. Prem replaced the military dominated 
cabinet including positions of deputy premier with respected civilians 
such as Boonchu Rojanasathien and Thanat Khoman. Choosing 
talented civilian and familiar military leaders was expected to in
crease the likelihood of solving Thailand’s crucial economic problems 
and to help Prem win a broader-base of support in the House of 
Representatives. Whether this approach will result in a more stable 
and longlasting government remains to be seen.


