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Thailand: The Battle of the Colours
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The protracted and violent political turmoil in Thailand came to a head last month following the 
army’s forcible removal of anti-government protestors from central Bangkok.  Despite the complexity 
of the situation, it is imperative for Canada to have a sense of what is going on in Thailand.  Tourist 
dollars and investment flows aside, Canada’s ongoing interest in Southeast Asia and Thailand’s key 
role in the region mean Ottawa must pay attention.
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Army tanks, armed soldiers, and barbed-wire barricades 
were familiar sights in Bangkok in recent weeks, as anti-gov-
ernment protesters (“Red Shirts”) and their pro-government 
antagonists clashed.  More than 80 people were killed, most 
of them civilians and media caught in the deadly cross-fire.  
For the past five years, Thailand -- an otherwise progressive 
and relatively well-off nation by developing countries’ stan-
dards -- has been trapped in cycles of mass demonstrations, 
street violence, martial laws, and social instability.  The most 
recent clash between the two opposing forces was, by far, 
“the worst ever seen in a 100 years.”1 

The “Bloody May of 2010” differs from the anti-government 
protests of 1992 and 1973 in that the occupation of key 
business areas and burning of more than 30 buildings were 
specifically aimed at destroying the current administration’s 
purported financiers.  Most notably, the Red Shirts have their 
own security forces led by Maj. General Khattiya (who was 

shot and killed during the protests) and his military faction.  
This provided crucial leverage for the Red Shirts in their 
bargaining with the government.  Direct attacks on the gov-
ernment’s political and financial base, coupled with the Red 
Shirts’ willingness to confront the army were not only un-
precedented, but they also made compromise between the 
two parties much less likely.2   With government forces hav-
ing retaken the occupied areas of Bangkok and the emer-
gency decree still in place, uncertainty prevails concerning 
the future in the current Thai government and generally in 
the Thai state itself.

Making Sense of the Colours

Broadly speaking, the “Red Shirts” are made up of two 
groups.  First are supporters of ousted former Prime Minister 
Thaksin Shinawatra, who championed pro-poor policies and 
drew his largest support from the country’s poorest regions 
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of the North and the Northeast.  Second are “pro-democ-
racy” proponents, who opposed the military coup in 2006 
and subsequently objected to a series of “undemocratic” 
measures designed to weaken Thaksin’s political influence, 
including the seizure of his assets and disbandment of Thak-
sin’s political party.  The Red Shirts represent an odd mix of 
the rural and the urban poor who advocate against the cur-
rent government, the elite, and the “establishments” of the 
country,3  as well as some highly educated, affluent urban 
segments of society, who want to see Thailand moving for-
ward in its democratization process.  The common threads 
that pull together the Red Shirt movement are their shared 
concerns over the Thai government’s perceived disrespect 
for the wishes of the majority; the gross injustice that exists 
in government practices; and the country’s many “double 
standards.”

The People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD), or the “Yellow 
Shirts,” who initiated the mass demonstrations against Thak-
sin in 2006 that culminated in the September military coup, 
draw their support largely from the Bangkok middle class 
and elite.  The rise of Thaksin and his populist political en-
gine shook the Bangkok-based establishment to the core.4   
The Yellow Shirt movement is a reaction to what many in 
Bangkok see as a highly corrupt, manipulative and danger-
ously authoritarian leader who threatens “the old ways” and 
disrespects the country’s core institutions: the military, the 
bureaucracy and the monarchy.5  The colour yellow - a co-
lour associated with the royal institution - is worn by PAD 
supporters to advance the impression that it is a pro-mon-
archy movement, one that seeks to do whatever it takes to 
protect the monarchical institution from the perceived threat 

Multi-Coloured Shirt Protest at Victory Monument  for the “Protection of 
Nation, Religion and Monarch,” May, 2010.

posed by a Thaksin administration.  Two of the Yellow Shirts’ 
top leaders - Chamlong Srimeoung and Sonthi Limthong-
kul - were once Thaksin’s closest allies.  Such examples of 
betrayal and vengeance are not uncommon in this violent 
crisis. 

The current Democrat-led coalition government of Abhisit 
Vejjajiva - largely seen as backed by the military regime that 
toppled Thaksin’s government and encouraged by the judi-
ciary – took office after two consecutive constitutional court 
rulings removed some of Thaksin’s closest allies from pow-
er.6   Despite having continued some of Thaksin’s populist 
policies, such as the 2,000-Baht handouts and land reform 
initiatives,7  much of the Red Shirt heartland remains too 
dangerous for Abhisit and his Cabinet to visit.8   After a court 
decision to strip half of Thaksin’s US$1.4 billion assets on 
charges of corruption, the Red Shirts took Bangkok hostage 
by bringing in, according to their estimates, some 500,000 
protesters9  to demand dissolution of the legislature, a new 

Red Shirt Demonstration, March 2010.

election and a return to “true” democracy.  Attempts at com-
promise between the two opposing sides failed as a result 
of the distrust between the two, as well as squabbles within 
the Red Shirt leadership.  While the military has attempted 
to maintain the impression of neutrality by dispelling coup 
rumours and encouraging both sides to talk,10  it has been 
implicated in the crisis.11

The battle between the Red Shirts and the Yellow Shirts is 
viewed by many as a class-based conflict.  Such class di-
vision is exploited and perpetuated by the Red Shirt lead-
ers, who have constructed a discourse of struggle between 
“Prai” versus “Ammat” (“serfs” versus “aristocrats”), with the 
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Reds representing the former group rebelling against the 
privileged class.  The Yellow Shirts have also done their part 
to deepen the rural-Bangkok divide by portraying the rural 
folks as “hillbillies,” “stupid”, and “vote sellers.”  While a sub-
stantial income gap does exist between the rich and poor in 
Thailand, such disparities are not new and they do exist both 
across and within regions (see Figure 1).

This conflict involves multiple layers of various divisions in 
society and factions in the realms of business, provincial 
power, regional strongholds, political groups, rural-urban 
divides, etc.  Class cleavage is a convenient and easy-to-
grasp concept that can be used strategically to create divi-
sions in society in order for Thaksin to rally political support 
from the countryside where 70% of the country’s population 
still resides.  Since Thaksin’s political support base draws 
mostly from the north and northeast regions, which represent 
more than 50% of parliamentary seats in national elections, 
it makes sense for the exiled tycoon to mobilize supporters in 
areas where he stands to gain the most electorally.  Serious 
class-based analysis, however, must come to terms with the 
fact that most of the Red Shirt leaders, including telecom ty-
coon Thaksin himself, are also well-educated, wealthy mem-
bers of the elite.

Beneath all the rhetoric and posturing is one of the most im-
portant factors that triggered the current crisis:  the unspoken 
issue of royal succession.  The deeply revered and highly 
benevolent 82-year-old King Bhumibhol has reigned over 
Thailand for more than 60 years.  Through it all, the mon-
archy survived numerous coups and oversaw the country’s 
most dramatic societal transformations.  King Bhumibhol 
represents a symbol of national unity and stability in Thai-
land.  In times of crisis, he has brokered peace between the 
opposing sides and brought the country back to normalcy.  
Thais are well aware of the King’s frail health, but given both 

social norms and strict laws forbidding commentary on the 
monarchy, they dare not speak publicly about the future of 
royal succession.  To many Yellow Shirt supporters, Thak-
sin comes across as arrogant and disloyal to the King, and 
they fear that his control over the matter of royal succes-
sion could lead to the collapse of the monarchical institution 
altogether.  The Constitution of 2007 ensures that only the 
King and his Privy Council are endowed with the power to 
decide on the question of royal succession.12   Nonetheless, 
the death of this King may set in motion the country’s worst 
ever crisis.

Implications for Canada-Thailand Relations

Canada’s top priorities in Thailand have typically focused 
on the issues of economic and democratic development, 
human rights, and good governance.13   While continuing 
to fund projects that seek to further development of Thai-
land’s democracy, such as sponsoring Canadian speakers 
in conferences on issues of democratic accountability and 
election observation workshops, Canada did not sever dip-
lomatic ties with the junta government in the aftermath of the 
2006 military takeover.14  It appears that Ottawa preferred to 
take a soft-line approach toward Bangkok in the initial phase 
of the political crisis by refraining from taking tough action, 
such as suspension of aid or public condemnation of the 
coup.  The ensuing riots and frequent government changes 
between 2006 and 2009 did not appear to shake Canada’s 
confidence in Thailand as a tourist and investment destina-
tion.  In fact, after the Bangkok airport shutdown and deadly 
fighting between the Red Shirts and the government forces 
in November 2009, Trade Minister Stockwell Day concluded 
a plan to develop “an unprecedented Canada-Thailand stra-

Abhisit Vejjajiva, Prime Minister of Thailand.
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Canada stands to benefit from a strong partnership with 
Thailand, one of the most influential and largest member 
states of ASEAN, in meeting its economic goals in the re-
gion.17   The political crisis in Thailand has, however, crippled 
the government’s capacity to act and weakened its role as 
a regional leader.  Thailand has failed, on more than one 
occasion, to hold ASEAN meetings due to unmanageable 
security concerns.  The country’s domestic turmoil has also 
raised serious doubts about the country’s ability to deal with 
regional issues, including its border disputes with Cambodia; 
violence in the far South that worries Malaysia; and rebel 
fighting along the Thai-Burmese border.  Canada’s objec-
tives in promoting democratic governance, stable political 
conditions and friendly business environment in Thailand 
and Southeast Asian as a whole should not be pursued sep-
arately, but rather as interrelated matters.

The Road Ahead

As the turmoil that had embroiled the capital city for the past 
few months came to an end, observers were left with the 

question: What is next for Thailand?  In the short-run, Prime 
Minister Abhisit has announced a five-point “road map” to 
attain national reconciliation and restore law and order to so-
ciety.18   The extent to which Abhisit will succeed in carrying 
out this program, coupled with the ability to battle any future 
unrest, will depend on the support from his coalition part-
ners.  Thus far, members of his coalitions, some of whom 
are former Thaksin allies, have lent their support to his lead-
ership.  This means the Democrat-led government may last 
long enough to finish its electoral term, thereby putting off 
the prospect for a new election for at least another year or 
more.

Unrest in the Red Shirt heartland is likely to ensue in the 
foreseeable future as protesters were assaulted and forced 
to flee, further compounding their grievances over social in-
justice and deep economic inequalities.  Such discontent 
and dissatisfaction with the current “order” of Thailand is un-
likely to dissipate unless some level of justice is brought to 
those on both sides of the conflict.  Unfortunately, Abhisit’s 
government has closed in on the Red Shirts rather aggres-
sively through massive shut downs of various media outlets, 
arrests of suspected Red Shirt supporters, and blacklisting 
bank accounts of potential Red Shirt financiers.  Such en-
croachment of already eroded civil liberty bodes badly for 
his road map for national conciliation.  Worse, the perceived 
threat of future unrest provides an excuse for Abhisit to con-
tinue to operate under the emergency decree, which gives 
undue power to his government and the military.

As Professor Charles Keyes argues in his recent op-ed on 
the Bangkok Post, it is “time for ‘time out’.”19 Leaders on both 
the Red Shirt and the government camps need to put their 
personal vengeance aside and give time for everyone to 
“cool off” and turn the temperature down a notch.  Imme-
diate grievances by the Red Shirts, especially the deaths 
of their supporters in the turmoil, must be addressed along 
with the economic losses incurred by those caught in the 
crossfire in Bangkok.  Now that the Red Shirt leadership is 
in disarray (except for exiled Thaksin), Abhisit has an op-
portunity to make amends with some of the Red Shirt sup-
porters by reaching out and following through with his plan of 
reconciliation.  Abhisit and his government needs to demon-
strate a genuine effort to bring justice to the Reds, such as 
the six deaths at Wat Pathum Wanaram on the final day of 
the crackdown, and refrain from using the kind of language 
that further deepens the division, such as calling some of 
the Red Shirts “terrorists.”20   If his administration insists on 
the Red Shirt heartland being a “no-go zone,” he only does 
himself and his country disservice.  It is the time for a ‘time 
out,’ as well as a time for building bridges. 

tegic energy partnership,” which included a major direct in-
vestment by Canada’s top engineering firm, SNC-Lavalin.15 

The Bloody May 2010 tragedy, which resulted in a tem-
porary closure of the Canadian Embassy in Bangkok and 
two wounded Canadian journalists, substantially raised Ot-
tawa’s concerns over the security situations in Bangkok.16   
A tougher stance on Thailand’s political crisis from Canada 
would be welcomed not only because Canada must protect 
its investment interests and the safety of its citizens, but Ot-
tawa should also send a strong message to Bangkok that 
future violence, instability, and divergence from the demo-
cratic path is unfavourable for its bilateral relations.

Bloody May 2010, Downtown Bangkok.
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