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The Unchanged Situation of Political Prisoners Following Coups in Thailand 

October 1976 – October 2014 

 The existence of political prisoners is not a novel phenomenon in Thai society. After 

the 6 October 1976 massacre and coup1, up to 8,000 students and people were arrested for 

political reasons on the accusation of being a “danger to society.”2 This number did not 

include the violent suppression of those who were accused of being Communists. From the 

time that the Communists left the jungle [in the mid-1980s] up until the present, those who 

think differently about politics [than the status quo] have been continually subject to arrest. 

In the present, those who rule the country have said that those arrested are “those who 

make the country disordered,” and therefore must be detained under martial law.3 

From the declaration of martial law and the seizure of the administrative power of 

the country by the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) on 22 May 2014 up until to 

                                                           
1The 6 October 1976 massacre of students at Thammasat University by right-wing state and para-state forces began in the 
early hours of the morning and included the assault, hanging, and murder of students and their supporters. That evening, 
the elected government of M.R. Seni Pramoj was ousted by a coup fomented by General Sa-ngad Chaloryu and the 
National Administrative Reform Council (NARC). The NARC claimed that during the massacre, 46 people were killed, over 
180 injured, and 3059 arrested; unofficial estimates placed the number of dead and injured much higher. The massacre and 
coup returned Thailand to dictatorship after nearly three years of open politics following the 14 October 1973 movement.  
2Thanapol Eawsakul and Chaithawat Tulathon, “The struggle of the defendants in the 6 October case under the (in)justice 

process after the 6 October 1976 coup,” FaDiewKan, Volume 12, Number 2-3, 2014. [ธนาพล อิ๋วสกุลและชัยธวัช ตุลาธน. “การ

ต่อสู้ของจ าเลยคดี 6 ตุลา ภายใต้กระบวนการ (อ)ยุติธรรม หลังการรัฐประหาร 6 ตุลาคม 2519.”ฟ้าเดียวกัน ปีที่ 12 ฉบับที่ 2-3 2557.] 

3“Army Commander: there will be no revocation of martial law, it is still needed and does not affect daily life,” Matichon, 
30 October 2014 [“ผบ.ทบ.ไม่เลิก′กฎอัยการศึก′ชี้ยังจ าเป็นยันไม่ส่งผลกระทบต่อการใช้ชีวิตประจ าวัน,” มติชน, 30 ตุลาคม 2557], Available 
online in Thai at http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1414665371 (Accessed 31 October 2014). 
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the present, the arrest and detention of individuals without charge for political reasons has 

continually increased. This is shown in the table below: 

Table 1: Number of people arrested and detained after the coup 

Number of people arrested and detained  291 persons 

Number of people detained without charge and then released  229 persons 

Number of cases in the military courts 69 cases 
Number of cases in the civilian cases 33 cases 

Number of people being prosecuted for political reasons 102persons 

The 102 prisoners and defendants in political cases are being prosecuted for the accusations 

as described in the table below: 

Table 2: Number of people prosecuted in political cases following the coup 

 A c c u s e d  o f 
i n s u l t i n g , 
d e f a m in g ,  o r 
threatening the 
m o n a r c h y 
(Article 112)4 

A c c u s e d  o f 
w e a p o n s 
possession 

A c c u s e d  o f 
participating in 
an assembly of 
5  o r  m o r e 
persons 

Accused of not 
reporting oneself 
 

D e ta in e d  in 
prisons 

11 persons 43 persons - - 

R e q u e s t  f o r 
c o n t i n u e d 
d e t e n t i o n 
dismissed 

1 person - 1 person 1 person 

Granted bail 2 persons 6 persons 5 persons 6 persons 

Fo u n d  gu ilty 
a n d  g iv e n  a 
s u s p e n d e d 
sentence 

1 person - 17 persons 4 persons 

                                                           
4Article 112 of the Thai Criminal Code stipulates that, “Whoever, defames, insults or threatens the King, the Queen, the 
Heir-apparent or the Regent, shall be punished with imprisonment of three to fifteen years.” 
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Fo u n d  gu ilty 
a n d  g iv e n  a 
non-suspended 
sentence 

3 persons - - - 

Total 18 persons 49 persons 23 persons 11 persons 

 

Thai Political Prisoners: An Unchanged Situation 

There are many points of similarity and resemblance between the legal proceedings 
against political prisoners under martial law in the present and those surrounding the events 
of 6 October 1976. These similarities include the following: 

1. The Use of Article 112 

Performing a play is a crime. One of the political events that functioned as a fuse 
for the events of 6 October was the performance of a play at Thammasat University on 4 
October 1976. The play was performed in order to convey information about the murder of 
those who expressed political opinions, but instead it was used in the prosecution of a case 
of lèse majesté under Article 112. Thirty seven years later, on 13 October 2013, a group of 
social activists staged a play at Thammasat University in order to reflect  the problem of 
disparity in Thai society. This play has been taken and used as the basis of a case of 
defamation of the king under Article 112. 

Detention without charge. In the 6 October 1976 case, the investigating officials had 
the power to detain the defendants for periods of 30 days for a total of not more than 180 
days without charge. As justification for the continual extension of detention, the officials 
claimed that, “The examination of the file is not complete.” 

In the present, the investigating officials have the power to detain for periods of 12 
days for a total of up to 7 times, for a total of 84 days. In nearly every case, the officials 
have requested the use of the full period of detention of 84 days . The reasons they have 
cited in order to request the Court’s permission for continued detention include, “The 
investigation is not yet complete/Additional witnesses must be questioned/The criminal 
record of the defendant must be examined/A proposal must be submitted for the National 
Police Commission to issue an order.” The accused have virtually no chance of being 
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granted bail. This is the case even though all of the accused still must be regarded as 
innocent until proven guilty and have the right to a fair trial.  

The phenomenon of the continued increase of the use of Article 112. Although 
the number of cases of Article 112 in relation to the events of 6 October 1976 is unknown, 
the police officials have accelerated the proceedings in cases under Article 112 following the 
2014 coup. This is evident from an interview given by a police official who noted that by the 
end of the year they were going to reduce by 50% the number of Article 112 cases pending 
since 2009.5 In the 18 cases tracked by Thai Lawyers for Human Rights, only 2 out of the 18 
cases have involved incidents which have occurred subsequent to the coup. This indicates 
that a large number of cases previously stalled at various levels are now being expedited. 

2. Places of Detention 

Prison for Political Prisoners . During the period following 6 October 1976, the 
officials used the Bang Khen Police Training School Prison (later referred to as the Laksi 
Temporary Prison) to detain political prisoners in order to prosecute them on charges of 
“Communist activities” and “lèse majesté.” Prior to the 2014 coup, the government used 
the Laksi Temporary Prison once more to detain political prisoners in cases related to the 
political conflict in 2010.6 

But on 28 July 2014, after the National Council for Peace and Order took power, the 
Department of Corrections transferred the political prisoners from their original location to 
ordinary prisons. This resulted in prisoners in political cases being detained together with 
prisoners in other cases, primarily in Zone 1 of the Bangkok Remand Prison. But in 
September, the prison separated and moved the political prisoners into different zones. 
 Subsequently, on 4 November 2014, General Paiboon Khumchaya, the Minister of 
Justice, signed Ministry of Justice Order No. 402/2557 [2014], which abolished the Laksi 
Temporary Prison. The reason given was that the Department of Corrections no longer needs 
to use this prison and the Royal Thai Police needs the space. Therefore, the period of 2014 

                                                           
5"'Chakthip' ordered the clearing of high-level defamation cases by 50% by the end of the year," TNews, 14 October 2014 ["'

จั ก รทิ พ ย์ ' สั่ ง เคลี ย ร์คดีห มิ่ น เบื้ อ งสู ง ให้ เหลื อ  50%  ภ าย ใน สิ้ นปี นี้ , ”  ที นิ วส์ , 14 ตุ ลาคม  2557], Available online in Thai at 

http://entertain.tnews.co.th/content/111055/ (Accessed 20 October 2014).  

6“Today! The political prison of ‘Laksi Temporary Prison’ has begun, click here if you want to know where it is,”Matichon, 6 
January 2012 [“วันนี้ ! คุกการเมือง 'เรือนจ าชั่วคราวหลักสี่ ' เริ่มนับหนึ่ง อยากรู้ว่าอยู่ตรงไหนต้องคลิกมาดู,”มติชน, 6 มกราคม 2555], 
Available online in Thai at http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1325777953 (Accessed 29 October 2014). 

http://entertain.tnews.co.th/content/111055/
http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1325777953
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coup has seen the permanent elimination of a place of detention specificall y for political 
prisoners.7 
 Restrictions on the Right to Visitation.  In September, t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f 

Corrections put new regulations regarding the visitation of prisoners into force.8 The right to 

visit is limited to 10 relatives or those with a close relationship named by the prisoner. If 

there are changes to this list of 10 persons, the officials must be informed 30 days in 

advance. In one provincial prison, the officials have stipulated that relatives must make 

visitor identification cards and are permitted to visit only 2 times per week.  

3. The Military Court Remains in Use  
The use of the Military Court to process civilian cases remains the same across both the 

period of 6 October 1976 and the present for the reason of “the peace and order inside the 

country.” This means that all cases related to security are heard by military courts that 

make summary decisions without appeal.9 

Even though the military claims that the examination of cases in military courts is 
done according to the principles of human rights and justice, Articles 36 and 61 of the 
Military Court Act stipulate that during abnormal times, such as when martial law is 
declared, appeals are not permitted.10 This means that the accused are subject to 
examination and decision by only one court. 

                                                           
7“Urgent! Paiboon Khumchaya ordered the closure of Laksi Temporary Prison,” Matichon, 4 November 2014 [“ด่วน ! ไพบูลย์ 

คุ้มฉายา ออกค าสั่ง ยุบเลิกเรือนจ าชั่วคราวหลักสี่ แล้ว,” มติชน, 4 พฤศจิกายน 2557], Available online in Thai at  

http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1415109241 (Accessed 5 November 2014).  
8Department of Corrections Regulations on Visitation and Contact of Detainees by Those Outside and Entering to View or 

Contact the Prison, Issued on 9 March 2012 [ข้อบังคับกรมราชทัณฑ์ ว่าด้วยการเยี่ยมการติดต่อของบุคคลภายนอกต่อผู้ต้องขังและการเข้า

ดูกิจการหรือติดต่อการการงานเรือนจ า พ.ศ. 2555 ลงวันที่ 9 มีนาคม 2555]. 

9However, during the period following 6 October 1976, there was a more diverse range of cases placed into the military 
courts, for example, sex crimes, crimes against property, and crimes against life, etc. (following Order No. 1 of the Nationa l 
Administrative Reform Council, issued on 6 October 1976.  
10“‘Lieutenant General Preecha’ reacts to the UN and notes that the Thai military court’s decision in the case of opposition 

to the coup was just and there was no constriction of human rights,” Matichon, 4 September 2014 [“‘พล.ท.ปรีชา' โต้ยูเอ็นระบุ

ศาลทหารไทยตัดสินคดีต้านรปห.อย่างยุติธรรม ไม่จ ากัดสิทธิมนุษยชน," มติชน , 4 กันยายน 2557], Available online in Thai at 

http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1409746780 (Accessed 20 October 2014).  

http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1415109241
http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1409746780
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The use of military courts constitutes a restriction of the due process rights of the 
accused to receive examination and review of decisions in their cases by a higher court. The 
jurisdiction of the military court in the present reflects its use as a political instrument across 
many eras, which affects the right to a fair trial of defendants in political cases in Thailand. 

 

Overview of Political Prisoners After the Coup 

Ongoing Pursuit, Arrest, and Prosecution. On 19 October 2014, military officials 
located and arrested people for violating the prohibition against demonstations, 5 months 
after the demonstration in question.11 This can be regarded as the military’s seriousness in 
their arrest of those they think constitute “a security threat.” 

Investigation.There are problems with respect to due process rights in investigations 
carried out under Martial Law. The provision of 7 days of detention in secret locations and 
without a warrant – which includes denial of the right to a lawyer and the disallowing of 
visitation by relations, in which inevitably the accusation of unfair treatment of the people 
by the authorities cannot be avoided – affects the accused and their families.  

 Through conversations with the families of the accused persons, Thai Lawyers for 
Human Rights has found that the prosecution of cases has myriad effects on the lives of the 
accused and their families. Notably, relatives and others close to the accused have been 
threatened by military officials. 

In addition, there is the issue of the expenses of the relatives of the accused who 
must travel from the provinces to Bangkok to visit or request bail. Many families lack their 
primary source of income, and must prepare assets to request bail, which in some cases 
must be borrowed. Further, there are additional problems in relation to employment, as 
some of the accused or their relatives have been fired because they missed work. 

 

 

 

                                                           
11"Arrest of red shirt youth at the funeral of Apiwan, Claimed that there was a picture of him protesting the coup," 

Matichon, 20 October 2014 ["จับหนุ่มเสื้อแดงหลังร่วมงานศพอภิวันท์ ระบุมีภาพชุมนุมต้านรัฐประหาร," มติชน, 20 ตุลาคม 2557], 

Available online in Thai at http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1413778981 (Accessed 29 October 2014). 

http://www.matichon.co.th/news_detail.php?newsid=1413778981
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

There are significant similarities between the political situation following the 6 
October 1976 coup and and that following the 22 May 2014 coup.  Even though more than 
thirty years have passed, this is the case whether it is the politically-motivated arrest and 
detention of individuals by claiming that they are“a danger to national security,” the use of 
military courts to process civilians, the violation of due process rights by denying the right to 
appeal and the right to bail, and the use of martial law to suspend the rights  of the people. 
In the instance of 6 October 1976, there was ultimately an amnesty for all of the 
defendants, which reflects that the prosecution of political cases constitute the use of 
criminal accusations to threaten and intimidate people who think diffferently in society.This 
does not have positive effects on the judicial suystem, and in the end, not only will it be 
unable to solve the problem of political conflict in society, but it may also lead to the 
escalationof the conflict into one of increased violence. 

Thai Lawyers for Human Rights therefore recommends that the National Council 

for Peace and Order and the Cabinet proceed as follows: 

1. Cease prosecutions and grant amnesty in freedom of expression cases; 

2. Provide due process rights in other criminal cases related to politics; and 

3. Separate the places of detention of political prisoners and prisoners in ordinary 

cases. 

------------------------------------- 


