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ABSTRACT 
 

 New democracies have significant challenges in their struggle to create a lasting 

democracy, and Thailand is no exception.  Although Thailand has many critical 

components necessary for a democracy, it has significant obstacles that are impeding its 

ability to create a lasting democracy.  Indeed, Thailand has undergone 17 coups since 

1932 with the most recent one occurring in 2006.    Understanding the fundamental 

principles of what makes a democracy exist can help us understand whether Thailand is 

in fact a democracy today, and, if so, what kind of a democracy and whether it is one 

that will endure. 

 This thesis first explores the central elements needed in a democracy and then 

addresses what components are necessary for democratic consolidation, which is the 

process by which a fledgling democracy emerges into a stable, mature democracy.  The 

thesis will then use this analysis as a framework for analyzing Thailand’s democratic 

landscape and its potential for democractic consolidation. 

 The analysis of Thailand’s democracy suggests the country has some central 

elements of a democracy, such as free and fair elections.  Thailand also has some 
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hallmarks of democratic consolidation, including a strong democratic culture among its 

citizens and robust economic growth.  However, Thailand lacks several significant 

elements necessary in a democracy, such as freedom of expression, an independent 

judiciary, and a civilian-controlled military.  Moreover, Thailand’s democratic 

consolidation is hindered by the use of non-democratic institutions to resolve conflicts, 

economic inequalities, and the significant influence of the military in the country’s 

politics. Until these issues are resolved, Thailand’s democracy is unlikely to consolidate 

in the near future. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

  
Although some argue that democracy may not be suited to all countries and 

cultures, it is generally accepted, particularly in the United States, as the best form of 

government.   Nonetheless, democracy does have its flaws.  In a speech in the House of 

Commons on November 11, 1947, Winston Churchill famously said, “No one pretends 

that democracy is perfect or all-wise.  It has been said that democracy is the worst form 

of government except all the others that have been tried.”  

 Democracies throughout the world have significantly varying degrees in quality.  

To this end, the definition of democracy also varies.  Thailand is a striking example of the 

strengths and weaknesses of democracy, if in fact one can call it a democracy at all.  This 

thesis will provide an analysis of a Thailand’s democracy, what type of democracy the 

country has, and what are the obstacles to creating a lasting democracy in the country.  

Prior to this assessment, the thesis will address major contemporary themes of 

democracy, including what are the critical components of a democracy, what are the 

different types of democracy, and what are the necessary conditions need for 

democracy to endure (i.e. democractic consolidation). 

 This introduction chapter will first provide a brief background of contemporary 

Thai political history and then a roadmap for the analysis of democracy and Thailand 

discussed in this thesis. 
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I. Brief History of Thailand’s Contemporary Political Landscape 

 To provide some context to this thesis, it is necessary to lay out a framework of 

events that have occurred leading to the current political situation in Thailand.  This is 

by no means meant to be completely inclusive, but to give context to events discussed 

in this thesis, especially in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Thailand’s struggle for democracy has been long, including 17 military coups 

since its first constitution in 1932, when the country became a constitutional 

monarchy.1  Following the 1991 coup and a return to democracy in 1992, many looked 

to Thailand as a beacon of democractic hope for Southeast Asia.  But Thailand’s struggle 

for democracy since 1992 has been particularly challenging.  A relatively stable electoral 

democracy based on the 1997 “People’s Constitution” has been thrown in turmoil over 

the last 10 years.2 

 In 2001, Thaksin Shinawatra’s Thai Rak Thai (TRT) party won the parliamentary 

elections and Thaksin was appointed prime minister.   Thaksin and the TRT ran on a 

“populist” platform aimed at providing benefits to segments of the Thai population that 

had been neglected by previous governments, namely the poor, rural Thais that 

compose a significant percent of the population.  Although some of Thaksin’s actions as 

prime minister took an anti-democractic tone, he is largely credited for reviving the Thai 

economy and a government that reached previously marginalized segments of the 

population.3  His reward was an overwhelming victory in the 2005 elections. 
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As Thaksin’s popularity grew, so did the perception that he was using 

government to benefit his own business interests and those close to him.  Thai elites, 

the military, and many in the middle-class (largely based in Bangkok) grew increasingly 

concerned about the abuse of power.  As unrest against Thaksin increased, he opted to 

dissolve parliament in 2006 and hold snap elections (i.e. elections held earlier than 

required by the Constitution).   

 After the 2006 snap elections, however, the Constitutional Court ruled that the 

Election Commission of Thailand (ECT), which was composed of pro-Thaksin 

commissioners, was in violation of their duties for holding an election too quickly and 

not allowing other political parties enough time to prepare for the campaign period.4  

The 2006 election results were ruled invalid.  In September 2006, the military held a 

“bloodless coup,” which was generally well received among the public as a way to end 

the political instability.5  The coup leaders expressed their interests in returning to an 

elected government as soon as possible.  However, prior to that point, they were bent 

on dismantling Thaksin and the TRT.  In 2007 Thaksin was found guilty of corruption and 

sentenced in absentia to a two-year jail term and a significant share of his assets were 

frozen.  He has remained in exile, contending the judgment against him was politically 

motivated and not based on facts.  Additionally, TRT was dissolved and 110 of their top 

members banned from participating in politics for five years. 
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 The coup leaders, likely believing this was the end to Thaksin’s influence, called 

for election in December 2007.  Though not winning a majority, the pro-Thaksin 

People’s Power Party (PPP), a reincarnation of the TRT, won the most seats and formed 

the next government with Samak Sundaravej as the new prime minister.  The election 

outcome rankled many of Thailand’s elites and led to street protests by the anti-Thaksin 

People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) and its Yellow Shirt supporters (named for the 

shirt color supports wore and their pro-monarchy stance – the Thai royal color is 

yellow).  At this time, judicial proceedings were used to force Samak to step down from 

politics. He was ruled in conflict of interest for the relatively petty offense of being paid 

to participate in a television cooking show and forced to resign from office.6 

 After Samak stepped down, Somchai Wongsawat, Thaksin’s brother-in-law, was 

appointed prime minister by the pro-Thaksin parliament.  This increased frustrations 

among PAD supporters who escalated their tactics by surrounding Government House 

(i.e. the prime minister office) and overtaking both of Bangkok’s airports for an 

extended period.  On two different occasions, the military specifically asked Somchai to 

step down and, again, judicial proceedings were used to force Somchai to resign.  By 

December 2008, the courts ruled that Yongyuth Tiyapairat, a PPP executive, violated 

election laws during the 2007 campaigns.  As a result, the PPP was dissolved and the 

party’s top leaders were banned from politics for five years, including Prime Minister 
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Somchai.  Thaksin and his supporters stated that these actions were tantamount to a 

“coup in disguise.”7 

 This opened the door for a military backed Democrat Party coalition to form and 

Democrat Party leader Abhisit Vejjajiva was appointed prime minister.  Over the next 

year and a half, the pro-Thaksin Red Shirts and the United Front for Democracy against 

Dictatorships (UDD) began protests against the Abhisit government and called for new 

elections.  Their protests escalated and essential shut down parts of Thailand’s business 

district for weeks.  As tensions increased, Abhisit imposed the Internal Security Act in 

March 2010.  After negotiations between the Abhisit government and the UDD leaders 

failed, the protests turned violent and the military stepped in to end them.  Over 90 

people were killed, including soldiers, and more than 800 were injured.  As the Red Shirt 

supporters were dispersed, riots began and fires were set throughout the city.  The 

government accused the Red Shirt leaders of instigating the violence and arson, leading 

to their eventual arrest in October 2011.8 

 Following the riots and the crackdown of the Red shirt protests, Abhisit called for 

early elections in May 2011 (he was required to hold elections by December 2011 as 

mandated by the 2007 Constitution).  The elections were scheduled for July 3, 2011.  

The pro-Thaksin Puea Thai party, a reincarnation of the PPP, won an outright majority 

and Yingluck Shinawatra, Thaksin’s sister, was appointed prime minister.  To-date, 

Yingluck has been able to govern without intervention from the military or the courts. 
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II. Thesis Composition  

  This thesis will first explore in Chapter 2 the most prevalent themes relating to 

how democracy is defined and what are the necessary components of a democracy.  A 

democracy framework will be developed that can be applied to Thailand to determine 

whether it is, in fact, a democracy and what components of a democracy are currently 

present or absent.  Chapter 3 will address the concept of democratic consolidation, 

which is the process by which a “new” democracy matures and increases its likelihood 

of enduring and not reverting back to an authoritarian regime. 

 Chapters 4 and 5 will apply the previous chapters’ discussion into the Thai 

context.  Specifically, Chapter 4 will focus on what democratic elements are present or 

absent in today’s Thailand.  Finally, Chapter 5 will make conclusions on how to define 

Thailand’s democracy and what components hinder or provide optimism that its 

democracy will endure. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DEMOCRACY DEFINED 
 
 

Is Thailand a “democracy?”  “Democracy” is a goal most countries and regimes 

strive to attain, and many do so but in varying degrees.  But what does democracy mean 

and how does a democratic government differ from a non-democratic government?  As 

Robert Dahl writes, “the word democracy . . . refer[s] both to a goal or ideal and to an 

actuality that is only a partial attainment of the goal.”1  Indeed, to understand what 

democracy means and whether Thailand falls within the definition of a democracy 

requires a broad understanding of the key components that can categorize a country or 

regime as being democratic.     

To help determine if Thailand is a democracy, this thesis will explore the most 

prevalent definitions and themes relating to democracy and what the critical 

components that help to determine whether a government is democractic or not.  By 

reviewing literature on democracy, I will lay out a frame work and a set of questions 

that can be applied to Thailand to determine if, in fact, the country is a democracy and 

which components of a democracy are currently present or absent.   

I. Introduction to Democracy 

“Democracy” has a wide array of meanings.  Citizens of newly formed 

democracies or those striving for democracy define democracy as anything from the 

freedom to elect one’s leaders to the freedom to express one’s opinion without fear of 
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retribution.  Other citizens define democracy by looking at its potential outcomes, such 

as jobs and higher living standards.2  Even among academics and democracy experts 

there is no firm agreement as to what “democracy” is and what constitutes a democracy 

within a given regime.  Nonetheless, there are some widely agreed upon assumptions as 

to what defines a democracy. 

In The Spirit of Democracy, Larry Diamond writes that, “Democracy is a system of 

regular conflict between competing interests and ambitions, but it can only survive if it 

resolves these conflicts peacefully and lawfully.”3  More specifically, Diamond describes 

a regime as being democratic if, “at the minimal level . . . people can choose and replace 

their leaders [with] regular, free, and fair elections . . . .”4  Robert Dahl, in On 

Democracy, also writes that “today we have come to assume that democracy must 

guarantee virtually every adult citizen the right to vote.”5  

Yet, it is widely viewed that elections alone do not make a democracy.  Many 

authoritarian governments use the façade of elections to legitimize their rule, although 

these elections are generally far from being “free and fair.”  To address this concern, 

Robert Dahl uses a more vigorous description of democracy in which he coins the term 

“polyarchy,” which in Greek refers to the “rule of the many.”6  He uses this term to 

define a democracy that goes beyond free, fair, and competitive elections to include 

personal freedoms of expression and association, access to alternative sources of 

information, and independent institutions to ensure that government policies are 
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guided by the preferences of its citizens.7  So while some use a “minimalist” standard 

like economist and political scientist Joseph Schumpeter’s – a political system in which 

power is filled “through a competitive struggle for the people’s vote”8 – many use this 

electoral concept overlapped with “Dahl’s polyarchy by also implying the civil and 

political freedoms necessary for political debate and electoral campaigning.”9  

 Elections are the single most widely agreed upon component of democracy.10  As 

author Samuel Huntington describes, democracy is when the “most powerful collective 

decision makers are selected through fair, honest, and periodic elections in which 

candidates freely compete for votes.”11  However, the critical component is that only 

when elections are “free and fair” and election winners actually hold real power can 

democracy exist.  But who determines if an election is free and fair?  And, “how do we 

know that officials elected are really the ‘most powerful decision makers,’ that there are 

not significant ‘reserved domains’ of military, bureaucratic, or oligarchical power?”12 

 The “quality” of elections has numerous variables that can be used to determine 

its fairness.  Diamond writes:  

Competitive and uncertain elections, even frequent alternation of parties in 
power, can coexist with serious abuses of human rights, significant constraints 
on freedom in many areas of life, discrimination against minorities, a weak rule 
of law, a compromised or ineffectual judiciary, rampant corruption, 
gerrymandered electoral districts, unresponsive government, state domination 
of the mass media, and widespread crime and violence.13   
 

Thus, elections alone do not dictate that other essential components of democracy 

exist.   
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 Dahl suggests that the following components are required for democracy: free, 

fair and frequent elections, freedom of expression, alternative sources of information, 

associational autonomy, and inclusive citizenship.14  Additionally, he states the following 

aspects are “essential conditions” for democracy: control of military by elected officials 

and a democratic, political culture.15  Diamond has similar requirements for democracy, 

but adds an additionally component focusing on institutional aspects: equality of laws, 

an independent judiciary, and institutional checks and balances.16  

To better understand what democracy is, and is not, and how these democratic 

attributes help to define whether Thailand is in fact a democracy this thesis will further 

discuss some of the more common democratic attributes in democracy literature.  

Generally, these attributes can be broken into two types: “freedom attributes” and 

“institutional attributes,” each of which will be discussed in detail below.  The freedom 

attributes of democracy focuses primarily on individual freedoms, such as the freedom 

to vote for elected officials, the freedom of expression and the availability of alternative 

sources of information.  These attributes are more intrinsic to the citizens within a 

regime than the regime’s leaders.  The institutional attributes, on the other hand, focus 

more on the internal structures within a regime.  These structures help to frame the 

fundamental base from which the freedom attributes can be insured.  The institutional 

attributes within a democracy center on issues such as the rule of law, independent 
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judiciaries, autonomous oversight of elected leaders, and control of the military and 

other institutions within a regime. 

II. Freedom Attributes Examined 

 Perhaps the most common elements of a democracy that both citizens and 

democracy experts share is the belief in the freedom attributes that come from it.  This 

thesis identifies and discusses three of these key elements that are at the core of a 

democracy:  (1) the freedom citizens have in voting for their leaders through free and 

fair elections; (2) , the freedom to express ones opinions and beliefs; and, (3) the 

availability of a wide array of information, even information that is critical of a 

government or ruling regime.   

A. Free and Fair Elections 

 The most universally accepted component of any democracy is the ability for all 

citizens to participate in elections and vote for who they want to lead their country – 

this drives almost all other aspects of a democracy.  Indeed, “elections are the essence 

of democracy.  From this follow other characteristics of democratic systems.  Free, fair, 

and competitive elections are only possible if there is some measure of freedom of 

speech, assembly, and press, and if opposition candidates and parties are able to 

criticize incumbents without fear of retaliation.”17  

Although elections in of themselves do not make a democracy, they do assist in 

pushing regimes toward a more open and bountiful democracy.  As such, “the repetition 
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of electoral processes, even if flawed or manipulated, can result in democratization.”18  

Elections help to make the other components of democracy more achievable.  However, 

the framework in which elections are conducted are critical.  There must be genuine 

competition that embodies the concept of being “free and fair.”  Dahl writes that “if 

equality in voting is to be implemented, then clearly elections must be free and fair.  To 

be free means that citizens can go to the polls without fear of reprisal; and if they are to 

be fair, then all votes must be counted as equal.”19   

But democracy also requires that there be some uncertainty in the election 

outcomes in which opposition parties and leaders have the ability to freely campaign 

and garner a significant share of the votes.20  If opposition political parties are unable to 

provide for a viable alternative to incumbent power then it is difficult, if not impossible, 

to say that democracy actually exists in a regime.   

 While outside observers may readily be able to determine if elections are free, 

determining the fairness of elections is a more difficult standard.  I will explore both 

these concepts – free and fair – to develop an understanding of the central components 

needed in determining whether elections are, in fact, free and fair.  This discussion will 

allow for a more complete analysis of Thailand’s recent elections in order to determine 

if they were free and fair. 
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i. Defining “Free” Elections 

  “Free” elections is a quintessential component to democracy that perpetuates 

both a citizen’s choice in whom should lead a regime and the citizen’s personal freedom 

of expression and association.  Diamond elaborates:  

Elections are ‘free’ when the legal barriers to entry into the political arena are 
low, when there is substantial freedom for candidates and supporters of 
different political parties to campaign and solicit votes, and when voters 
experience little or no coercion in exercising their electoral choices.  Freedom to 
campaign requires some considerable freedom of speech, movement, assembly, 
and association in political life, if not fully in civil society.21   
 

 Additionally, the right of all citizens to participate in elections, both by voting 

and running for office is another component of free elections.  This assumes that 

citizens meet a minimum level of standards, such as age or residency requirements.  

Diamond goes on to also note competency requirements, but this can be a very slippery 

slope.22  Although it may be understandable to forbid citizens with severe mental 

defects to participate in an election, there are some elites, including in Thailand, who 

believe that lesser educated citizens should also be excluded from voting as they are 

unable to make informed and educated decisions.23   

Democracy also is contingent on all citizens, regardless of ethnicity, religion or 

culture, being allowed to participate in the democratic system by voting and forming 

organizations and political parties to campaign and advocate on their behalf.  As 

Diamond writes, a regime is democratic when “cultural, ethnic, religious, and other 

minority groups, as well as traditionally disadvantaged majorities, are not prohibited 
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(legally or in practice) from expressing their interests in the political process, and from 

using their language and culture.”24  

 To judge whether Thailand’s elections are free, the following questions will be 

applied: 

 Are elections inclusive, allowing all citizens above a certain age to 
participate? 
 

 Are voters able to vote for whomever they choose without coercion 
or fear of retribution?  

 

 Are political parties and candidates able to campaign freely?  
 

ii. Defining “Fair” Elections  

 Not only do elections need to be free, they need to be “fair,” which can be a 

more difficult standard to attain and access.  One  basic concept for fairness focuses on 

outcomes: “elections that are reasonably fair, … [when] the opposition has a reasonable 

chance of winning.”25  While on the surface this definition may sound overly simple, it 

provides for a fair playing field, which is a relatively difficult standard to meet.   

a. Neutral Oversight of Elections 

Diamond outlines some of the more compelling facets of “fairness,” that largely 

centers on administrative aspects of elections.  He focuses on the need for “neutral 

authorities” such as election commissions; the police, military and courts that help to 

administer elections; protection against fraud; equal treatment of political parties; and 

candidates, and implementation of procedures that allow for transparent and impartial 
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resolution of election.26 Additionally, he notes aspects that help to minimize the 

advantages of incumbent parties and leaders while allowing openings for the 

opposition, such as access to the public media, electoral districts’ design, and rules that 

“do not grossly handicap the opposition.”27  

Regardless of the standard one uses to ascertain fairness, as O’Donnell further 

elaborates, “there is not, and there will never be, a clear-cut and theoretically grounded 

dividing line that can tell us once and for all when those conditions [of fair elections] 

have or have not been met.”28  Nonetheless, there are a few additional components to 

fairness that need to be further elaborated upon. 

b. A Fair “Playing Field” and the Advantages of Incumbency 

Without a fair “playing field,” opposition political parties and leaders will have 

restricted access to media, be unable to assemble their supporters, and can only engage 

in a limited campaign among the electorate, thus significantly hindering their chances of 

winning an election by impeding democratic competition.29  Genuine openness and 

competition in the electoral arena allows any group that adheres to constitutional 

principles to form a party and contest for office through election campaigns.30  As 

Diamond writes, “Freedom to campaign requires some considerable freedom of speech, 

movement, assembly, and association in political life, if not more broadly in civil 

society.”31  An uneven playing field, however, is more difficult to ascertain than vote 

counting issues or a generally repressive campaign environment.32  Indeed, it requires 
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some judgment as to the impact a regime’s actions can have on the opposition’s 

competitiveness in an election. 

 But an uneven playing field should not be confused with the benefits that 

typically come from an incumbent government, though there may not be a clear 

differentiation between the two.  As Diamond writes, “Often, governing parties or 

executives enjoy advantages of incumbency – readier access to the media, an easier 

time raising money from business, and the ability (strictly legal or not) to use 

government transportation and staff while campaigning.”33   

It is important to understand at which point advantages of incumbency tip the 

scales to an uneven playing field and can no longer be considered marginal enough to 

allow for fair competition.  Steven Levitsky and Lucan A. Way highlight three specific 

points to distinguish the differences between “routine incumbent advantage” and an 

uneven playing field: “We consider a playing field uneven where:  1) state institutions 

are widely abused for partisan ends; 2) the incumbent party is systematically favored at 

the expense of the opposition; and 3) the opposition’s ability to organize and compete 

in elections is seriously handicapped.”34    

c. Election Outcomes and Fairness 

The outcome of elections also plays a significant role in determining fairness.  If 

election winners are ultimately hindered from occupying the offices they have 

competed for, removed from office  before their tenure is complete (at least through 
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undemocratic or unconstitutional means), or there are unelected leaders that have 

power beyond the reach of the elected officials, one can say electoral fairness has been 

compromised.  O’Donnell addresses these issues when stating that, “These elections 

should also be decisive, in the sense that whoever wins may occupy the offices for 

which they have competed, and endure in their tenure as constitutionally prescribed.”35  

In an earlier work, O’Donnell goes on to say that “…elected (and some appointed) 

officials should not be arbitrarily terminated before the end of their constitutionally 

mandated terms.”36 

Ultimately, elections need to avoid the “fallacy of electoralism.”37  This term 

refers to unfairly contested elections which impacts a significant segment of the 

electorate, disenfranchising them from contesting for power, pursing their political 

interest or leaving “significant arenas of decision-making power beyond the reach or 

control of elected officials.”38  In order for elections to be considered fair, control over 

government decisions and policies ultimately needs to be vested in officials elected by 

citizens – a representative government.39   

d. Multi-party Elections 

Lastly, in order for elections to be fair there must be contestation among 

multiple political parties.  Staffan Lindberg highlights the importance of multiparty 

elections even before democracy has begun to foster within in a regime: “What 

characterizes democratization by election as a mode of transition is that de jure 
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multiparty elections are introduced before much real democratization has taken 

place.”40  The fair contestation among multiple political parties demonstrates a 

significant opening for democracy.  Diamond suggest that fair elections are driven by 

uncertain electoral outcomes, “with a significant opposition vote and the presumption 

of party alternation in government over time, but no group that adheres to 

constitutional principles is denied the right to form a party and contest elections (even if 

electoral thresholds and other rules prevent smaller parties from winning 

representation in parliament).”41  This genuine competition among political parties with 

presumably different interests and supporters solidifies, at least the impression, that 

elections are fair. 

 The preceding discussion emphasizes that there is a great latitude in ascertaining 

the fairness of an election.  As Diamond writes, “No system is a perfect democracy, all 

require constant vigilance, and scattered violations do not negate the overall 

democratic character of elections.”42   

To judge whether Thailand’s elections are fair, particularly the recent 2011 

parliamentary elections, the following questions will be applied: 

 Is there a neutral body that oversees elections, ensuring fair 
treatment toward all political parties and candidates? 

 

 Is the election playing field fair?  That is, do opposition parties and 
leaders have a reasonably fair chance of winning an election? 

 

 Are the advantages of incumbency marginal enough to allow for fair 
competition? 
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 Is power vested in the election’s winner without a higher authority 
capable of overruling? 

 

 Are election winners allowed to carry out their entire tenure as 
prescribed by the constitution? 

 

 Are multiple parties allowed to fairly compete in elections? 
 

B. Freedom of Expression 

The ability for citizens to express themselves freely is an essential aspect of a 

democracy.  Dahl writes that the freedom of expression is “required in order for citizens 

to participate effectively in political life.”43  The ability of citizens to express themselves 

without fear of retribution leads to more effective political and social participation with 

a broader understanding of the positive and negative aspects of a government’s policies 

as well as an ability to influence the political agenda within a government.  In particular, 

freedom to criticize and offer alternatives to the government and mainstream political 

ideologies are vital to expanding public understanding.44  This freedom includes citizens’ 

“freedom of belief, opinion, discussion, speech, publication, broadcast, assembly, 

demonstration, petition and (why not) the Internet.”45  

 Additionally, freedom of expression also entails allowing citizens the freedom to 

express themselves through religion, culture and participation in both social and 

political life.46  Social and religious difference are often sources of tension and can 

instigate conflict among different groups.  During the course of this conflict, groups that 

are in power can attempt to curtail the freedoms of opposing groups, particularly if the 
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group in power holds a majority.  This poses a potential paradox with democracy where 

the rule of the majority should reign supreme, potentially infringe on the freedoms of 

minority groups.  Marc Plattner addresses this concern:  

In contemporary terms, this principle [of democracy] is usually understood in 
terms of the rule of the majority, as expressed through free and fair elections.  
But it is almost universally recognized that majoritarianism by itself does not 
capture the contemporary understanding of democracy.  . . .  But this means that 
a modern democracy has a dual character – it is itself, in the sense, a kind of 
hybrid regime, one that tempers popular rule with anti-majoritarian features.47  
 
To judge whether the citizens of Thailand have the freedom of expression, the 

following question will be applied: 

 Are citizens allowed to freely express themselves, including the right to 
criticize the government or other authority figures (i.e the military or the 
monarchy), without fear of retribution? 
 

C. Unfettered Access to Alternate Sources of Information 

 A central component of a robust democracy is a well-informed and enlightened 

citizenry with access to a broad range of information.48  In a democracy, citizens have a 

right to have access to alternative and independent sources of information (i.e. other 

individuals, experts, media outlets, books, websites, etc.) that exist beyond the control 

of the government or any single group.  Dahl writes that “the availability of alternative 

and relatively independent sources of information is required by several of the basic 

democratic criteria.”49  He goes on to ask, “How can citizens acquire the information 

they need in order to understand the issues if the government controls all the important 
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sources of information?  Or, for that matter, if any single group enjoys a monopoly in 

providing information?”50  

Diamond also acknowledges the need for alternative sources of information.  He 

writes that a key requirement for democracy is the existence of “alternative sources of 

information, including independent media, to which citizens have (politically) unfettered 

access.”51   Additionally, the availability of information beyond the control of the 

government allows opposition parties and leaders to disseminate their  viewpoints, 

particularly those critical of the government, in order to engage and inform citizens of 

alternative opinions, beliefs, and policies.  Moreover, the internet and social media is 

playing a larger role in democracy, leading some regimes to limit access to all or some 

parts of the internet, a vital source of information.    

To judge whether the citizens of Thailand have access to alternate sources of 

information, the following questions will be applied: 

 Does the government or other authorities restrict access to 
information critical of these entities, including media outlets and the 
internet? 

 

 How robust are the alternative sources of information? 
 

 How accessible are the alternative sources of information to average 
citizens? 

 
III. Institutional Attributes Examined 

 Democracies need institutional attributes to protect its freedom attributes, but 

equally as important, institutional attributes help to protect citizens against the abuse of 
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power while ensuring that elected officials do indeed hold real power.  Two central 

components of these institutional attributes are horizontal accountability and the need 

for elected officials to have ultimate authority over governmental policy and decisions, 

unimpeded by a higher authority, such as the military.  Horizontal accountability has 

two key components that are particularly relevant for Thailand: 1) that no one is above 

the law and that everyone from citizens to elected officials are treated equally by the 

law (i.e. the rule of law) and 2) that there is a separation of powers that allows for 

independent oversight of potential abuses of power (i.e. checks and balances).  These 

two components of horizontal accountability allows all citizens, including elected 

officials, to be held under the same legal framework while placing independent entities, 

particularly the judicial system, in position to ensure equal treatment under the law.   

Additionally, democracy requires that elected officials are ultimately responsible 

for policy decisions and are not held accountable to a high authority, including but not 

limited to the military.  This is a particularly contentious issue within Thailand due to its 

long history of military coups.  Exploring both these issues, horizontal accountability and 

the potential influence of higher authorities, will assist in determining whether Thailand 

is a democracy and what is necessary for the country’s democratic consolidation. 

A. Horizontal Accountability: The Rule of Law and Checks and Balances  

“Horizontal accountability” allows for rulers to be held accountable with 

constraints that protect the rule of law and provides for a system of checks and 
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balances.52  In order for horizontal accountability to be effective there needs to be: 

equality in the rule of law and a system to constrain the abuse of power, which is 

implemented through independent branches of government, though this thesis will 

primarily focus on the independence of the judiciary.  Ultimately, political leaders’ 

willingness to abide by the rule of law and be held accountable by citizens and 

independent branches of the government will lead to democratic success.  As Francis 

Fukuyama writes, “the government’s acceptance of the sovereignty of a preexisting 

body of law representing a social consensus on rules of justice . . .”53 helps to facilitate 

democracy.  

i. The Rule of Law 

One of the most significant challenges to democracy is having elected leaders 

who abide by the rule of law.  In particular, corruption and other abuses of power by 

elected officials can have a significant impact in the resilience of democracy.  As 

Diamond writes, “Few features of political life are more corrosive of public trust in 

government and support for democracy than corruption (and other forms of abuse).  If 

nothing else, citizens expect that democratically elected officials will be held to the 

same standards as the people are, and that violators will be punished.”54 

 Although a strong rule of law helps to curtail abuses by elected leaders, it also 

helps to ensure equal treatment of all citizens, political parties, and interest groups by 

protecting these entities and enforcing laws equally.  The rule of law not only protects 
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these entities from the government, but also from themselves.  Additionally, the rule of 

law needs to protect citizens from torture, terror, unfair detention, or unnecessary 

meddling into their lives by the government and other citizens or non-state 

organizations.55   

To judge the strength of Thailand’s rule of law, the following questions will be 

applied: 

 Does corruption and other abuses of power play a significant role in 
hindering Thailand’s democracy? 

 

 Are there significant safeguards in place to prevent or diminish the 
level of corruption and other abuses of power within the 
government? 

 
ii. Checks and Balances 

 To strengthen the rule of law, there also needs to be some form of checks and 

balances within a regime.  Ethan Kapstein and Nathan Converse’s study on why 

democracies fail highlights the importance of having oversight authority on executive 

power, in particular.  Kapstein and Converse write:  

When a leader, whether a president or prime minister, faces only weak 
constraints, the temptation grows to gather economic and political power into 
executive hands.  As power becomes more concentrated, members of other 
branches of government, investors, and agents of civil society begin to doubt 
whether public policies will promote the general welfare.56   
 

The potential for elected political leaders to succumb to the temptations of corrupt 

practices and entrenching power that produces an uneven playing field strengthens the 

need for instructional checks on their power.   
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 The most effective means to constrain political leaders and executive power is 

through independent government institutions, particularly the judiciary.57  Having an 

independent judiciary, among other institutions, that monitors and provides some form 

of oversight on leaders in power helps to deter corrupt practices and prosecute those 

practices when they occur.  It is vital for these institutions to be autonomous in nature 

so as not to be unduly influenced by the leaders they are overseeing or other authority 

figures, such as the military.  As Diamond writes, “A democratic rule of law requires a 

judiciary that is, at every level, neutral, independent from political influence, and 

reasonably competent and resourceful.”58 

To judge whether Thailand has adequate check and balances, the following 

questions will be applied: 

 Are there independent institutions, and in particular an independent 
judiciary, that provides oversight and prosecutorial capabilities over 
elected government officials? 

 

 Is the judicial system independent and free from influence by other 
authority figures, such as elected leaders or the military? 

 
B. Presence of a Higher Authority 

 Democracy also “requires the absence of ‘reserved domains’ of power for the 

military or other social and political forces that are not either directly or indirectly 

accountable to the electorate.”59  In a democracy, it is essential for elected officials to 

control the government’s actions and policies without being unduly influenced by 
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unelected and unaccountable forces, namely the military, and additionally in Thailand, 

the monarchy.  

 Ultimately, the military needs to be accountable and controlled by elected 

officials in order for democracy to flourish and democratic consolidation to prevail.  As 

Dahl writes, “Unless the military and police forces are under full control of 

democratically elected officials, democratic political institutions are unlikely to develop 

or endure.”60  He goes on to write that the strongest internal threat to democracy 

comes from those who have control over the most significant means of physical 

coercion – the military.  Specifically, “If democratically elected officials are to achieve 

and maintain effective control over military and police forces, members of the police 

and military, especially among the officers, must defer to them.  And their deference to 

the control of elected leaders must become too deeply ingrained to cast off.”61  

 Over the last several decades, military dictatorships have been increasingly in 

decline, particularly in North Africa and the Middle East.  Military rulers have come to 

understand their inability to cope with the challenges of modern social and economic 

times and have largely proven to be particularly incompetent in running effective 

governments.62  Although this has reduced the threat of military intervention in 

governments, the threat has not been completely eliminated.  When military 

interventions do occur, military leaders typically attempt to gain influence by contesting 

in multi-party elections to legitimize their control of the government under the façade 
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of democracy and free and fair elections. Nonetheless, as discussed by Diamond, 

military leaders are much less inclined to take the reins of government control:   

Military establishments are extremely reluctant to seize power overtly, for 
several reasons: their lack of popular support for a coup (due in part to the 
discredit many militaries suffered during their previous periods of brutal and 
inept rule); their sharply diminished confidence in their ability to tackle 
formidable economic and social problems; the “disastrous effects on the 
coherence, efficiency, and discipline of the army” that they have perceived 
during previous periods of military rule; and, not least, the instant and powerful 
sanctions that the established democracies have shown an increasing resolve to 
impose against such democratic overthrows.  In addition, many third-wave 
democracies have made great progress toward establishing the conditions of 
‘objective civilian control’ that prevail in the industrialized democracies: high 
levels of military professionalism, constrained military roles, subordination of the 
military to civilian decision makers, autonomy for the military in its limited area 
of professional competence, and thus “the minimization of military intervention 
in politics and of political intervention on the military.”63  
 
Ultimately, in a democracy, elected officials cannot and should not be 

constrained by the military.  These constraints should be neither overt (i.e. unfairly 

influencing election outcomes) or covert (i.e. backroom discussions influenced by the 

military to determine power distribution).  As O’Donnell writes, “elected authorities 

should not be subject to severe constraints, vetoes, or exclusion from certain policy 

domains by other, nonelected actors, especially the armed forces.”64  In a constitutional 

monarchy, there is also potential for the monarchy to have a similar influence to the 

military, acting in an unelected position and pushing elected officials to either take a 

certain action or face retaliation if that action is not taken.  The issue of military control 
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and the monarchy plays a significant role in Thailand’s pursuit of democracy and could 

potentially be one of the country’s biggest obstacles to democratic consolidation. 

To judge whether there is a presence of higher authorities beyond elected 

officials in Thailand, the following questions will be applied: 

 Who has ultimate control over the military? 
 

 Does the military or the monarchy hold a reservoir of power that 
influences and determines the actions of elected officials? 

 
Now that the basic elements of a democracy have been identified in this chapter, 

the next chapter will focus on how democracies can be categorized based on these 

attributes and what is needed for democracies to endure.  No democracy is perfect and 

there are regimes that have many of the freedom and institutional attributes of 

democracy discussed above, but still do not reach the level of being called a “true” 

democracy.  What are these types of regimes called and are there varying levels of 

democracy?  Additionally, are there critical components that countries need during the 

process of democratic consolidation?     
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CHAPTER 3 

DEMOCRATIC CONSOLIDATION 
 
 

Democratic consolidation is the process by which a “new” democracy matures, 

significantly increasing the likelihood that the country or regime will not revert back to 

authoritarian rule.  Thomas Carothers writes that “any country moving away from 

dictatorial rule can be considered a country in transition toward democracy.”1  But why 

do some new democracies flourish and consolidate their democracies while others 

vacillate between democratic and autocratic regimes?  This is a core question for 

Thailand.  What will allow Thailand to continue strengthening its democracy and finally 

put its long history of military coups and authoritative regimes behind them?    

This chapter addresses and breaks down the phases and elements of democratic 

consolidation.  Prior to this analysis, the various classifications of democracies will be 

discussed to define Thailand’s democracy type.  This understanding will help to 

determine what the country needs for its democracy to endure. 

I. Types of Democracies 

A review of literature on the classifications of various types of democracies 

within a regime finds a wide array of terminology: liberal democracy, feckless pluralism, 

illiberal democracy, and pseudo democracies, to name a few.  All of these terms 

attempt to describe varying levels of democracy, or the lack of particular components of 

a democracy.   
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A.   Liberal Democracies  

Ultimately, countries and leaders in pursuit of democratic consolidation strive to 

become a “liberal democracy” that endures over time.  Liberal democracies go beyond 

merely holding free and fair elections.  They have all of the hallmarks of a democracy 

that were discussed in Chapter 2: (1) free and fair elections; (2) freedom of expression; 

(3)access to alternative sources of information; (4) horizontal accountability; and (5) no 

reserved domains of power outside of elected officials.   

However, even long established liberal democracies have various components 

that dilute some of its democratic principles.  For example, most believe the United 

States to be one of the strongest democracies in the world, yet there are aspects of 

American democracy that interfere with the democratic spirit (e.g. gerrymandering of 

electoral districts, the influence of capital resources in elections, the high barriers of 

entry for third parties, etc.).  So while a liberal democracy is a goal, it is impossible to 

completely obtain it.   

B. Feckless Pluralism 

 Most transitional and consolidating democracies do not fall on either end of the 

regime type spectrum, neither being a dictatorship or a liberal democracy.  They tend to 

fall into “a political gray zone.”2  These regimes have many of the freedom and 

institutional attributes required of a democracy (e.g. freedom of speech, frequent 

elections, the rule of law, etc.), even if limited.  Carothers writes:  
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Yet they suffer from serious democratic deficits, often including poor 
representation of citizens’ interests, low levels of political participation beyond 
voting, frequent abuse of the law by government officials, elections of uncertain 
legitimacy, very low, levels of public confidence in state institutions, and 
persistently poor institutional performance by the state.3   
 

Many of these “democracies” tend to remain stagnant in their democratic 

consolidation, unable or unwilling to take the steps required to become a liberal 

democracy.4  

Carothers uses the term “feckless pluralism” to describe regimes in this political 

gray zone.  These are regimes that have a relatively weak democracy even though they 

have many of democracy’s freedom and institutional attributes, including frequent 

elections and an alternation of power among different political groups.5  Although they 

have these characteristics, corruption tends to be widespread among the political elites, 

pushing citizens to feel both disenfranchised and disillusioned by democracy.6  “Overall, 

[in these regimes] politics is widely seen as a stale, corrupt, elite-dominated domain that 

delivers little good to the country and commands equally little respect.”7 

C. Illiberal and Pseudo Democracies  

For regimes that hold elections, but lack many of the other components that are 

required and essential for democracy, journalist and commentator Fareed Zakaria uses 

the term “illiberal democracy.”  Zakaria defines illiberal democracies as regimes that 

select their rulers through reasonably free and fair elections, but lack the rule of law and 

the protection of individual and minority rights.8  Marc Plattner writes that even critics 
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of Zakaria’s illiberal democracy understand that democracy requires more than holding 

of elections, and “none of them denigrated the importance of constitutionalism, the 

rule of law, and individual rights, or asserted that the will of the majority should 

override these things.”9 

 Much of the democracy literature hinges on the quality of a regime’s elections to 

define its democracy.  Diamond uses the term “pseudo democracies” to characterize 

regimes that have some democratic qualities and are not outright authoritarian in 

nature.10  He describes pseudo democracies as having opposition parties and a certain 

level of democratic attributes, but lack a liberal democracy’s “crucial requirement: a 

sufficiently fair arena of contestation to allow the ruling party to be turned ‘out of 

power’.”11  These pseudo democracies are of a different character than authoritarian 

regimes in that they, at a minimum, allow independent opposition parties to exist.12  If 

there are frequent elections in which opposition parties are allowed to participate, and 

there are other democratic attributes, yet citizens are unable to vote incumbents out of 

office because elections are neither free nor fair, then a regime can be categorized as 

being a pseudo democracy.13  This is a defining characteristic of pseudo democracies – 

where elections are a façade which allows the ruling or dominant powers to maintain 

control over a regime.14 

 Nonetheless, the aspect of legal independent opposition parties is a particularly 

critical component to the potential for democracy to endure, it “provides important 



 33 
 

foundations for future democratic development.”15  It allows an opening for a potential 

overthrow of a regime through democratic means, even if “it requires a level of 

opposition mobilization, unity, skill, and heroism far beyond what would normally be 

required for victory in a [liberal] democracy.”16  This, in of itself, allows room for 

democratic consolidation. 

II. Democratic Consolidation Defined and Analyzed 

In order for a democracy to endure, it requires more than a façade of the 

democratic components detailed in Chapter 2.  Democracies “must have substance, 

quality, and meaning.  They must, over time, hear people’s voices, engage their 

participation, tolerate their protests, protect their freedoms, and respond to their 

needs.”17  Diamond goes even further writing that democracies must foster institutions, 

responsive policies, and democratic attitudinal changes that improve overall governance 

by strengthening government institutions, liberalizing economic structures, and 

maintaining freedoms through horizontal accountability and equality in the rule of 

law.18  Additionally, Diamond stresses the need to improve the representative nature of 

democratic governments by developing a strong multi-party system, and constraints on 

executive power.19  In particular, a democracy has a greater likelihood of consolidating if 

there are effective checks and balances on executive power.20  
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A. “The Only Game in Town”   

 Ultimately, how can one determine if democracy has in fact consolidated or if 

democracy is only a temporary status for any given country?  The standard for 

determining democratic consolidation should be a particularly vigorous one.  

Consolidated democracies should have an extremely low probability of backsliding away 

from democracy or reverting to an authoritarian rule.  A democracy can be considered 

consolidated when “all levels of society are committed lastingly and unconditionally to 

democracy as the best form of government and come to believe in the norms of the 

democratic constitution.  In other words, for democracies to endure, their leaders and 

citizens must internalize the spirit of democracy.”21  Democratic consolidation often 

occurs when a regime’s citizens and elites no longer view other forms of government as 

viable.  Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan capture this sentiment when they write that, 

“Essentially, by a ‘consolidated democracy’ we mean a political regime in which 

democracy as a complex system of institutions, rules, and patterned incentives and 

disincentives has become, in a phrase, ‘the only game in town.’”22  

 When there are no longer any significant groups or elites that can pose a serious 

threat to democracy by overthrowing a democratic regime, democracy has become the 

only game in town.  Linz and Stepan further state that there are two dynamics that 

highlight this notion.  First, even during a period of intense political or economic turmoil, 

there continues to be overwhelming support among the citizens to bring about change 
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through democratic means.23   And second, when all actors within the political system 

become “habituated to the fact that political conflict within the state will be resolved 

according to established norms, and that violations of these norms are likely to be 

ineffective and costly.”24  

 This notion that a democracy is consolidated when it becomes “the only game in 

town” is a common theme in much of the democracy literature.  Adam Przeworski 

writes, “Democracy is consolidated when most conflicts are processed through 

democratic institutions, when nobody can control the outcomes ex post and the results 

are not predetermined ex ante, they matter within some predictable limits, and they 

evoke the compliance of the relevant political forces.”25  O’Donnell agrees with this 

concept of democratic consolidation, though he does note that even if all actors within a 

political system abide by the democratic process, this does not prevent the possibility 

that within democratic institutions the rules of the game might be different.26   

 Complete democratic consolidation, however, is unattainable because it requires 

all citizens within a society to believe in the democratic process and, as O’Donnell’s 

argument addresses, within democratic institutions there is a likelihood of non-

democratic behaviors.  However, when all politically significant groups work within the 

political institutions and abide by democratic principles, a democracy has been 

consolidated, even if not fully consolidated.27   
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 This notion of the only game in town is important for democracies which may be 

under duress.  Typically, troubled democracies “are politically unstable, with significant 

levels of politically motivated violence, or still-fresh histories of such violence that have 

not been laid to rest, or a more general sense that their governments are fragile and 

could be overthrown.”28   This is particularly important concept in determining whether 

Thailand’s democracy is or can be consolidated and if democracy is the only game in 

town. 

 To determine whether democracy is the only game in town in Thailand, the 

following questions will be applied: 

 Are there any significant groups or elites that pose a serious threat to 
Thailand’s democracy? 
 

 Are political conflicts resolved through established democratic 
institutions? 

 
B. Timing and Sequencing of Democratic Consolidation 

 The path of democratic transition and consolidation is by no means linear or 

moves in a singular direction.  Regimes may take progressive steps to build an enduring 

democracy only to backslide away from consolidation, while other regimes can make 

gradual progress toward a lasting democracy.  The length of time that a democracy 

exists greatly increases the chances of democratic consolidation.  “In other words, the 

longer a democratic regime endures, the less likely is a return to authoritarian rule.”29  
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 Ethan Kapstein and Nathan Converse’s study on “Why Democracies Fail” shows 

that in the cases where democratic progress reversed, the average length of a 

democratic regime was just under six years.30  “Almost 68 percent of the unsuccessful 

democratic experiments ended during the first five years, and nearly 84 percent failed 

within the first ten years.”31  However, just because a democracy reverses course does 

not mean democracy cannot be revived.  Many of the democracies Kapstein and 

Converse discuss experienced at least one other democratic revitalization period.  

Interestingly, “although fewer than half (47 percent) of the first-time democratizations 

were sustained, the survival rate of second-time democratizations approaches two-

thirds (63 percent).”32  

This highlights that the democratic process and consolidation is not a straight 

path, but one with the potential for reverses and progress all within the same regime 

over a period of time.  “In fact, empirical reality has amply demonstrated in recent years 

that protractedness, stagnation, temporary reversal, and, quite often deconsolidation 

are equally, if not more likely outcomes.”33  The type of democracy a regime embodies 

also plays into the prospects of democratic consolidation.  “Nearly all the democracies 

that have broken down since 1999 have been illiberal, and a number of them had 

gradually been getting so.”34  

 Carothers writes that democratization typically is a set sequence of three stages 

that results in democratic consolidation.35  First, there is an opening within an 
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authoritarian regime that allows a democratic foothold to ensue with some political 

liberalization brought on by divisions within a ruling regime.  Next, there is a 

breakthrough, where the ruling regime collapses and an emergence of a democratic 

system develops brought on by elections, the establishment of democratic institutions 

and, many times, the formation of a new constitution.  Lastly, there is democratic 

consolidation, “a slow but purposeful process in which democratic forms are translated 

into democratic substance through the reform of state institutions, the regularization of 

elections, the strengthening of civil society, and the overall habituation of the society to 

the new democratic ‘rules of the game.’”36 

 Nancy Bermeo, who also notes these three stages of democratization, also 

highlights the “political learning” during the “breakthrough” stage that helps to explain 

why some regimes consolidate their democracy while others revert back to 

authoritarian rule.37  “Political learning is the process through which people modify their 

political beliefs and tactics as a result of severe crisis, frustrations, and dramatic changes 

in environment.”38  During the breakthrough phase, political learning becomes a battle 

between the authoritarian rulers and democratic proponents, and who can learn and 

adapt the quickest helps to determine if a regime is propelled into democratic 

consolidation or spurns a reversal away from democracy.   

 The following questions will be asked to determine whether timing and 

sequence impact Thailand’s potential for democratic consolidation: 
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 Does the length of Thailand’s democratic periods help determine its 
prospects for democratic consolidation? 
 

 What role does Thailand’s type of democracy play in democratic 
consolidation? 
 

 Has political learning impacted the potential for democratic 
consolidation?  

 
C. Economic versus Political Conditions for Democratic Consolidation 

 Newly democratic countries tend to have a fair amount of volatility in their 

economic and political dynamics.39  Some democracy experts suggest that significant 

swings in economic conditions, such as inflation and unemployment, increase the 

likeliness that a democratic regime will backslide away from consolidation.40  

Conversely, as discussed in more detail below, economic growth can help to increase 

the potential for consolidation.  

Others suggest that political factors are more important to democratic 

consolidation than economic conditions – that a democracy is more likely to fail if they 

are unable to bring stability within their political institutions, such as constraints on its 

executive powers.41  Diamond suggests that there is “an apparent correlation between 

bad governance and democratic vulnerability. By contrast, overall economic 

performance does not seem to have been a consistent culprit here, as many of these 

failed democracies of the past decade had positive economic growth rates in the year or 

two before their collapse.”42  As examples, Bangladesh and Thailand had strong 

economic growth prior to their most recent military coups.43   
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 Ultimately, both economic and political conditions are important aspects of 

democratic consolidation and build upon each other.  Diamond writes, “Economic 

inclusion is closely related to political inclusion and, thus, to democratic deepening.”44 In 

order for democracy to consolidate Linz and Stepan note five necessary conditions 

which relate to both political and economic issues: 1) civil society, 2) a political culture, 

3) the rule of law, 4) a state of bureaucracy usable by the government, and 5) an 

economic society.45  

i. Economic Performance and Democratic Consolidation 

 Many democracy experts tend to focus on a country’s economic performance in 

determining whether a democracy will consolidate or backslide into an authoritative 

regime.46  Seymor Martin Lipset early studies suggested that there is overwhelming 

evidence that economic development has a significant impact on democratic 

consolidation.47  Huntington writes that there are five main reason why this correlation 

exists.48  First, economic development typically leads to a higher level of education.  This 

higher level of education leads to a growth in the middle class and a greater ability to 

organize civil society organizations, unions and political parties to promote citizen’s 

interests.  Second, economic development allows for a greater distribution of wealth 

within a society that goes beyond the political infrastructure allowing for citizen 

empowerment through economic means, in addition to political means.  Third, 

economic growth hinders state control of resources and the economy, decreasing the 
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potential for economic stagnation.  Fourth, with less state control of the economy, there 

is more “independent centers of power, based on private control of capital, technology, 

and communications.” 49  Lastly, over the long term, economic growth reduces 

inequalities which help to bolster democratic consolidation. 

The end result is that democracies have “endured only in countries with a 

predominantly market-capitalist economy; and it has never endured in a country with a 

predominantly nonmarket economy.”50  This suggests that democratic consolidation 

may have more to do with a country’s economic liberalism than specific economic 

growth.  As Dahl writes, “Historically, the development of democratic beliefs and a 

democratic culture has been closely associated with what might loosely be called a 

market economy.”51  He suggests that a market economy, one in which privately owned 

businesses dominate the economic landscape over state run enterprises, significantly 

improves conditions for democratic institutions.52  

Beyond a country’s economic structure, its economic growth can also has a 

significant influence in whether a democracy endures.  Przeworski’s study of Eastern 

European and Latin American democracies and economies suggest that as a country 

increases its level of economic development the odds of democratic consolidation 

increases.  For example, “In upper middle-income countries, democracy never breaks 

down, whereas in the very poorest countries, democracy has a 12 percent chance of 
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dying in any particular year, with an average [democratic] life expectancy of eight 

years.”53  

In the 1950s, Lipset’s study noted this correlation with democratic consolidation 

occurring in richer countries, with average per capita incomes of $2,618 (in 2006 

dollars).54  In fact, there has never been a case of a democratic breakdown in a country 

that has a high level of per capita income or GDP.55  For wealthy countries, economic 

development “determines the quality and scope of democracy.  For poor countries, the 

survival of democracy is at stake.”56  This correlation between wealth and democracy 

suggests that democratic consolidation will mainly occur in countries with mid-level or 

higher economic growth.57  

On the surface one would assume that with economic growth there is a greater 

likeliness for democracy to thrive, while during economic turmoil democracy would 

have a propensity to weaken.  However, during the post-communist period in the early 

1990s, Central and Eastern European countries continued to consolidate their 

democracies even during their significant economic downturns.58  Conversely, Thailand’s 

most recent coup occurred during a time of significant economic growth.59  

 Research suggests that the odds of a democractic breakdown is 1 in 135 when 

incomes increase over three or more consecutive years and 1 in 13 when incomes fall 

during any two consecutive years.60  Thus, “deaths of democracies follow a clear 

pattern: They are more likely when a country experiences an economic crisis, and in 
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most cases they are accompanied by one.”61  Yet, since the beginning of the global 

financial crisis in September 2008, which lead to the worst economic recession since the 

Great Depression, there is little evidence that democratic consolidation has halted or 

reversed.  “The effect of [the] economic turbulence has been the defeat of 

democratically elected governments but not the demise of democracy.”62  Indeed, 

democracy has endured by giving citizens the power to vote incumbent leaders and 

parties out of power for their inability to rectify its country’s economic situation or lack 

of responsiveness to the needs of the people.63   

 Furthermore, Michael Green’s study of the impact economic crisis on 

democratization from the 1930s through the Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s 

suggests that there is a correlation between economic growth and democratization (and 

consolidation), but not in any one direction.64  “History does demonstrate some 

financial crisis triggering mechanisms that lead to reversals of democracies, but also 

highlights the fact that financial crisis can undermine authoritarian states and promote 

democratization.”65  Based on this study, it appears that there are three variables that 

determine the prospects of democratization and consolidation in the event of economic 

crisis: 1) how integrated a country’s economy is with international markets; 2) the 

strength and resilience of democratic institutions; and 3) whether economic 

performance impacts the legitimacy of a regime.66 
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To determine the impact of economic performance on Thailand’s democratic 

consolidation prospects, the following questions will be asked:  

 What impact did economic conditions have on Thailand’s most recent 
backslide from democracy? 
 

 What impact does Thailand’s recent economic condition have in its 
prospects for democratic consolidation?    

 
ii. Economic Development’s Impact on Inequality and Power 

Although there appears to be a correlation between economic growth and 

democratic consolidation, this association can have contradictory outcomes.  Market-

based economies tend to generate inequalities in both economic and political terms.  

Citizens, and in particular elites, who are able to take the most advantage of a market-

based economy tend to hold significantly more power than middle and lower-class 

citizens.  Nonetheless, market-based economies typically promote “favorable conditions 

for developing and maintain democratic political institutions.”67  Instead of purely 

looking at a country’s economic growth or system to determine democratic 

consolidation, a better indication of whether a democracy can endure could be to focus 

on how a country’s economy impacts the society as a whole, particularly in diluting 

power-centers and the distribution of wealth.  As Diamond writes, “What seems to be 

more important, however, is the extent to which the benefits of economic reform are 

widely shared, giving everyone a stake in the process.”68  
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 Economic development in of itself does not guarantee democratic 

consolidation.69  However, economic development as a part of a broader shift in 

democratic attitudes and freedoms helps to promote democratic consolidation.  As 

income and education increase and access to information become more widespread, 

citizens become more financially independent and knowledgeable, instigating more 

widespread participation in the political arena and political independence.70 “As growing 

socioeconomic resources broaden the range of activities that people can choose, self-

expression values broaden the range of activities to which they aspire.”71  This gives way 

to “liberty over discipline, diversity over conformity, and autonomy over authority.”72  

 Additionally, economic development helps to dilute the concentration of power 

among elites by altering “a country’s social and economic power, dispersing power and 

resources,” but equally important, it helps to shift democratic and political values within 

a society.73 With economic development comes an expansion of information available to 

all citizens through news outlets, television, radio, and the internet.74  It also allows for 

broader communication among citizens through cell phones, text messaging, social 

media, and other forms of technology which are more financially accessible to the 

masses.   “As people acquire more income and information, they become more 

politically aware and confident, more inclined to participate in politics, to think for 

themselves, and thus break free of traditional patron-client ties.”75  
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 Although many democracy experts more singularly focus on economic 

development as a means to democratic consolidation, clearly the benefits of economic 

development coincide with a shift in political culture and attitudes that are also a central 

component of the consolidation process.  These two components, economic 

development and a shift in political culture are intrinsically linked in a country’s quest 

for democratic consolidation. 

 To determine the impact Thailand’s economy has on its democratic 

consolidation prospects, the following questions will be asked: 

 Has Thailand’s economic growth brought about more equality and a 
broader distribution of power? 
 

 Does economic inequality within Thailand’s society play a role in 
democratic consolidation? 

 
iii. The Role of Political Culture in Democratic Consolidation 

Carothers focuses on the need of “political elites to move toward democracy and 

an ability on the part of those elites to fend off the contrary actions of remaining 

antidemocratic forces” in order for democratic consolidation to occur.76  However, 

when most of those elites generally hold anti-democratic attitudes, what are the 

necessary conditions in those regimes to bring about democratic consolidation?  Much 

depends on the political culture of the citizens in a country and their belief in 

democracy. 
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 In order for democratic consolidation to occur, it must be able to overcome 

political, economic, and social challenges that face any regime.  As Dahl writes, 

“Achieving stable democracy isn’t just about fair-weather sailing; it also means sailing 

sometimes in foul or dangerous weather.”77  The chances of democratic consolidation 

increases when its citizens, leaders, and elites support democratic principles.  “The most 

reliable support comes when these beliefs and predispositions are embedded in the 

country’s culture and are transmitted, in large part, from one generation to the next.  In 

other words, the country possesses a democratic political culture.”78  Democratic 

consolidation can occur only when a significant majority of a country’s citizens believe in 

the fundamental attributes of a democracy and develop a democratic political culture.  

Public attitudes toward democracy are critical not only for democratic legitimacy but for 

democracy to endure.79   

A democratic political culture helps to develop citizen’s attitudes that embrace 

equality, control of the military by elected officials, and democratic institutions as a 

means to resolve political and socials differences within a society.80  “Unless a 

substantial majority of citizens prefer democracy and its political institutions to any 

nondemocratic alternative and support political leaders who uphold democratic 

practices, democracy is unlikely to survive through its inevitable crises.”81  Even a 

significant minority of antidemocratic citizens or elites can undermine democratic 

consolidation.82  As Gunther, Diamandouros, and Puhle write, “attitudinal indicators of 
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consolidation [among a country’s citizens and elites] have proved to be of considerable 

utility in predicting behavior directly relevant to the stability and long-term survival of 

democratic regimes.”83  

 A democratic political culture needs citizens to embrace democracy “as the best 

form of government and thus affirms certain basic rights and obligations of citizenship, 

including the obligation to vote and to participate in politics.”84  However, as Diamond 

notes, there is a paradox within democracy, that in order for democracy to endure, 

citizens must respect government authority yet also question and be “watchful” of that 

authority.85   

 To determine the role of democratic beliefs in Thailand’s democratic 

consolidation prospects, the following questions will be asked: 

 What are the public’s attitudes toward democracy?  Does a political 
culture exist in Thailand? 

 

 Are there any significant anti-democratic movements or elites within 
the country that hinder democratic consolidation? 

 
D. The Role of Democratic Institutions in Democratic Consolidation 

 Finally, the development of a political culture strengthens the belief in 

democratic institutions as a means to resolve differences and promote political agendas.  

This embodies an intellectual shift among citizens and elites in which uncertainty about 

democracy is reduced and the emphasis is more on the “rules and methods of political 

competition” as opposed to a singular focus placed on political outcomes.86  As 
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democratic consolidation progresses, the focus on democratic institutions is less on 

bringing about democracy and more on how to ensure democracy endures and instills 

trust among its citizens and elites.87  Ultimately, the process of democratic consolidation 

“is assumed to include some redesign of state institutions, parliamentary reform, and 

judicial reform – but as a modification of already functioning states.”88   

 Democratic institutions place constraints on anti-democratic behaviors among 

citizens and elites.  Democratic consolidation cannot occur without constraints on state 

power that deter elites and public officials from trampling over democratic freedoms 

and rights.89 Diamond continues:  

Furthermore, the more shallow, exclusive, unaccountable, and abusive of 
individual and group rights is the electoral regime, the more difficult it will be for 
that regime to become deeply legitimated at the mass level . . . and thus the 
lower will be the perceived costs for the elected president or the military to 
overthrow the system or to reduce it to a pseudodemocracy.90  

 
Consolidation requires strong democratic institutions that provide accountability to the 

rule of law among the executive branch and military and protection of democratic 

freedoms.91  However, these democratic institutions need to be neutral and 

independent to be effective. 

Additionally, democratic consolidation “will also be facilitated by the 

institutionalization of a political party system that stimulates mass participation, 

incorporates marginalized groups, and forges vibrant linkages with civil society 

organizations and party branches and officials at the local level.”92  In particular, 
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elections need to be institutionalized to ensure democracy endures.  However, elections 

need to go beyond merely holding elections; they need to highlight the costs for not 

participating in the process and hindering democratic consolidation.  As Lindberg writes, 

“the repetition of multiparty elections can change the costs of both oppression and 

toleration and thus make elections key events that affect the cost-benefit analysis for 

[anti-democracy] incumbents as well as [pro-democracy] reformers.”93  

Although regular elections in of themselves do not make for democratic 

consolidation, they do help to give new democratic regimes legitimacy in serving to 

broaden political participation and hold governments accountable to its citizens.94  

Many democracy experts view genuinely free and fair elections not only as “a 

foundation stone but a key generator over time of further democratic reforms” and 

eventual consolidation.95   

Additionally, elections allow democratic regime to renew themselves, “which 

make it possible for a new coalition to come to power with new polices and new 

promises for the future.  In contrast, self-renewal is a major problem for authoritarian 

regimes . . . .”96  This renewal process helps to sustain and consolidate democracies 

through frequent, free, and fair elections that have become institutionalized.97  

 Free and fair elections incorporate the freedom attributes of democracy such as 

the freedom of speech and access to information.  Elections become institutionalized, 

however, when “leaders and voters take for granted that in the future inclusive, fair, 
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and competitive elections will take place as legally scheduled, voters will be properly 

registered and free from physical coercion, and their votes will be counted fairly.”98  

 Beyond attitudinal issues toward elections, a critical component of democratic 

consolidation lies in elections being unduly influenced by other authority figures (i.e. the 

military) and election winners being allowed to govern and have control over the 

military.  “Some [new democracies] also require a steady program of reforms to reduce 

military involvement in nonmilitary issues and subject the military and intelligence 

establishments to oversight and control by elected civilian leaders.”99  Military 

intervention is a significant impediment to democratic consolidation and will likely play 

a significant factor in determining if Thailand’s democracy can endure. 

 To determine the role of Thailand’s institutions on its democratic consolidation 

prospects, the following questions will be asked: 

 Do Thailand’s democratic institutions place constraints on state 
power and anti-democratic behavior? 
 

 Are Thailand’s democratic institutions neutral and independent? 
 

 Are elections in Thailand institutionalized? 
 

 How does the military (and control of the military) impact democratic 
consolidation in Thailand? 

 
 

These various aspects of democratic consolidation discussed above will be 

placed in the context of Thailand in Chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 4 

DOES THAILAND SATISFY THE ELEMENTS OF A DEMOCRACY? 
 

 
Chapter Two discussed in detail the various elements for a democracy.  

Specifically, Chapter Two discussed the need for a democracy to have certain freedom 

attributes, which consisted of the following elements: 

(1)  free elections; 
(2)  fair elections; 
(3)  the need for access to alternative sources of information; and 
(4)  the need for freedom of expression. 

 
Chapter Two also discussed the need for certain institutional attributes in a 

democracy, namely: 

(1) the existence of the rule of law to deter corruption and abuse of power; 
(2) the availability of checks and balances, particularly through an independent 

judiciary; and 
(3) the lack of any higher authority that would undermine democracy. 

 
As discussed in detail below, Thailand meets certain of these elements but lacks 

in others.  Specifically, while Thailand appears to meet the criteria of certain freedom 

attributes (namely, free and fair elections), Thailand does not meet any of the 

institutional attributes, and there are significant restrictions imposed upon citizens’ 

freedom of expression.  Moreover, the ability of citizens to have unfettered access to all 

media has been restricted at times.   

The following chart provides a brief summary of whether Thailand meets these 

elements of a democracy; each of these elements is discussed in further detail below: 
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Freedom Attributes Status in Thailand 

1.  Free elections Elections are generally free in Thailand. 

2.  Fair elections Elections are generally fair in Thailand. 

3.  Freedom of expression The existence of stringent defamation laws and 
lese majesty limits freedom of expression. 

4. Alternative sources of 
information 

While extensive media access is available, 
previous Thai governments often restrict access 
to information critical of the government.  

 

Institutional Attributes Status in Thailand 

1. Existence of the rule of 
law  

Corruption and abuse of power is widespread in 
Thailand. 

2. Existence of checks and 
balances and an 
independent judiciary 

The Thai judiciary is highly political and as a result 
its decisions are often suspect. 

3. Lack of higher authority 
influencing democracy 

The military and the King play a significant role in 
Thai politics, though at times indirectly. 

 

I. Analysis of Freedom Attributes in Thailand 

Although Thailand has a long history of military coups and anti-democratic 

governments, it should not be presumed that the country lacks many of the 

components of a liberal democracy.  In particular, Thailand’s elections are generally 

viewed as free and fair.  As discussed in greater detail below, the country has inclusive 

participation in its elections, freedom for voters to select the candidates and parties of 

their liking, and political parties and candidates are free to express themselves and 

campaign freely.  Additionally, the recent July 2011 elections demonstrated the 

neutrality of the country’s election commission and that there was generally a fair and 

competitive playing field in which all parties could compete.   
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However, the existence of the latter two freedom attributes – freedom of 

expression and access to the media – is compromised in Thailand.   

A. Free Elections in Thailand 

Free elections are an essential component to democracy that allows all citizens 

to participate in elections, voters to freely cast their vote for the political party or leader 

of their choice, and political parties and candidates to freely express themselves to win 

voters support.  Thailand’s recent elections have generally been viewed as being “free”, 

with some caveats.   

i. Inclusive Participation in Elections 

 Under section 72 of Thailand’s 2007 Constitution and related laws, voting is 

compulsory for all Thai citizens over the age of 18.  Thais who opt not to vote are 

imposed a tax penalty and may not have access to certain government benefits.  

Thailand has a progressive history in having inclusive elections.  Since 1937, all citizens, 

including women, have been eligible to vote.1   Additionally, there are no restrictions 

based on education attainment, property possession or related issues that have 

restricted election participation in many other countries, such as with the now obsolete 

poll taxes in the United States.2  Although turnout rates in recent elections suggest that 

Thai citizens are becoming somewhat less engaged in this political process, it is still 

considered a “fundamental aspect of contemporary Thai citizenship.”3  
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 Nonetheless, Thai elections are not completely participatory and there are some 

obstacles and restriction in participation.  For example, Buddhist monks, detainees 

under legal or court orders (such as Jatuporn Prompan, a Red Shirt leader who was 

imprisoned during the 2011 elections), and those being of unsound mind are barred 

from participating in elections.  Additionally, voters must be registered in their 

constituency at least ninety days prior to an election.  It can be argued that this later 

issue tends to reduce some participation among Thais who have migrated to Bangkok 

for employment and are either unable or unwilling to return back to their registered 

district to vote.  

ii. Freedom of Choice in Elections 

 Voters in Thailand have the freedom to vote for political parties and candidates 

of their choice with little overt pressure.  Public opinion polls prior to the 2007 and 2011 

elections tended to accurately predict the election outcomes suggesting little 

manipulation in election results.  However, public opinion polls in the post-coup 

elections have noticed a significant shift in voting preference toward pro-Thaksin parties 

during the final two months.  Some might suggest this has occurred because voters are 

manipulated into voting a certain way as election day draws near.  However, a more 

appropriate rationale for this behavior is that voters are only engaging in the political 

discourse as the election draws nearer and it took voters some time to understand who 

the newly formed pro-Thaksin parties were after Thai Rak Thai and the People’s Power 
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Party dissolution.  Arguably, if voters were influenced by fear or being forced to vote a 

certain way, they would have been more likely to vote against pro-Thaksin parties, 

particularly in the post-coup environment. 

 However, one contentious issue relating to the freedom of choice in elections is 

the issue of vote-buying, although “the phenomenon of vote buying [in Thailand]  is not 

universally regarded as wrongful conduct but often as a reciprocal return for favors.”4  

As Andrew Harding and Peter Leyland write, “Despite there being a secret ballot and 

explicit attempts to stamp out vote-buying, the practice has been pervasive and taken 

for granted.”5  Although one would suggest that vote-buying has less influence on a 

voter’s choice than their actual party preference, it has had some impact in Thai 

elections.  Interestingly, a private poll conduct in April 2011 prior to the July elections 

showed that vote-buying was much more likely to have occur in the Northeast and in 

the South.6   The Northeast is a pro-Thaksin stronghold while the South is a Democrat 

Party stronghold.  This suggests that vote-buying does indeed occur, but it is more 

localized within the base areas of the major parties.  Although public attitudes in these 

two regions strongly favor the pro-Thaksin parties or the Democrat Party, it is difficult to 

determine the tangible impact it has in election outcomes. 
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iii. Political Parties and Candidates Freedom of Expression 

 Thai political parties and candidates are generally free to express themselves as 

they campaign for votes.  However, there are certain components of Thai laws that 

impact how freely parties and candidates can express themselves.  Thai election laws 

are particularly stringent.  Political parties and candidates are banned from airing 

television or radio ads and billboards during the official campaign period, typically 45 to 

60 days prior to the election.  The only means of paid advertising during the campaign 

period is through campaign posters.  Additionally, it is illegal for campaign materials and 

advertising to specifically mention a political opponent; even alluding to an opponent 

can trigger an election law violation and potentially a defamation lawsuit.  Thai 

defamation laws have a tremendous impact in what parties and candidates can do and 

say about their opponents.   

Criminal defamation laws have “been abused by politicians and others to create 

a ‘severe chilling effect’ that makes journalists and activists [and political parties] think 

twice before printing or saying anything.  The law has emerged as the greatest threat to 

freedom of expression.”7   Toby Mandel, a Thai law expert, says that the criminal 

defamation law forces journalists, activists and political parties to create “a [restricted] 

zone [and go] well around it.  [It] affects a much wider range of speech.”8  Political 

parties and candidates self-relegated themselves to speaking predominately about 

themselves without offering a direct contrast to their opponents, though there has been 
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greater flexibility to offer a contrast purely on public policy issues.  However, it can be 

debated whether this has a negative impact in Thai’s elections being free, particularly 

given that the law applies to all political parties.  Nonetheless, aside from this 

particularly issue, political parties and leaders are free to campaign and express 

themselves. 

B. Fair Elections in Thailand 

Democracy not only requires free elections, but also fair elections.  Although 

there are some fairness issues relating to Thailand’s elections, as discussed below, there 

are several components that demonstrate elections are generally fair.  In order for 

elections to be considered fair there needs to be “neutral authorities” overseeing the 

election process, a fair playing field with opposition parties having a reasonable chance 

of winning, and contestation among multiple political parties.  These three components 

are present in Thailand and suggest that the country’s elections, particularly the recent 

July 2011 elections, are fair. 

i. Independent Election Oversight: The Election Commission of Thailand 

 Established in 1992, the Election Commission of Thailand (ECT) is an 

“independent” government agency comprised of five commissioners with the singular 

task of overseeing Senate, House, local and district elections.  Both the 1997 and 2007 

Constitution defines the ECT’s role to oversee, manage, and regulate the country’s 

elections.9  The ECT also has the legal power to investigate and indict candidates or 
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political parties that break election laws through (e.g. bribery, corruption, vote buying, 

etc.).   Additionally, the ECT has the power to investigate the finances and donor lists of 

all political parties.  One of the most contentious issue with previous ECTs revolved 

around the appointment of the five commissioners and their impartiality.   

 As Harding and Leyland outline, under the 1997 Constitution, to select the five 

commissioners, 10 individuals were nominated.10  Five of the nominees were selected 

by the Senate, requiring 75 percent of the senators to approve the nominees.  The other 

five were nominated by the Supreme Court.  From these 10 nominees, the Senate 

selects five members through a secret ballot process.11  Once selected, the King would 

then formally confirm.12  

 These procedures, however, produced a significant amount of controversy.  

Thaksin and his government influenced the Senate so as to put favorable commissioners 

in place, thus biasing the impartiality of the ECT.13  The Thaksin government “covertly 

exerted [pressure] on Senators to ensure the confirmation of nominees acceptable to 

the Government, even if they were clearly unsuitable.”14   An example of favorable 

treatment toward Thaksin by the ECT was its approval of holding snap elections in 2006.  

The Constitution Court ruled that the April 2006 election results were invalid, partially 

because the ECT illegally held the elections too quickly, not giving candidates enough 

time to campaign and an unfair advantage to the incumbent candidates.15  Eventually, 
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three of the commissioners, all appointed during the Thaksin government, were handed 

four year prison sentences for dereliction of duty.16  

 The 2007 Constitution attempted to rectify the ECT appointment process by 

replacing the Senate nomination process and using the judicial branch to select the 

committee nominees.17  Harding and Leyland write: 

In a departure from the 1997 Constitution, if all or any of the nominations are 
rejected by the Senate, it is not allowed to insert its own candidates but the 
matter is referred back to the respective selecting body [a group of senior 
judges, judges collectively, and holders of public office].  If the latter votes 
unanimously to affirm its original selection, the appointment will be sent for 
formal royal approval – otherwise the selection process will begin again.18  
 

Now the Senate is purely relegated to selecting from a group of predetermined 

candidates and its decision can be vetoed.19   

 While ECT appointment process appears to have removed some bias in the 

selection of commissioners, it did not eliminate controversy.  The ECT’s impartiality was 

again questioned in the 2007 elections.  After the 2007 elections, a number of MPs 

mostly from the pro-Thaksin People’s Power Party (PPP) were given “red” and “yellow 

cards” for suspected vote-buying, disqualified from the election, and ineligible to 

participate in by-elections to fill their respected seats.20  One of the MPs receiving a “red 

card” was Yongyuth Tiyaphairat, a deputy party leader for the PPP.  Because Yongyuth 

was a PPP executive member, the PPP was dissolved by the Constitutional Court in 

December 2008, paving the way for anti-Thaksin forces to take control of government. 
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However, the ECT’s role in the 2011 elections appears to have been significantly 

more neutral.  Aside from a handful of “red “ and “yellow cards,” the ECT eventually 

confirmed the election results, including Yingluck Shinawatra and Abhisit Vejjajiva after 

a short delay.  However, they did not immediately confirm the jailed Red Shirt leader 

Jatuporn Prompan as an MP.  The 2007 Constitution requires that a member of the 

House must have voted in the election, which Jatuporn did not as he was in jail on 

Election Day.  After the first House session, the ECT did endorse Jatuporn’s status as an 

MP.21   

Although the ECT has a controversial history and has taken specific actions that 

have demonstrated its bias, the 2011 elections have opened a new door for the ECT.  

The recent elections have confirmed the ECT can oversee elections as a neutral, 

independent body free from political influence.   

ii. A Fair Playing Field 

A key component of fair elections is having a fair playing field that allows a 

genuine openness in which opposition parties are able to competitively compete.  

Although “advantages of incumbency” are natural in democratic elections, this should 

not hinder opposition groups from having a reasonable chance of winning an election.22  

The July 2011 elections appear to have been conducted on a fair playing field, 

particularly given that the opposition party, Puea Thai, won an outright majority.  

However, electoral playing fields have not always been fair in Thai elections. 
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During the 2005 elections in which Thaksin’s incumbent Thai Rak Thai party won 

a landslide victory, there were complaints among the opposition parties, the Democrat 

Party in particular, suggesting that the elections were not held on a fair playing field.  

The dominant concern was that media coverage was either decidedly pro-Thaksin or 

threatened by Thaksin.23  Additionally, some Democrat leaders also suggested that 

Thaksin had used government institutions to a significant partisan end, hindering its 

ability to fairly contest those elections.24  Regardless, Thaksin and his government won 

widespread support throughout the country, except in the South, and it is difficult to 

estimate the advantages his party had beyond the routine incumbent advantages. 

 The 2011 elections were widely considered to be free and fair.25  The most 

significant critique of the Democrat-led government was its implementation of specific 

policies and stimulus packages before the elections that the opposition claimed were to 

“buy” votes.  Additionally, media coverage was generally fair, though there appeared to 

be a slight anti-Thaksin/Yingluck perspective in the mainstream media.  However, there 

appeared to be fair access to the media by all sides and the opposition candidates 

where able to campaign freely.  Indeed, it does not appear that any of the three uneven 

playing field elements cited by Levitsky and Way are in existence here (i.e., state 

institutions are widely abused for partisan ends, the incumbent party is systematically 

favored, and the opposition’s ability to compete in an election is seriously 

handicapped).26  In the end, the 2011 playing field was general viewed as fair, setting a 
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strong precedence for future elections.  Nonetheless, the issue of a fair playing field will 

need to be closely monitored prior to Thailand next national elections. 

iii. Multi-Party Elections 

 Elections that offer genuine competition among multiple political parties offering 

different interests, policies and ideologies helps to demonstrate that elections are fair.  

Thailand’s elections are multi-party affairs.  In 2005, over 39 political parties competed 

in those elections.27  This increased to over 60 parties in 2007 and over 40 parties in 

2011.28  Although pro-Thaksin parties (Thai Rak Thai in 2005, People’s Power Party in 

2007, and Phua Thai in 2011) and the Democrat Party are the dominant parties, other 

political parties have localized strength, particularly in the Central region (Chart Thai in 

2005 and 2007, and Chat Thai Pattana in 2011) and factions that morphed from the pro-

Thaksin parties, such as Bhum Jai Thai in the central Northeast region.  

 Harding and Leyland, however, write:  

Political parties have tended to be numerous, and rather than representing clear 
ideological positions, they are more usually personal followings, or represent 
purely regional interests and have a regional electoral base.  These parties have 
also tended to be themselves coalitions of factions, any of which might without 
warning switch party for some advantage.29  
 

This is not necessarily stated to discredit Thailand’s ability to hold fair elections but to 

give texture into how political parties are created and gain support in the country.  In 

any event, given the numerous parties in the Thai political system, it would appear that 

the multi-party element for fair elections does exist here. 
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C. Alternative Sources of Information 

A central component of a robust democracy is the availability of a broad range of 

information through independent sources of information.  Although there are specific 

restrictions placed on the Thai media that will be discussed below, generally speaking, 

the Thai media is considered to be well-developed, particularly compared to other 

countries in the region.  Additionally, Thais have a significant amount of alternative 

sources of information, including community (local) radio stations, a wide array of 

newspapers, television, and the internet.  However, as discussed below, unfettered 

access to nearly all of these media outlets is restricted at least in part by either the 

military or the government. 

i. Sources of Information Available to Thais 

 Television is the most commonly used medium to access news and information 

among Thais.30  Thailand has six national television stations of which only one is 

independently owned, the other five are owned and operated by the government.  Al 

television stations are regulated by the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC).   

 Thailand has over 200 AM stations and 300 FM stations, all of which are also 

regulated by the NBC.  Most radio stations are controlled by government agencies, 

including the military and the government’s Public Relations Department, though most 

of the frequencies are leased out to private content providers.31  However, it is 

Thailand’s community radio stations, most of which are unlicensed, that provide 
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listeners with a wide array of alternative sources of information, particularly among pro-

Thaksin and Red Shirt supporters.   

 In contrast to radio and television, Thailand’s print media is not regulated by the 

government.  Thailand’s newspapers are wide ranging in focus, from tabloid news to 

specialized political coverage, particularly among Red Shirt and pro-Thaksin supporters.  

The “mainstream” print media is dominated by Thai Rath, Daily News, Kom Chad Luek, 

Thai Rath, Matichon and Khaosod and have a significant amount of journalist freedom.  

Additionally, each of Thailand’s provinces has their own newspapers of varying degrees 

of quality.   

As a tribute to the robustness of Thailand’s newspapers, Thais tend to read 

political news from media outlets that reflect their person preferences, particularly 

along the Red and Yellow shirt divide.32 Farhard Manjoo suggests that Thais watch, 

listen and read what they want, which produces a wide array of opinions and people 

“holding different facts.”33  Although he views this with a negative connotation leading 

to “fighting over competing versions of reality,” this is more a show of the robustness of 

alternative information available to Thais.34   

Additionally, “People who have lost trust in the mainstream media are tending 

to follow a recognized trend by reading opposing views in alternative media. New 

technologies such as political websites, online community radios and web boards have 

become a new channel for political news consumption.”35  These mediums, in addition 



 66 
 

to newspapers and community radio, are widely available to all Thais throughout the 

country helping to facilitate alternative sources of information, allowing people to be 

identified “by the papers they read, the television channels they view, or the websites 

they visit.”36   

ii. Existence of Media Censorship in Thailand 

However, notwithstanding this wide range of available media, the fact is that 

restrictions on citizen’s access to media outlets, particularly those critical of the 

government, are a significant hindrance to democracy.  The Thai government and 

military holds strong control over the accessibility of information, particularly 

information critical of the government, military and the royal institution.37  During the 

2006 coup, the military secured all of Thailand’s televisions stations and censored news 

reports that portrayed the coup and the military in a negative light.38  Foreign news 

channels such as CNN and the BBC that broadcast through local cable also were 

censored, particularly if coverage was either about the coup or Thaksin.  During the 

military controlled government in 2006-2007, the Bangkok Post reported that media 

censorship was the most restrictive since the return of democracy in 1992.39  But 

restrictions on the media did not end with a return of an elected government. 

 Restricted access after Thailand’s return to a democratically elected government 

in 2007 continued.  During Abhisit’s government in 2009, there were significant 

restrictions to the media, particularly relating to pro-Thaksin coverage.  As an example, 
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Jom Petpradab, a television and radio host, interviewed Thaksin in September 2009 that 

was broadcasted on a state-controlled radio station.  The government forced Jom to 

resign although he claims the interview was merely to allow Thaksin to address his 

recent conviction.40  However, media restrictions were not limited to the military or 

Abhisit’s governments.  Jom had also faced similar pressure by the pro-Thaksin 

government in 2008 when he interviewed then opposition leader Abhisit on the state-

controlled National Broadcasting Television which lead to his forced resignation from 

that the show as well.41   

 According to Freedom House’s 2010 annual Freedom of the Press report, 

Thailand is classified as “Not Free” and ranked 138th in the world.42  Freedom House 

writes in their 2011 Thailand country report that “Thailand’s press freedom 

environment worsened in 2010 as the government and military expanded their efforts 

to rein in electronic media including satellite television, community radio, and internet-

based platforms.”43  Prosecutions for lese majesty through online content and the 

blocking of internet content increased dramatically with the adoption of the 

controversial Computer Crimes Act (CCA).  

 In 2006 only 11 percent of the blocked web addresses related to lese majesty 

content (60 percent were for pornographic content).44  However, by 2010, 77 percent of 

the blocked web addresses were for lese majesty content, content directed at the King, 

which also included national security and some political issues.45  In 2007, only two web 
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addresses were blocked by a court order.46  This increased to 28,705 web addresses in 

2009 and 43,908 web addresses in 2010.47  It is also estimated that tens of thousands of 

web addresses are blocked without a court order through requests or under the 

Emergency Decree on Public Administration in Emergency Situations.48   

D. Limitations on Freedom of Expression 

The ability for citizens to express themselves freely and openly criticize and offer 

alternatives to their government and mainstream political ideologies is a critical 

component of any democracy.  One of the strongest obstacle to Thailand’s democracy 

involves restricts to the freedom of expression.  Indeed, as discussed in detail below, 

Thailand’s strong criminal defamation and lese majesty laws provide a significant 

hindrance to the freedom of expression.  As David Streckfuss writes, “It is a dubious 

distinction that Thailand has what may well be one of the most repressive laws 

restricting freedom of speech in the world.”49   

i. Defamation Laws Restrict Speech 

 Thailand’s criminalized defamation laws provide a “chilling effect” on the media, 

political parties and individuals right to freedom of expression.50  Defamation in 

Thailand is defined as imputing anything to another person or a third party in a manner 

likely to impair that person’s reputation or to expose such person to hatred or 

contempt. 51  The threshold for establishing defamation are particularly weak, and, 

coupled with criminal penalties, produces a harmful environment that has a negative 
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impact on the media, politics, and the freedom of expression.  For example, media 

reform campaigner Supinya Klangnarong admitted that her fight against Shin Corp’s 

defamation actions against her in 2005 has made her reluctant to express herself freely 

even though her claims could not be proven to be inaccurate.52  Supinya says, “Self-

censorship has actually occurred. It's as if some drug has been injected into my veins 

and caused me to be careful and not dare to speak. The effect is sinking in deep."53   

The use of defamation laws has not only been restricted to pro-Thaksin forces.  

During the coup, anti-coup activists such as Sombat Boonngam-anong had also been 

targeted.54  Manager Daily’s senior editor Tul Sirikulpipat was also targeted for violating 

defamation laws by members of the Democrat Party and found guilty.  A two year court 

order to observe his conduct was imposed.  Tul says, "Why do newspapers need to be 

punished through the criminal court?" Tul said. "If those [criticised] are public figures, 

we ought not to be tried [in the criminal court]."55 

Within Thailand’s political arena, there continues to be a constant threat among 

opponents to use the defamation laws against each other.  During the 2010 no 

confidence vote against Prime Minister Abhisit, both the Democrat Party and Puea Thai 

threatened the use of defamation lawsuits against their opponents over matters that 

were publicly discussed during the parliamentary procedure.  The constant fear of these 

laws has restricted public speech, typically in the form of self-censorship, which hinders 

the country’s democratic pursuits.   
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ii. Lese Majesty Law Restricts Speech  

Thailand’s lese majesty law is even more restricting than its defamation laws.  

Section 8 of the 2007 Thai Constitution reads: “The King shall be enthroned in a position 

of revered worship and shall not be violated.  No person shall expose the King to any 

sort of accusation or action.”  Thailand’s lese majesty law is enforced through Section 

112 of the 1957 Thai criminal code, as amended in 1976, which reads “Whoever 

defames, insults or threatens the King, the Queen, the Heir apparent or the Regent shall 

be punished with imprisonment of three years to fifteen years.”  

 As Streckfuss writes, “The discourse over the lese majesty law in Thai society is a 

microcosm of the serious conflict between the sacredness and privilege of absolute 

monarchy, on the one hand, and basic democratic rights and freedoms, on the other.”56  

The lese majesty law is aimed to protect the perception of the King and obscure the role 

the King may have in the political arena.  For example, the mere expression that the King 

and his advisors may have played a role in the 2006 coup, something that is widely 

believed, is a violation of the lese majesty law.57  It is also lese majesty to publicly state 

that Thailand should be a democracy without a King or promote an alternative form of 

government to Thailand’s constitutional monarchy.58  Additionally, “It becomes literally 

‘unsayable’ to publicly voice concern over something the king said, to question the near-

enlightened state of his moral and intellectual being, or to express the view that the 

monarchy, like all institutions in a democracy, be open to scrutiny and criticism.”59  



 71 
 

 Within Thailand the lese majesty law has a base of support, particularly among 

pro-monarchy groups.  In 2008, Thailand’s Minister of Information and Communication 

Technology defended the lese majesty law in the Bangkok Post saying, “The Royal 

Family is our Father and Mother, the Father and Mother of the land.  Would anyone 

allow people to insult their father and mother?  Not us.  Democracies are always 

different.  France is different from America and South Korea.  . . .  It depends on the 

country and traditions.”60  Former Prime Minister Abhisit also defended the law in an 

interview with the Far Eastern Economic Review:  

Abhisit:  We have a revered institution that should remain above conflict 
because such an institution has no defense mechanism when people abuse the 
institution.  So people respect the law.  Then there is no problem.  Is it counter to 
free expression? [. . .] 

 
Interviewer: So shutting down websites is acceptable? [. . .]  

 
Abhisit:  Well, it’s no different when Western countries shut down extremist 
websites.  You know what offends in one country might not seem offensive in 
another.61  

  
However, since the 2006 coup, the lese majesty law has been increasingly used 

as a political weapon.  Prior to the coup, the lese majesty law was scarcely used.  From 

1992 to 2004, there were less than five lese majesty cases tried per year, on average.62  

During 2005-2008, the average increased to more than 60 per year, with 126 cases tried 

in 2007, more than a 1,500 percent increase.63  Compounding the power of the law and 

its use as a political tool is the fact that the current conviction rate of lese majesty trials 

remains astronomically high at about 95 percent.64   
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Many of the lese majesty cases have taken a decidedly political tone.  For 

example, in May 2011, two core Red Shirt leaders, Jatuporn Promphan and Nisit 

Sinthuprai, who had been free on bail stemming from terrorism charges relating to the 

April protest violence, had their bail revoked for committing lese majesty during 

comments to Red Shirt supporters.65  This became particularly controversial as Jatuporn 

ran on Puea Thai’s party list and was unable to vote in July 2011 elections, which could 

have potentially hindered his ability to serve as an MP. 

 In October 2011, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Right to Freedom 

of Opinion and Expression, Frank La Rue, urged the Government of Thailand to amend 

its laws on lese majesty.  “The threat of a long prison sentence and vagueness of what 

kinds of expression constitute defamation, insult, or threat to the monarchy, encourage 

self-censorship and stifle important debates on matters of public interest, thus putting 

in jeopardy the right to freedom of opinion and expression,” La Rue said.66   He also 

noted the dramatic increase in lese majesty cases as a significant concern.67   

 Numerous international organizations have also criticized Thailand’s lese majesty 

law.  Free speech organizations such as Article 19 and Reporters Without Borders have 

highlighted both defamation and lese majesty laws as restricting freedoms of 

expression.68   Reporters Without Borders once promoted Thailand as a beacon of free 

media and expression in Southeast Asia.  In 2004, the organization ranked Thailand 59th 

in the world relating to press freedom.69  By 2007 Thailand’s ranked dropped to 135, 
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and the country’s 2010 ranking fell further to 153 out of 178 countries, just behind 

Azerbaijan and just ahead of Saudi Arabia.70  

 With Yingluck’s victory in the July 2011 elections, hopes exuded that she would 

take steps to reform both defamation and lese majesty laws; it was widely thought she 

was sympathetic toward reforming them.71  However, the government has actually 

increased the budget and staff for tracking lese majesty offenses and there are no signs 

that prosecutions will decrease.72  Thailand’s ability and desire to reform these laws will 

play a significant role in the country’s pursuit of democracy.  Unfortunately, “the lese-

majesty law in Thailand has supported a failing and corrupt edifice of a nationalist 

identity that is antithetical to democracy, human rights and the truth.”73  

II.  Analysis of Institutional Attributes in Thailand 

Chapter Two discussed three institutional elements of democracy:  (1) the rule of 

law to fight against corruption and abuse of power; (2) a system of checks and balances, 

and, in particular, an independent judiciary; and (3) the lack of a higher authority that 

contributes to anti-democratic practices.    As discussed below, all of these elements are 

compromised, and Thailand’s democracy will continue to be hampered until serious 

efforts have been made to bring democratic progress to these institutional attributes. 

A. Widespread Corruption Undermines the Rule of Law 

Corruption in Thailand is widespread and severally undermines the rule of law.  

Thailand was ranked 78 out of 178 countries surveyed in Transparency International’s 
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2010 Corruption Perceptions Index.74  One of the top frustrations with the Thaksin 

government and cited as part of the military’s justification for the 2006 coup was 

corruption and the abuse of power.  And despite Abhisit’s clean image, his party and 

coalition cohorts in government had faced numerous corruption allegations since 

coming to power.75  In order for horizontal accountability to be effective in enforcing the 

rule of law, accountability, and fight corruption, an independent judiciary is need. 

Although there are institutions in Thailand designed to address its corruption 

issues, such as the National Anti-Corruption Commission, they are several hamstrung by 

political forces as discussed below. 

B. The Politicization of the Judiciary Undermines Checks and Balances 

Since the introduction of the constitutional monarchy in 1932, Thailand has 

generally enjoyed an independent judiciary reflected in the judicial appointment process 

and the relative freedom judges have in rendering decisions without undue external 

influences.76   However, with the return of democracy in 1992, Thailand has faced 

increased levels of corruption, abuse of power, and electoral fraud, leading the courts to 

play a more active role to ensure “clean politics.”77 This, however, has led the courts to 

increasingly render decisions that have significant political outcomes and influence. 

 The 1997 Constitution introduced reforms to Thailand’s judicial system by 

establishing a Constitutional and Administrative Court which continued under the 2007 

Constitution.78  Among other aspects, the Constitutional Court has the authority to 
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remove public officials and ban them from holding political office for five years if they 

fail to submit or provide incorrect information about their assets or are found to have a 

conflict of interest.79  These specific powers have proven to place the Court in highly 

contentious and politically charged situations. 

 One of the most significant reasons for the reform of Thailand’s judicial system 

with the 1997 Constitution “was to eradicate corruption in the political arena and in 

government agencies.  . . .  Despite the 1997 Constitution, money politics continued.  

Vote buying and electoral fraud was common and widespread.”80  Thaksin’s role in Thai 

politics highlights this issue.  Although he came to power primarily based on his policies 

aimed at the poor, many of those policies directly benefited those with close ties to him.  

This was the central justifications used by the coup leaders in 2006 and the imposition 

of the 2007 Constitution that was designed “to give more authority to the judiciary in 

tackling corruption and lack of political ethics among politicians.”81 This, however, has 

led the Court to play a significant role in Thai politics after the 2006.   

In August 2008, the Constitutional Court disqualifying then Prime Minister Samak 

Sundaravej for accepting money from a private company to appear on a TV cooking 

show.  This was viewed as a conflict of interest – a violation of Article 267 – forcing 

Samak to resign as prime minister.  Then in December 2008, the Constitutional Court 

dissolved the ruling PPP for election fraud which forced Samak’s replacement, Somchai 

Wongsawat, and other PPP leaders to be barred from politics for five years.   
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The Court’s ruling paved the way for the formation of the Democrat-led 

government.  “The rule of law and equitable justice were the central planks in the 

Democrat-led government’s claim to legitimacy since its inception.”82  However, the 

Court’s decisions, particularly on the relatively petty matter involving Samak raised 

significant question about fairness and impartiality within the judicial system.  Many 

critics, including pro-Thaksin Red Shirt supporters, also point to the quickness which the 

Courts have pursued Red Shirt leaders for their actions during the 2010 protests while 

lethargically pursuing charges against PAD leaders for their occupation of Government 

House and the airports in 2008.83   

The issue with the Court’s action is not necessarily related to the judges 

themselves.  “The problem, however, is not only that enormous pressure is implicitly 

placed on a small judicial panel to decided key constitutional questions with large 

political implications, but also that the Constitutional Court may become the main locus 

for determining issues that should be regarded as purely political.”84 This has forced the 

Court to render decisions that are political in nature and have negative implications on 

one political group over another.  “Even the most worthy and able judges may 

ultimately be unable to resolve such highly controversial issues in a way that is seen as 

legitimate.”85  However, the polarization of the Constitutional Court did not begin with 

the 2006 coup. 
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 The Constitutional Court’s 2001 failure to support a National Anti-Corruption 

Commission’s (NACC) finding of corruption against Thaksin despite overwhelming 

evidence impacted perceptions of independence.8687  The NACC “found that [Thaksin’s] 

assets had been registered in the names of his housekeeper, chauffeur, driver, security 

guard and business colleagues.”88  The NACC ruled against Thaksin by an 8:1 margin.89  If 

the NACC’s decision had been upheld, Thaksin would have received a “red card” and 

been barred from politics for five years, ending his premiership.90  Thaksin claimed that 

the investigation was a political witch hunt and refused to accept the NACC’s findings.91  

The Constitutional Court’s ruling against the NACC’s findings was considered a surprise, 

“given that [in the] 17 other similar cases decided previously, the Constitutional Court 

had always endorsed the decision of the NACC.”92   

 Whether these actions by the Constitutional Court were sound legal decisions or 

political influenced is difficult to ascertain.  However, these cases demonstrate the 

significant political influence the courts do have on the political arena, which will 

continue to rise questions about its neutrality and impartiality.    
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C. The Presence of a Higher Authority:  The Power of the Military and the King 

 Elections play a significant role in liberal democracies.  Elections give real power 

to the winners who serve their full constitutionally mandated term.  In liberal 

democracies these winners also hold control over the military.  Additionally, no higher 

authority is capable of unjustly overruling the election winners.  Thailand’s democracy 

struggles to meet these conditions. 

 Thailand’s military is not under civilian control.  “Under civilian control, civilians 

alone have the right to delegate decision-making power and the implementation of 

specific policies to the armed forces and the military has no autonomous decision-

making power outside those areas that were specifically defined by civilians.”93  

Additionally, the monarchy holds a reservoir of power outside of the control of the 

electorate. 

1. The Military’s Active Role in Thai Politics   

 Thailand’s history demonstrates again and again that, “Thailand deals with 

exceptional political situations through coups rather than through the invoking of 

emergency powers.”94  Since 1932, Thailand’s military has intervened on 17 different 

occasions and “constituted an obvious threat to democratic government as it has been 

directly responsible for overturning constitutional rule.”95  The military has justified its 

actions and coups by suggesting that a threat to national security, rule of law, and unity 

has occurred or is imminent.  The military justified their 2006 coup by suggesting “a very 



 79 
 

imminent threat to law and order resulting from the protests against Thaksin and the 

acute polarization of Thai society.”96  However, the military’s influence is not only 

reserved to coups.  They have played a significant role since the 2006 coup and 

Thailand’s return to “democracy,” having a substantial role in determining the failure or 

success of post-coup governments.97   

 The December 2007 elections were widely viewed as a positive step toward 

Thailand’s democratic pursuits.  However, the return of an elected government did not 

signify a shift away from military involvement in the political arena.  The elections 

brought a pro-Thaksin government back to power and most certainly irked the military 

and coup leaders.  Nonetheless, military leaders were cognizant of public perception 

against them, particularly given their relatively weak performance of administering the 

government from 2006-2007.   

Using their political learning from the 2006 coup, military leaders opted for more 

covert and indirect tactics to influence the political arena.  For example, the military 

indirectly helped the fall of the pro-Thaksin government after the 2007 election.98  First, 

the military took a backseat approach against the Samak and Somchai governments by 

turning a blind eye to People’s Alliance for Democracy (PAD) and Yellow Shirt’s protests 

that took over Government House and two airports.  Second, on two different 

occasions, in October and November of 2008, they called for Somchai to step down as 

prime minister.  And lastly, in December 2008 they help an anti-Thaksin, pro-monarchy 
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government form by participating in backroom deal makings with the Democrat Party 

and other political parties.   

 The Democrats came to power with “some intense political horse-trading over 

ministerial portfolios, with the alleged encouragement of army commander Anuphong 

Phaochinda (though he publicly denied this) . . .” and financial contributions to other 

political parties and leaders.99   Thaksin and many Red Shirt supporters called the 

military’s actions a “coup in disguise.”100 The Democrats rose to power through the 

support of the PAD, their Yellow Shirt supporters, and the military without necessitating 

an election victory.101  

2. The Internal Security Act of 2008: Strengthening the Military’s Role 

 Recent Thai constitutions have granted the king and military power to declare 

martial law.102  The Constitution clearly allows the military (through the king) to legally 

assume governmental controls under certain conditions, however, it is the Internal 

Security Act of 2008 that has raised more concern among human rights organizations 

and academics. 

 On February 28, 2008 the Internal Security Act (ISA) created the Internal Security 

Operations Command (ISOC) as a government agency controlled by the prime minister 

acting as the ISOC director and giving broad powers to the military.103  The ISA 

authorizes the ISOC director, with cabinet approval, “to respond to alleged threats to 

national security by restricting fundamental rights and overriding civilian administration 
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and due process.”104  The passing of the ISA through parliament was itself controversial.  

The ISA was enacted in 2008 by the military-installed government and prior to the first 

session of the newly elected parliament.105   

The ISA’s preamble:  

justifies the law on the basis of a need to guard against threats which may arise 
in times of normality, and to lay down measures to be used at time when a 
security threat has arisen in any area to regulate the use of power according to 
the level of seriousness of the situation, so that it may be resolved efficiently and 
with unity.106   
 

This notion is embedded in the Act itself by giving ISOC the power to “encourage people 

to be aware of their duty in upholding nation, religion, and king; to build love and unity 

among people in the nation; as well as to promote popular participation in preventing 

and overcoming various problems which affect internal security and the peace and 

order of society.”107  

More worrisome than the broad strokes painted by the ISA is the power ISOC has 

to police itself.  The ISA’s provisions give the Director of ISOC the power “to prosecute 

or defend legal proceedings relating to activities of the ISOC.”108  This essentially takes 

prosecutions away from prosecution authorities and the Attorney-General and hands it 

to the military, removing any form of democratic accountability.109  The Act exempts 

ISOC from administrative law and “creates legal immunity for any official acting in 

execution of his duty under the Act.”110  The lack of recourse through the justice system 

can potentially lead to “widespread abuse of power and human rights violations.”111   
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The Act significantly hinders Thailand’s pursuit of democracy, essentially giving 

the military legitimacy in taking a strong role in Thailand’s government.112  The Act 

played a critical role in the military’s involvement in the 2010 Red Shirt crackdown.113  It 

gave the Democrat-led government and the military legitimacy for their actions against 

the protestors.  This is not to suggest the government’s actions were unfounded, but 

that the ISA created the situation that allows for the military to take a stronger role in 

maintaining order. 

3. The Role of the King in Thai Politics 

 Thailand is technically a constitutional monarchy in which the King has no formal 

role in politics.  However, there is little doubt that King Bhumibol has a significant 

influence in Thailand’s political arena.   Over the course of his 65 years as King, he has 

ruled through 15 coups, 16 constitutions, and 28 changes of prime minister.114  His role 

in politics has often been subtle though he has validated many of the coups, including in 

2006.  Additionally, the King’s close ties to the military have given him a significant 

sphere of influence.  In July 2006, Privy council President Prem Tinsulanonda, addressing 

graduating military cadets, told the class that the Thai military’s duty is to serve the 

King, not the government.115  

The King’s role leading up to and including the 2006 coup highlights the influence 

of the monarchy in Thailand.  On the heels of the snap election called by Thaksin in 2006 

and amid the controversy about its legitimacy, the King held an April 2006 televised 
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speech requesting the judiciary to resolve the ensuing political crisis.116  In May 2006, 

the Constitutional Court invalidated the April election results.117  Some also suggest that 

the King also played an indirect role in the 2006 coup.  When discussing the coup, 

Thitinan Pongsudhirak of Chulalongkorn University stated, "This coup was nothing short 

of Thaksin versus the King . . . .  He [the King] is widely seen as having implicitly 

endorsed the coup."  Additionally, social critic Sulak Sivaraksa added that the King is 

"very skillful. He never becomes obviously involved.  If this coup goes wrong, Sonthi [the 

coup leader] will get the blame, but whatever happens, the King will only get praise.”118  

 Highlighting the role of the King, Harding and Leyland write that “while the extra-

constitutional role of the military remains overt and controversial, the extra-

constitutional role of the monarchy is subtle but taken for granted, including, in one 

sense, by the constitutions themselves, which invariably indicate in the Preamble that 

the constitution is ‘graciously bestowed’ by the King.”119  In order for the 2006 coup to 

be validated, the King signed a royal decree that provided military immunity based on 

an interim constitution, further demonstrating the close link between the military and 

monarchy.120  “It is the king’s consent rather than popular assent which gives a coup 

such legitimacy as it enjoys.  Without that assent the coup would become a 

revolution.”121   

Based on these events, it would appear the king and the military hold a reservoir 

of power that goes beyond Thailand’s elected governments and, some suggest, has 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thitinan_Pongsudhirak
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chulalongkorn_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sulak_Sivaraksa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sonthi_Boonyaratglin
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undermined the country’s democratic pursuits.  Accordingly, Thailand needs to make 

significant progress, particularly on its institutional attributes to strengthen its 

democracy.  The next chapter will assess what type of democracy Thailand can be 

classified as having and what are the prospects for democratic consolidation. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THAILAND AND DEMOCRATIC CONSOLIDATION 
 

 
This concluding chapter will first define Thailand’s democracy and then address 

the critical components that either hinder or provide optimism that its democracy can 

consolidate.   The last section will provide a summary and conclusion, including the 

author’s opinion on where Thailand stands in its process of democratic consolidation. 

I. Thailand’s Democracy Defined 

A.  Thailand Is Not A Liberal Democracy 

A liberal democracy contains all the democracy attributes discussed in Chapter 2.  

However, as discussed in detail in Chapter 4, while Thailand has certain attributes of a 

liberal democracy (namely, free and fair elections), many of the country’s democratic 

attributes are lacking.  Specifically, Thailand falls short of being a liberal democracy 

because stringent defamation and lese majesty laws limit freedom of expression;  

censorship by the government and military of the public’s access to media critical of the 

government; a politicized judiciary; and the military’s interference in election outcomes. 

 A liberal democracy needs to have all of the elements discussed above.  While 

having free and fair elections are an important step, one must conclude that Thailand is 

not a liberal democracy at the present time. 
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B. Thailand’s Democracy:  Feckless Pluralism 

If Thailand is not a liberal democracy, then where does it fall on the democracy 

spectrum?  On the other end of the democracy spectrum from liberal democracies are 

illiberal and pseudo democracies.  Illiberal democracies, as defined by Fareed Zakaria, 

are regimes that select their leaders through reasonably free and fair elections, but lack 

the rule of law and other essential components of a liberal democracy.1  Pseudo 

democracies are even more restrained and typically use elections as a façade in order 

for incumbents to maintain power.  Since Thailand’s elections tend to be free and fair 

with opposition parties having a reasonable chance of ousting incumbent parties, the 

country’s democracy would fall closer to being called an illiberal democracy mainly 

because of concerns over the rule of law.  However, Carothers’ “feckless pluralism,” 

which falls between the spectrum of liberal to illiberal democracies, is a more apt 

description of Thailand’s democracy.2  

Feckless pluralism describes “weak” democracies that do have many of the 

freedom and institutional attributes of democracy describe in Chapter 2, including 

frequent elections and alternation of power among different political groups.  Although 

they have many of the characteristics of a liberal democracy, corruption tends to be 

widespread among the political elites, leaving citizens to feel disenfranchised.  This 

description is the most applicable to Thailand’s democracy – frequent free and fair 

elections, alternation of power, and many of the other democracy attributes, but 
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democracy remains relatively weak particularly because of corruption among the 

political class.  As Laura Thornton describes, “Corruption [in Thailand] riddles 

governance, business and elections, and corruption scandals define the entire political 

process.”3  

II. The Potential for Democratic Consolidation in Thailand 

One of the most significant obstacles to democratic consolidation in Thailand is 

that democracy is not “the only game in town.”  The military’s 2006 coup and actions 

after the 2007 elections highlight the fact that there are non-democratic forces that 

impact Thailand’s future.  Thailand also defies many studies on democratic 

consolidation that suggest democracies have a strong chance of enduring the longer 

they last and the more economic growth in place.  At the root of much of Thailand’s 

political conflict, and obstacles to its democractic consolidation, are the significant 

economic inequalities that are present.  These inequalities highlight the social struggle 

between poor, rural Thais and many of Thailand’s elite class. 

The potential for Thailand’s democracy to transition from feckless pluralism to a 

full-fledged liberal democracy hinges on several critical components: (1) whether 

Thailand’s democracy is the only game in town; (2) the timing and sequencing of 

Thailand’s democracy and backslide away from democracy; (3) the impact of economic 

growth on consolidation; (4) the impact economic inequalities have on Thailand’s 
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democracy; (5) public and elite attitudes toward democracy; and (6) the impact 

Thailand’s democratic institutions have a prospects of democratic consolidation. 

A. Democracy is Not the Only Game in Town 

For a democracy to endure there needs to be a low probability of backsliding 

away from democracy.  Backslides can be prevented, or have a lower probability, when 

all levels of a society view democracy as the best form of government.4   This includes 

the use of democratic institutions as the main vehicle to resolve conflict.  When this 

occurs, democracy then becomes the “only game in town.”5  Although Thailand has 

made some strides toward democratic consolidation, particularly with the outcome of 

the July 2011 elections, democracy is not the only game in town: the military continues 

to be ever-present; there are movements that attempt to resolve conflicts outside of 

democratic institutions; and there are strong anti-democratic attitudes, particularly 

among many of Thailand’s elites.  

 Leading up to the July 2011 elections there were continuous rumors that the 

military would not allow the elections to happen by holding another coup.  As the July 

3rd election approached and public opinion polls showed that the pro-Thaksin Puea Thai 

Party was on the verge of winning an outright majority, there was an increased belief 

that the military would intervene.  Even after the election, which saw Puea Thai when a 

majority of House seats, giving them a clear mandate to form the next government, 

there were constant discussions among Thais and the media that the military would not 
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allow a pro-Thaksin government to form.  Days after the election, Jousha Kurlantzick 

wrote an article in The New Republic entitled, “Is Thailand Headed for Another Coup? 

What Should the U.S. Do About It?”6 This shows that the concern of a military coup to 

overrule the election outcome was not only a domestic concern but on the minds of 

international observers, further suggesting that democracy in Thailand is not the only 

game in town. 

Fortunately for Thailand’s democracy, the military to-date has allowed Puea Thai 

to govern, but it is underdetermined whether this will continue, particularly given one of 

the Puea Thai’s goals of granting amnesty to Thaksin so he can return to the country.  As 

Joshua Kurlantzick writes, “There is no guarantee that Thailand’s traditional power 

brokers are going to concede their dominance gracefully.”7   There continues to be a 

strong belief that Thailand’s elites will meddle with the election outcome by using the 

judiciary to potentially outlaw Yingluck and Puea Thai or stage another coup “though 

the current army commander has vowed not to stage a coup and has been engaged in 

reconciliation talks with Thaksin’s representatives.”8  This is yet another conflict within 

Thailand that is attempting to be resolved outside of its democratic institutions.   

More trouble for Thailand’s democracy can occur if the political conflicts 

continue to intensify.  As Diamond notes, troubled democracies tend to be politically 

unstable with fragile governments that can be easily overthrown.9  Thailand and its 
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elites need to embrace democratic institutions, including respecting election outcomes, 

to help its democracy endure and become the only game in town. 

B. The Uniqueness of Thailand’s Democractic Timing and Sequencing 

 Thailand’s democracy and regression away from democracy defies the odds.  

Kapstein and Converse’s study on “Why Democracies Fail” shows that 68 percent of 

unsuccessful democracies fail within the first 5 years and nearly 84 percent fail within 

the first ten years.10  Thailand’s return to democracy began in 1992, but it was not until 

the 2006 coup (14 years after the reintroduction of democracy) that the country’s 

democracy failed.  Some make the case that during Thaksin’s government many 

democratic principles had been sacrificed.  Nonetheless, while not a liberal democracy, 

his government had many democratic attributes including the respect of election 

outcomes.  Of course, having won two elections made it much easier for the pro-Thaksin 

forces to accept the results.  More promising for Thailand, democracy survival rates 

significantly improve with each subsequent return to democracy.11   

 There is some optimism that Thailand’s democracy will endure based on the 

2011 election outcome and the hope that Thai elites and the military have had 

significant political learning.  The fact that the military has yet to intervene months after 

a pro-Thaksin party’s return to power suggests that the military has learned and 

understands the impact of holding another coup on perceptions of domestic and 

international audiences.  As Harding and Leyland write, “While the coup remains an 
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ever-present rumor, an ever-predicated possibility, the generals will certainly think 

more carefully about the implications of their actions in light of the experience of 2006-

07.”12  However, while the military did not stage a coup following the December 2007 

elections, clearly they had a significant role in the ability for the pro-Thaksin PPP party 

to maintain control over the government, another demonstration that Thai elites had 

learned from the 2006 coup.  Instead of mounting an outright coup, they worked within 

the political system to replace the government with a pro-military leaning government. 

 Thailand’s type of democracy, feckless pluralism, also plays a strong role in 

determining whether the country can consolidate its democracy.  As discussed above, 

feckless pluralism has many democratic attributes, including the respect of election 

outcomes, but pervasive corruption hinders democratic consolidation.  This is the case 

in Thailand.  If the country is able to improve many of its democratic attributes, and 

reduce corruption, there will be a greater likelihood that democracy will consolidate and 

not backslide. 

C. Thailand’s Economic Performance and Democratic Consolidation  

 Seymor Martin Lipset’s research suggests there is a strong link between 

democratic consolidation and economic growth.13  Other democracy experts write on 

the links between market economies and that the higher a country’s income, the more 

likely for democratic consolidation to occur.  As Diamond writes, “Studying the narrower 

period of 1950 to 1990, Adam Przeworski and his colleagues showed that economic 
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development powerfully maintains democracy – the poorer the country, the greater the 

likelihood of a breakdown of democracy.”14 

 Thailand’s recent history appears to defy these correlations, particularly given its 

status as a middle-income country.  When Thaksin became prime minister in 2001, 

Thailand’s per capita GDP growth from the previous year was 2.2 percent.15  Per capita 

GDP almost doubled to 4.3 percent in 2002 and continued to grow to a 10-year high of 

10.7 percent in 2006, the year of the military coup.16  Arguably, Thailand’s economic 

growth should have done more to consolidate its democracy and less to encourage a 

military coup, but it did not.  In fact, the economic growth and the potential for a wider 

distribution of wealth, particularly among poor, rural Thais may have had the opposite 

impact.  As Thailand’s elites began to fear that the country’s economic growth and 

Thaksin’s policies were beginning to show tangible benefits to the rural masses, the 

military became increasingly worried that Thaksin’s powers was becoming entrenched, 

weakening the power of the military.   

While many democracy experts suggest that economic crisis can lead to a 

backslide away from democracy, Thailand is an example where economic prosperity 

may have actually played a role in inducing a backslide away from democracy.  This is 

not to suggest that economic growth will hurt Thailand’s prospects for democratic 

consolidation.  In the end, it will play a significant role.  As Thais continue to participate 

in elections and vote for leaders they believe will bring prosperity to their lives, they are 
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likely to become less willing to believe the military should play a significant role in 

politics.  The 2006 coup is a prime example of this.  Thaksin continues to enjoy wide 

support, primarily for the benefits his governments brought to the people.  During the 

military government, per capita growth began to decrease and fewer policies were 

enacted that voters could see real tangible benefits from.  This led to the re-election of a 

pro-Thaksin parties in both elections since the coup (People’s Power Party in 2007 and 

Puea Thai in 2011). 

If the current Puea Thai government is able to continue to show economic 

growth and policy benefits for the country, democratic beliefs should strengthen along 

with the likeliness of democratic consolidation.  However, the more significant factor in 

Thailand’s democratic consolidation revolves around economic inequalities and not 

solely economic growth. 

D. Economic Inequalities at the Heart of Thailand’s Social and Political Tensions 

 As Kapstein and Converse write, “inequality was indeed significantly higher in 

democracies that eventually underwent a reversal.”17  Many Thai academics cite the 

country’s economic inequalities as a major factor contributing to Thailand’s political 

conflicts.  Pasuk Phongpaichit, a political economist, notes that if Thailand’s economic 

inequalities are not addressed there is a greater likelihood of increased political 

conflict.18  Borwornsak Uwanno cities Thailand’s “structural inequalities” as a driving 

factor in the current political struggles and a need to address this issue urgently.19   
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Marc Askew notes that the raise of “the Red Shirt movement reflects pent up 

resentment against coup-making elites bent on restricting electoral democracy.  This 

may not be a version of democracy that Thailand’s power elites wish to see; 

nevertheless, Thailand’s political system will have to find a way to accommodate it, or 

repress it and face continued instability.”20  

 Thailand’s income disparity is significant and has remained consistent.  Incomes 

in Thailand have grown at about a 9 percent rate per year over the last 20 years.21  

However, the richest Thais earn more than 14 times more than the poorest and the 

bottom 60 percent of Thailand’s population shares only 25 percent of the income.22  

“This has meant that inequality remained persistently high during that period (indeed, 

inequality in Thailand is one of the highest in East Asia).  High inequality is associated 

with a greater probability of conflicts, and Thailand’s current political crisis is in some 

ways related to high levels of income and geographic inequality.”23   

 Thaksin’s strategically used Thailand’s economic inequalities to expand his 

support, particularly among poor, rural Thais.24  He delicately fussed his personal goals 

with these economic and societal tensions.25  His success came from empowering “the 

previously marginalized” to harbor “deep resentments and lasting enmity” toward “the 

more privileged groups in society.”26  The Red Shirt movement has galvanized around 

this disparity building from Northeast Thais where the economic inequalities are much 

more acute.   

http://www.bangkokpost.com/blogs/index.php/2009/11/30/thailand-s-shocking-inequity-statistics?blog=64
http://ddd.uab.cat/pub/worpap/2009/hdl_2072_20342/76609.pdf
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 In order for democratic consolidation to solidify Thailand must not singularly 

focus on economic growth.  To quell future political conflicts and increase the likeliness 

for Thailand’s democracy to endure, it must confront the economic inequalities that are 

at the heart of its political conflict.   

E. Public Attitudes toward Democracy Are Overtaken by Elite Attitudes 

 As discussed in Chapter 3, the chances of democratic consolidation increase 

when both citizens and elites support democratic principles.  In Thailand, there is strong 

support for democracy among its citizens; however, there is a core group of elites that 

continue to hold anti-democratic attitudes, particularly among the pro-monarchy 

factions. 

 According to a 2010 Asia Foundation survey, an overwhelming majority of Thais 

(93 percent) agree with the statement, “Democracy may have its problems, but it is 

better than any other form of government.”27   Additionally, a strong majority (76 

percent) think that democracy is best, even when on some occasions it does not work.28  

This compares to the 22 percent of Thais who think that it is better to have a “strong 

leader” who does not have to be elected if democracy is not working.29  Interestingly, a 

majority of Thais think democracy means freedom of speech/opinions or governments 

are formed through elections, a contrast to two critical democracy attributes that are 

lacking in Thailand – freedom of expression because of defamation and lese majesty 

laws and the military’s involvement in determining election outcomes.30 
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 Public attitudes during the military-led government in 2007 also shed an 

interesting light on citizens’ desire for democracy.  A nationwide survey conducted in 

April 2007 shows that although a 61 percent majority approved of the September 2006 

coup that removed Thaksin from office, 50 percent disapproved of the military-led 

government’s banning of political party activities and an overwhelming 93 percent 

approved of holding election by the end of 2007.31 

This highlights an interesting paradox with public attitudes.  Although Thais hold 

strong democratic values, they believe it is legitimate for the military to intervene if 

democracy is not working.  Further demonstrating this paradox, the April 2007 surveys 

showed a slim majority (53 percent) agreeing with the statement, “It is okay for the 

military to intervene in politics sometimes, in order to stop chaos and bad leadership,” 

yet a stronger 71 percent majority thought that “it is more important to have elections 

soon and restore democracy, even if that means some risk to stability” versus the 22 

percent that thought “it is more important to preserve stability, even if that means 

holding elections later.”32  This paradox helps to explain the sense of ease among the 

public after the coup.  It appears they were relieved to see the anti-Thaksin protests and 

political conflicts end because of the coup, yet they desired a quick return back to 

democracy.  

However, among some Thai elites, particular pro-monarchy groups, there are 

some strong anti-democratic tendencies.  Although this appears to be a belief held 
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among a minority of Thai elites, the power these elites hold within Thailand makes this a 

critical issue.  An example of this is the PAD’s “new politics” philosophy and the New 

Politics Party, an off-shot of the PAD that participated in the 2011 elections.   “Under the 

rubric of ‘new politics,’ the PAD advanced an idea for occupational or sectorial 

representation in parliament, reducing directly-elected representatives to a proportion 

of just 30 percent of parliamentary seats (though they later modified this to 50 

percent).”33  The remaining seats would be appointed by a selection committee.   

In essence, PAD and other Thai elites continue to harbor the belief that poor, 

rural Thais are not educated enough to make informed decisions in their vote choices.  

They believe that this segment of the Thai population will continue to vote for corrupt 

leaders (i.e. Thaksin) as long as they receive some benefit, even if the benefits are small 

and the leaders use the government for their own purposes.  In essences, these elites 

feel they know what is better for poor, rural Thais then poor, rural Thais know for 

themselves. 

Favorable public attitudes toward democracy increase the likeliness that 

Thailand’s democracy can endure.  However, until Thai elite attitudes fall in line with 

public attitudes, the likeliness for democratic consolidation will decrease.   

F. Strengthening Judicial Independence and Reliance on Election Outcomes 

 Democratic consolidation cannot occur without strong democratic institutions, 

particularly an independent judiciary and the institutionalization of elections.  In 
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Thailand, these two components are closely linked.  The 2006 coup leaders justified 

their actions by suggesting that the Thaksin government’s corruption was harmful to the 

Thai people.  If there accusations against Thaksin were in fact true, an independent 

judiciary would have been able to place constraints on government actions and hold 

corrupt leaders accountable, nullifying the military’s rationale and allowing election 

outcomes to be dictated by the people. 

 It can be argued that Thailand’s democratic institutions, at least in the past, have 

done more to hinder democracy than foster it.  The country’s current institutions, 

particularly the judiciary, have become overly politicized.  This has produced a political 

environment where judicial decisions are viewed with a skeptical eye and weakened the 

public’s faith in the democratic process.  In order for democratic consolidation to occur, 

Thailand must strengthen its democratic institutions, the judiciary in particular.  

 Fortunately, elections appear to have been institutionalized in Thailand.  The 

public largely has faith in the election process and views elections as the best means to 

determine the country’s leadership.  However, election outcomes must be respected by 

Thai elites, including the military.  The military’s history of involvement after the 2005 

and 2007 elections demonstrate a backslide away from democracy and a significant 

obstacle to democratic consolidation.  As Harding and Leyland write, “The failure of the 

military to defer routinely to a civilian government of whatever complexion remains a 

matter of serious, continuing concern.”34   
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Although it appears the military has taken a “hands off” approach to the recent 

pro-Thaksin landslide victory in the 2011 elections, only time will tell if they have 

learned from their past actions.  Nonetheless, in order for Thailand’s democracy to 

endure, it will be essential for the military to be more responsive to the elected 

government and significantly less likely to influence election outcomes to meet its own 

needs. 

III.   Summary and Conclusion 

Based on this author’s analysis and research, Thailand is not currently a liberal 

democracy; it is instead in the gray zone of a “feckless pluralism”.  Simply put, Thailand 

cannot meet the definition of a liberal democracy because, while it has free and fair 

elections, it simply does not have enough of the remaining hallmarks necessary for this 

classification.  Without having the freedom of expression, insignificant anti-democratic 

forces, the respect for election outcomes, civilian control of the military, and an 

independent judiciary, Thailand cannot be classified a liberal democracy. 

Moreover, where Thailand stands in the process of democratic consolidation is 

also worrisome.  Thailand has some hallmarks of democratic consolidation, including a 

strong democratic culture among its citizens and robust economic growth.  However, 

Thailand’s democratic consolidation is hindered by the use of non-democratic 

institutions to resolve conflicts, economic inequalities, and the significant influence of 

the military in the country’s politics.  
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It is this author’s opinion that Thailand will continue to struggle with its 

democratic consolidation and is unlikely to become a liberal democracy in the near 

future.   One of the most significant obstacles to democratic consolidation in Thailand is 

that democracy is not “the only game in town.”  The military’s 2006 coup and actions 

after the 2007 elections highlight the fact that there are non-democratic forces that 

impact Thailand’s future.  Thailand also defies many studies on democratic 

consolidation that suggest democracies have a strong chance of enduring the longer 

they last and the more economic growth that is in place.  At the root of much of 

Thailand’s political conflict, and obstacles to its democractic consolidation, are the 

significant economic inequalities that are present.  These inequalities highlight the 

social struggle between poor, rural Thais and many of Thailand’s elite class.  Until these 

issues are addressed, Thailand’s democracy will continue to struggle.  
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