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If you ask majority of Thai journalists today whether they think Thai press is free or not, they would 

most likely say ‘yes’, despite the rather low ranking given by international organizations like Freedom 

House and Reporters Without Border. (Freedom House ranked Thailand in 2012 as ‘partly free’) 

At the heart of the differing opinion regarding the level of press freedom in Thailand is the issue and 

impact of the lese majeste law (and to an extent and by extension, the Computer Crimes Act). 

Majority of the Thai mainstream mass media believe restriction and censorship imposed under the lese 

majeste law is just and appropriate while a small but vocal group of citizens and media professionals 

think the law constitute an impediment to not just freedom of expression and freedom of the press but 

to the realization of Thailand as a truly democratic society. 

Unlike in many societies where the media is a force for change and reform, majority of the mainstream 

mass media in Thailand has become, through their silence, tacit and even outright support of the law, 

a force for the maintenance of censorship and self-censorship. 

Censorship, Self-Censorship and the Exceptionalism of the Lese Majeste Law and the Thai Media 

While the Thai mainstream mass media acknowledge the need to scrutinize and criticize politicians, big 

and small businesses, bureaucrats, state enterprises, movie stars and just about any public figures, it 

has ironically insisted that the monarchy institution must be exempted from being made transparent 

and subject to scrutiny. It is as if suddenly, logic is no longer required and unquestioning belief is all 

that is needed when it comes to media presentation of one-sided positive-only news and information 

regarding the monarchy institution. The prevailing condition is so blatant while those trying to spread 

critical information regarding the monarchy institution risked being sentenced to long prison term under 

the draconian lese majeste law with its 15 years maximum imprisonment term. 
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Over the past four decades, majority of the mainstream Thai mass media have been feeding the pubic 

with one-sided positive news and information only. It has consistently self-censored any news from 

foreign news agency that is even mildly critical of the Thai monarchy. When it comes to portrayal of 

Thai monarchy by the Thai mainstream media, the positive-only reporting is more akin of that of North 

Korean media than media in democratic society with royalty like the United Kingdom – this is because 

it would be almost impossible to find anything critical of the Thai monarchy in the mainstream Thai 

media.  

When a national public television, Thai PBS, audaciously invited two vocal opponents to the lese 

majeste law to speak on air for the first time in its history, the programme met with protest and was 

delayed by a group of royalist protesters at its station which eventually led to the resignation a 

courageous programme host who is now facing lese majeste police complaints along with the two 

invited guest speakers and the director of the public television station. What’s more, the Broadcasting 

Journalist Association has taken side with the protesters and opposed the airing of the programme 

while the Thai Journalist Association, the kingdom’s most influential media association, has simply 

kept quite. In fact, earlier this year, its then president, Chavarong Limpattamapanee had publicly 

defended the lese majeste law as quoted on         The Nation newspaper on its January 25 edition.                             

(http://www.nationmultimedia.com/politics/Top-judge-rejects-criticism-of-courts-lese-majeste-

30198645.html) 

Chavarong was quoted as saying that while the Constitution ensures Thai people’s freedom of 

expression, it is “not without limit or exception”. 

 "Freedom of expression does not mean the freedom to accuse or criticise anybody. And according to 

Thai law, the monarchy is an institution above politics. Whether the … penalties are too harsh or 

whether the legal processes are suitable is another issue," Chavarong said.   

I beg to differ from Chavarong and state clearly that today, there is little or no legal space for content 

critical of Thai monarchy institution and such content should not be exempted from public’s attention.  

We can spend hours if not days and weeks debating about what might be an appropriate penalty for 

defaming the Thai monarchy in a supposedly democratic society but the fact remains that the 

distinction between what constitutes defamation and earnest criticism has been conflated and blurred 

to the point where the only type of news and information permissible by majority of the mainstream 

mass media is that of positive-only news and information. 

 

 

http://www.nationmultimedia.com/politics/Top-judge-rejects-criticism-of-courts-lese-majeste-30198645.html
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/politics/Top-judge-rejects-criticism-of-courts-lese-majeste-30198645.html
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The blurring of line, whether intentionally or not, has deprived Thai society of its ability to honestly and 

legally scrutinize the Thai monarchy institution. A clear recent example was made evident when a Thai 

man, Ekachai Hongkangwan, was sentenced to three years and four months in jail for selling copies of 

DVD of a documentary programme produced by the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) critical 

of Thai monarchy and the so-called WikiLeaks papers. 

The question is, does anyone honestly think that a public television in a democratic country like 

Australia is out to produce a programme aimed at defaming the Thai monarchy? Or are they just 

producing programme critical of Thai monarchy befitting of how a democratic society ought to treat the 

monarchy institution? At the same times, WikiLeaks papers were arguably produced by the US State 

Department and should obviously be clear to any reasonably person that it was not meant to defame 

anyone. Yet Ekachai was sentenced to jail last month and no distinctions were made between content 

clearly aiming at defaming Thai monarch like some doctored and dehumanizing images on YouTube and 

that of contents produced by ABC and found in WikiLeaks paper. 

The current situation is such that there is little or no room for anything in the middle. As Wirapa 

Angkoontassaniyarat, a former long-time writer for a well-known monthly feature magazine told this 

writer: “From the perspective of media professionals, we have to add the rhetoric of father-children 

relationship [between HM the King and his subjects], to make it emotionally touching. The duty is to 

increase the rhetoric and it’s no longer about writing facts. We cannot just simply write [about the 

monarchy] but we must inflate [the content]. If the scale of praise is this much this year it must be 

elevated in the following year and we must find ways to make readers shed tears. Fact alone is not 

enough.” 

Wirapa then explained to this writer how the magazine came up with the idea of adding all the distance 

travelled by HM the King during his various visits to rural areas and compared it to that of the distant 

between the earth and the moon in order to achieve a tear-jerking dramatic effect. 

Under such prevailing climate there’s no legal space for news and information critical of the Thai 

monarchy, only never-ending praise and flattery while the other pole sees the criminalization of any 

news, texts, images and video deemed critical of the institution. 

It’s not too surprising that Wirapa eventually became a protest leader of a group of anti-lese majeste 

law activists called ‘faceless group’ who put on paper mask of one detained magazine editor, Somyos 

Prueksakasemsuk, who was sentenced to 10 years in prison for two articles someone else wrote on 

his magazine, Voice of Taksin, that was deemed offensive to the monarchy institution. 
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Wirapa gave me this nice quote about the irony of the current situation in Thailand:  

"We saw the promotion of Bangkok as the World Book Capital this year. But how can we be a world 

book capital when people are banned from reading? People have been jailed for producing books, and 

we call ourselves a world capital of books?" asked Wirapa Angkoontassani-yarat, a leader of the 

"Faceless People" and a former writer at a major monthly magazine.”  

(quoted from ‘Somyos ‘face’ of free speech’, The Nation, April 12, 2013 

http://nationmultimedia.com/politics/Somyos-face-of-free-speech-group-30203944.html ) 

 

     Understanding Thai Mainstream Mass Media Support for Lese Majeste Law 

The current status quo where the mainstream mass media piled excessive amounts of praises and 

flatters the monarchy institution is beneficial to the media themselves. Every birthday of the HM the 

King, HM the Queen, and other important members of the royal families, newspapers get a lot of paid 

advertisements and commercials from both private and public firms celebrating the occasion by making 

birthday wishes and to extolling the monarchy. 

Majority of the Thai mainstream mass media take pride in acting as uncritical defender of the 

monarchy institution. In fact, they have become part of the status quo. 

This is almost a risk-free proposition when compared to the possibility of taking a critical stance 

against the lese majeste law and the monarchy institution. To be fair, one senior journalist told me the 

firm’s stocks listed on the Stocks Exchange of Thailand (SET) will probably nose dive if they face a 

boycott campaign by ultra-royalist group due to its stance of the lese majetse law and the monarchy 

institution. 

 

     What is in Common with the Media’s Portrayal in the Deep South 

One can observe ideology-related self-restriction and distortion being practiced by many Thai-

language mainstream mass media when it comes to its usage of the term ‘joen tai’    (โจรใต)้ or 

‘southern goons’ in reference to separatist insurgents in Pattani and other areas of the three-

southern-most provinces. 

http://nationmultimedia.com/politics/Somyos-face-of-free-speech-group-30203944.html
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The repeated and continued employment of such term reflects the deep-rooted denial by the mostly 

Bangkok-based media to acknowledge even the simple fact that Thailand is facing a Malay-Muslim 

separatist insurgency. Nobody is preventing the Thai-language media from not using the term ‘joen 

tai’. It’s there ultra-nationalistic ideology which made them do so. And the same could be argued 

about the ultra-royalist ideology amongst many Thai journalists and editors. 

 

Role of the Internet and the Alternative Media in Circumventing Censorship under the Lese Majeste Law 

One limited but available outlet for Thais who are critical of the Thai monarchy is to search for 

alternative news and information on cyberspace which is increasingly playing a significant role in 

circumventing the near total absence of anything critical of Thai monarchy on the mainstream mass 

media. People who pass on or spread critical content against the monarchy institution could face the 

wrath of the Computer Crimes Act with its 5 years maximum imprisonment term, however. (For more 

details, googled the travails of Chiranuch Premchaiporn of prachatai.com on-line newspapers and 

Thai-US citizen Joe Gordon). 

There are things that you may be able to read on-line but would risk prison sentence even if the 

content appeared on academic journal like the Kyoto Review of Southeast Asia (see issue 13 March 

2013 review of the book ‘King Bhumibhol Adulyadej: A Life’s Work’ by Andrew MacGregor Marshall). If 

you forward such review on-line or off line, you do it at your own risk.     

 

     On Freedom of Expression 

Love for freedom of expression is necessary for a thriving free and democratic society. If majority of the 

mainstream mass media do not recognize this then it falls upon democratically minded citizens to 

remind them. In Thailand, wide-ranging groups of Thai citizens from across various sectors and 

backgrounds are doing just that over the past few years. 

It is ironic and self-contradictory that majority of the Thai media believe that the public are not mature 

enough to handle critical news and information about the monarchy institution while they themselves 

think they’re intelligent and mature enough to make such decision by censoring these news and 

information after being exposed to it. 

Press freedom is an ideology and so is the belief in limited press freedom which is being practiced by 

majority of the Thai media. Society cannot be truly free as long as people are deprived of the right to 

read, write and think for themselves on certain issue. 
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Freedom has its limits, but the limits and retrains should be exercised by oneself and not be imposed 

upon others just as I ought to recognize that I should not be shouting into the ear of someone simply 

because I have the right to shout. In Thailand, the media decides what you should know, hear, see or 

read about the Thai monarchy, however. 

I cannot defend this Thai version of oppression masquerading itself as cultural relativism since it 

involves a minority deciding for the majority on what they ought to be able to legally read, listen, write 

and disseminate. I fear that Thai society cannot become truly democratic, mature and critical as long 

as a minority maintains a privileged position in deciding on behalf of the rest of the society.  

 

   Conclusion 

People must bear in mind that mainstream mass media, be it corporate or state controlled, is part of 

the status quo and ‘Thai-style’ freedom of the press is largely that of limited press freedom, 

particularly on the issue of the Thai monarchy. 

If asked whether Thailand enjoys press freedom or not, many mainstream Thai journalists would 

undoubtedly say yes though the notion of freedom of the press may be defined differently in Thailand 

when compared to other democratic nations. Whether that constitutes genuine press freedom or not is 

a matter that even Thai people have been fiercely debating over the past few years.   

Media and society is as free as it wishes to be. For Thailand, majority of the media themselves simply 

prefers a form of limited press freedom on monarchy issue while wanting the international community 

to see it as a society with free press. The problem is, you cannot have keep a cake and eat it as well. 

It would be wrong to think that people who are in the trade of selling news and information will 

automatically be defender of press freedom just as those in poultry business may not be particular 

fond of chickens. 

Majority of the Thai mainstream mass media is not a force for change on the issue of coverage of the 

monarchy institution and to pretend otherwise would be dishonest to the public. The mainstream mass 

media in Thailand plays an instrumental role and is an important organ in drawing a line and setting a 

parameter on what is permissible to be published or broadcasted about Thai monarchy. It is not a 
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victim or the lese majeste law but an active supporter and defender of the law and the ultra-royalist 

ideology that lies at its foundations. 

 

While Thai media claim impartiality and critical assessment as important ethics it should aspire to 

maintain, when it comes to reporting about the monarchy institution, the media is neither critical nor 

impartial. There are at least two sides to a coin. I would argue that there’re in fact three sides – the 

front, back, and the side of the coin itself. Yet when it comes to reporting about the monarchy 

institution, the media tries to tell us that there’s only one side, period. 

The status quo regarding the mainstream mass media relationship with the monarchy institution 

benefits both the media and the monarchy so the last thing the media would want to do is to disturb 

this status quo. But at what price to freedom of expression, transparency and the ability to be able to 

rationally assess the monarchy institution? 

Decades of full-blown exposure to one-sided positive-only news and information has created inflated 

and unsustainable expectation regarding the monarchy institution which is not healthy for any society. 

There’s hope if the majority of the media stand for genuine press freedom and freedom of expression. 

But there’s little hope when the media themselves unashamedly act as a censor organ themselves and 

defending it as ‘justifiable’. 

More troubling is the fact that majority of the mainstream mass media is playing a vital role in 

obfuscating the fact that Thailand still lacks genuine press freedom and freedom of expression. 

Instead, the media try to convince the public that we already enjoy freedom of expression and press 

freedom. 

While there may be some voices of concerns and dissent within the mainstream mass media, these 

people are decidedly in the minority and many chose not to make their views public for fear of 

jeopardizing their career. 

People in main stream mass media may want ask themselves, however, if they think it is their 

responsibility to serve the society at large or that of just a small group of elites. If majority of the 

mainstream mass media is in fact not a force for genuine press freedom, then the least they can do is 

to acknowledge it.   

                                                           
i
 Senior reporter at The Nation newspaper (Thailand)  
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