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Abstract: This paper examines the complex relationship between media 

censorship and freedom of expression in Thailand, focusing on its historical, legal, and 

political contexts. Media censorship in Thailand is primarily driven by laws such as 

lèse-majesté and the Computer Crimes Act, which have been used to suppress dissent 

and control public discourse. The government's influence over both traditional and 

digital media has led to widespread self-censorship, limiting the scope of political 

expression. Despite these restrictions, alternative media outlets and social media 

platforms have emerged as vital spaces for political activism and public debate. The 

paper explores the role of these digital platforms in circumventing censorship, the 

legal risks associated with expressing dissent, and the broader implications for 

Thailand's political development. Recommendations for policy reforms, including 

revisions to censorship laws and protections for digital freedom, are also provided to 

promote a more open and democratic media landscape. 

Keywords: Media Censorship, Freedom of Expression, Lèse-Majesté, Digital 

Media, Political Discourse, Thailand, Media Law, Social Media Activism 

 

1.Introduction 
Media censorship in Thailand has long been a contentious issue, with the 

government exercising significant control over both traditional and digital media. The 

government’s regulation of information dissemination affects how political events, 

public opinions, and sensitive topics such as the monarchy are portrayed. Thailand’s 

media landscape is shaped by stringent laws such as the lèse-majesté law and the 

Computer Crimes Act, which restrict freedom of expression in the name of national 

security and protecting the monarchy (Human Rights Watch, 2020). While traditional 

media, including television and newspapers, have historically been subject to direct 

state control, digital media and social platforms are now increasingly targeted by 

government censorship efforts. The tension between maintaining state authority and 
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the public’s right to free speech has profound implications for political discourse in 

Thailand. 

Thailand’s history of media regulation can be traced back to the political 

turmoil and military coups that have shaped the nation’s governance. Throughout 

various periods of military rule, successive governments have used censorship as a 

tool to suppress dissent and maintain control over public discourse (McCargo, 2012). 

The role of the monarchy has also influenced media regulation, with strict laws in 

place to prevent criticism of the royal institution. This historical backdrop has led to a 

deeply entrenched culture of censorship, where the press and other media outlets 

often operate under the fear of legal repercussions or violence. Over time, different 

regimes have passed laws to tighten control over the press and internet, especially in 

moments of political instability or public unrest, further curbing freedom of 

expression (Pavin, 2020). 

Free speech is a cornerstone of democratic governance, providing citizens the 

opportunity to engage in meaningful political discourse, challenge government 

policies, and hold public officials accountable. In Thailand, however, freedom of 

expression has frequently been restricted, limiting public participation in the political 

process. Without the ability to freely express opinions, political discourse becomes 

skewed, and citizens are unable to engage fully in the democratic process. Moreover, 

censorship stifles the media’s role as a watchdog, preventing journalists from 

reporting accurately on government actions, corruption, and human rights abuses 

(Freedom House, 2020). Ensuring free speech and reducing censorship are critical for 

fostering political pluralism and enhancing Thailand’s democratic development. 

This paper aims to explore the complex relationship between media censorship 

and freedom of expression in Thailand, particularly in the context of political 

discourse. It seeks to: (1) analyze the historical and contemporary factors that have 

shaped media censorship in Thailand; (2) examine how government censorship laws 

and practices impact freedom of expression and political engagement; (3) investigate 

the ways in which alternative and independent media navigate censorship to maintain 

public discourse; (4) provide recommendations for policy reforms that can balance 

national security concerns with the protection of free speech in Thailand. 

 

2. Historical Background of Media Censorship in Thailand 
 

2.1. Media Landscape in Thailand: Traditional vs. Digital Media 

The media landscape in Thailand has undergone significant changes over the 

years, evolving from predominantly state-controlled traditional media to a more 

diverse environment that includes digital platforms. Traditional media, such as 

television, radio, and print newspapers, have long been under the influence of the 

state, with many channels directly owned or regulated by the government. 
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Historically, these outlets served as tools for disseminating state narratives, with little 

space for critical journalism or dissenting opinions (McCargo, 2012). 

In recent years, however, digital media and social platforms have become key 

players in Thailand’s media ecosystem, offering alternative spaces for political 

discourse and public expression. Online platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

YouTube have provided citizens and independent media outlets with new avenues 

for sharing information, often circumventing traditional state controls. While digital 

media has opened up opportunities for greater freedom of expression, it has also faced 

increasing government scrutiny and censorship, particularly as online content grows 

in political significance (Pavin, 2020). 

 

2.2. Role of Military Governments and Monarchies in Controlling the Media 

Military governments in Thailand have historically played a dominant role in 

controlling the media. During periods of military rule, especially following coups, 

censorship was frequently imposed to silence dissent and maintain political stability. 

The media was often restricted from reporting on issues deemed sensitive, such as 

criticism of the military or discussions about political opposition. Military juntas, such 

as those following the coups in 2006 and 2014, have enacted strict media regulations 

and used censorship to suppress political debate and limit the spread of information 

that could destabilize their rule (Streckfuss, 2011). 

The monarchy has also been a central factor in media censorship in Thailand, 

with strict lèse-majesté laws protecting the royal family from public scrutiny or 

criticism. The monarchy is considered a sacred institution in Thailand, and the lèse-

majesté law, Article 112 of the Thai Penal Code, criminalizes any speech or media 

content perceived as insulting to the royal family. This law has been a powerful tool 

for restricting media coverage on the monarchy and has been used by successive 

governments, both civilian and military, to silence political opposition under the 

pretext of protecting national unity (McCargo & Streckfuss, 2018). 

 

2.3. Key Moments in Thai History Influencing Censorship Policies 

Thailand's history is marked by key political events that have shaped its media 

censorship policies. Notably, periods of political instability and military coups have 

often led to heightened censorship. The 2006 coup, which ousted Prime Minister 

Thaksin Shinawatra, resulted in a wave of media restrictions, with the military seizing 

control of television stations and censoring critical coverage (Pye & Schaffar, 2008). 

Similarly, the 2014 coup led by General Prayuth Chan-o-cha imposed martial law, 

shutting down media outlets, arresting journalists, and closely monitoring social 

media for dissenting opinions. 

Political unrest, such as the Red Shirt and Yellow Shirt protests, has also 

influenced media regulation. During these periods of mass protests, media outlets 
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sympathetic to either side were often targeted, with the government attempting to 

control the narrative through censorship and propaganda. These moments of political 

tension highlighted the fragility of media freedom in Thailand and the extent to which 

the government would go to maintain control over public discourse 

(Chachavalpongpun, 2016). 

 

2.4. Evolution of Laws Regulating Media and Speech 

Thailand's legal framework for regulating media and speech has evolved in 

response to political developments, often resulting in more restrictive measures. The 

lèse-majesté law, dating back to the early 20th century, remains one of the most severe 

censorship tools, with penalties of up to 15 years in prison for those found guilty of 

defaming the monarchy (Streckfuss, 2011). The law has been widely criticized by 

human rights organizations for its broad application and potential for abuse, 

particularly as it has been used to silence political dissent. 

In addition to lèse-majesté, the Computer Crimes Act of 2007 has played a 

significant role in the censorship of digital media. Originally introduced to combat 

cybercrime, the law has been increasingly used to suppress online content, 

particularly social media posts that are critical of the government or monarchy 

(UNESCO, 2018). The Act allows the government to monitor, block, and penalize 

online activity deemed threatening to national security or public order. Amendments 

to the Act in 2017 further expanded the government’s powers to control digital 

content, raising concerns about the erosion of internet freedom in Thailand. 

 

3. Current State of Media Censorship and Freedom of Expression 
 

3.1. Overview of Existing Censorship Laws and Their Enforcement 

Thailand’s legal framework for media censorship is governed by several key 

laws that restrict freedom of expression, including the lèse-majesté law (Article 112 of 

the Penal Code), the Computer Crimes Act, and the National Security Act. These laws 

are broadly interpreted and strictly enforced, making it difficult for the media to 

report on sensitive topics such as the monarchy, political protests, or government 

corruption (McCargo & Streckfuss, 2018). The lèse-majesté law, in particular, 

criminalizes any content deemed disrespectful to the royal family, with penalties of 

up to 15 years in prison. Additionally, the Computer Crimes Act allows the 

government to block websites and prosecute individuals for sharing content that is 

critical of the state or monarchy (UNESCO, 2018). 

Enforcement of these laws is stringent, with the military and civilian 

governments alike using them to suppress dissent and control the political narrative. 

Arrests, fines, and imprisonment are common consequences for violating these laws, 

and their application often extends beyond traditional media to encompass social 
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media posts and digital content (Pavin, 2020). In practice, these laws create a climate 

of fear among journalists, media outlets, and citizens, who are wary of expressing 

opinions that may be deemed controversial. 

 

3.2. The Impact of Government Restrictions on the Press and Online Media 

Government restrictions have had a profound impact on the ability of the press 

and online media to function freely in Thailand. Traditional media outlets, such as 

television and newspapers, are heavily regulated, with many under direct or indirect 

state control. The government often uses financial pressures, such as advertising 

boycotts or the threat of revoking broadcast licenses, to force compliance (Human 

Rights Watch, 2020). In addition, journalists and editors are routinely intimidated, 

threatened, or harassed for publishing critical or investigative pieces on political 

issues. This environment has led to a shrinking space for independent journalism and 

robust political debate. 

Online media and social platforms have similarly been affected by government 

restrictions. Websites critical of the government or monarchy are frequently blocked, 

and individuals who share or comment on sensitive topics are subject to prosecution 

under the Computer Crimes Act (Freedom House, 2020). These measures have stifled 

digital activism and free expression on platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

YouTube, which have become crucial outlets for alternative voices and political 

discourse. 

 

3.3. Self-Censorship: Pressures on Journalists and Media Outlets 

Self-censorship has become a pervasive issue in Thailand’s media landscape. 

Faced with the threat of legal action, media outlets often choose to avoid reporting on 

contentious political topics altogether. Journalists, in particular, are under immense 

pressure to conform to state-approved narratives, leading to a narrowing of the scope 

of public discourse (Boonmee, 2019). Editors and publishers are also compelled to 

practice self-censorship to protect their organizations from legal repercussions, 

financial penalties, or government shutdowns. This environment of fear has resulted 

in a decline in investigative journalism and critical reporting, particularly on issues 

such as government corruption, military involvement in politics, and the monarchy. 

Self-censorship is not limited to traditional media; it also extends to online 

platforms and social media influencers. Individuals who wish to avoid prosecution 

under Thailand’s harsh censorship laws often refrain from posting, sharing, or 

commenting on politically sensitive issues. This self-imposed silence undermines the 

democratic principle of free speech and limits the exchange of ideas and opinions that 

are vital for a functioning democracy (Pavin, 2020). 
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3.4. Role of Independent Media and Citizen Journalism in Challenging 

Censorship 

Despite the heavy censorship and restrictions imposed by the Thai 

government, independent media outlets and citizen journalism have emerged as 

critical sources of alternative information. Platforms such as Prachatai, an 

independent online news outlet, and The Isaan Record have played a key role in 

providing investigative reporting and in-depth political analysis that is often absent 

from mainstream media (Freedom House, 2020). These outlets operate on limited 

resources and frequently face government scrutiny, yet they persist in challenging 

state-imposed narratives. 

Citizen journalism, facilitated by the rise of social media, has also become an 

important tool for resisting censorship. Ordinary citizens use platforms such as 

Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube to document political events, share unfiltered news, 

and express dissenting opinions. These citizen journalists often take on the role of 

traditional media by covering protests, government crackdowns, and other politically 

sensitive issues that mainstream outlets avoid (Boonmee, 2019). Although these 

alternative media sources face significant challenges, including legal threats and 

platform censorship, they provide a critical avenue for public discourse in an 

otherwise repressive media environment. 

 

3.5. The State of Social Media Platforms and the Government's Influence 

Over Digital Content 

Social media platforms have become a battleground for freedom of expression 

in Thailand, as they are increasingly subject to government control and monitoring. 

The Thai government has intensified its efforts to regulate digital content on platforms 

such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, often pressuring companies to remove 

content that is critical of the monarchy or the state (Pavin, 2020). In response, these 

platforms have complied with some of the government’s demands, leading to 

concerns about the erosion of online freedoms. 

In addition to direct content removal, the government has employed tactics 

such as the creation of “cyber scouts” — volunteers who monitor and report on online 

activity — and the use of legal provisions under the Computer Crimes Act to punish 

users for posting dissenting opinions (UNESCO, 2018). While social media remains a 

key platform for political expression and activism, government intervention has 

undermined its potential as a truly open and democratic space for discourse. 

 

4. Navigating Political Discourse Under Media Censorship 
 

4.1. Strategies Used by Political Actors to Communicate in Censored 

Environments 



 
 
 

-21- 

 
 

 

วารสารวิชาการสังคมศาสตร์สมัยใหม่ 

 
Journal of Modern Academic Social Science (Online) 

 
ISSN: 3056-9958 (Online), Vol. 1, No. 3 (May-June 2024) 

 

In Thailand's highly censored media environment, political actors—both 

opposition groups and pro-democracy movements—have developed a variety of 

strategies to communicate their messages despite government-imposed restrictions. 

One of the most common methods is the use of coded language and indirect references 

to sensitive issues, especially concerning the monarchy and military rule. By using 

metaphors, symbols, or humor, political actors can convey dissenting opinions while 

avoiding direct violations of the lèse-majesté law or other censorship regulations 

(Pavin, 2020). Social media has also become a critical tool for circumventing traditional 

media controls, allowing political actors to communicate directly with the public 

through platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Line, despite the risk of surveillance or 

content removal. 

Another strategy involves leveraging international platforms and media outlets 

to raise awareness about domestic political issues. Political figures and activists often 

collaborate with foreign journalists, human rights organizations, and international 

news agencies to draw attention to government repression and human rights 

violations. This not only helps bypass local censorship but also brings international 

scrutiny to the Thai government’s actions (Freedom House, 2020). 

 

4.2. The Role of Alternative Media in Shaping Political Discourse 

Alternative media has played a pivotal role in shaping political discourse in 

Thailand, particularly as state-controlled outlets have become increasingly aligned 

with government narratives. Independent news platforms such as Prachatai, The 

Isaan Record, and Thai Enquirer provide critical coverage of political events, social 

movements, and government policies, often highlighting issues that are 

underreported or censored in mainstream media (Boonmee, 2019). These alternative 

outlets have become essential sources of information for those seeking diverse 

perspectives on political developments. 

In addition to providing a platform for dissenting voices, alternative media 

outlets challenge the monopoly of state-controlled narratives by fostering open 

debates on contentious topics such as constitutional reform, corruption, and military 

influence in politics. They also play a key role in amplifying the voices of marginalized 

groups, including rural populations, ethnic minorities, and youth activists, who are 

often excluded from mainstream political discourse. Through investigative journalism 

and in-depth reporting, alternative media helps to fill the information gap left by self-

censoring traditional outlets (Chachavalpongpun, 2016). 

 

4.3. Public Response to Censorship: Protests, Online Activism, and Social 

Movements 

Public response to media censorship in Thailand has often manifested through 

protests, online activism, and the rise of social movements. In recent years, the pro-
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democracy youth-led movement has been at the forefront of challenging censorship 

and advocating for greater freedom of expression. These movements, such as the 2020 

student protests, have utilized social media platforms to mobilize supporters, share 

real-time updates, and circumvent state-controlled media narratives (Pavin, 2020). 

Online activism, often organized through Twitter and Facebook, has allowed activists 

to bypass traditional channels of communication and organize large-scale protests 

despite government crackdowns on physical gatherings. 

The widespread use of hashtags, memes, and viral content has been 

particularly effective in rallying public support and generating international attention. 

For instance, hashtags such as #FreeYouth and #WhatsHappeningInThailand have 

been used to draw attention to issues of political repression, censorship, and police 

violence. These digital tools have empowered citizens to challenge government 

narratives and create spaces for political discourse even in heavily censored 

environments (Freedom House, 2020). 

 

4.4. Legal Risks and Consequences for Expressing Dissent in Censored 

Environments 

Expressing dissent in Thailand carries significant legal risks, particularly due 

to the country's harsh censorship laws, such as lèse-majesté and the Computer Crimes 

Act. Violations of these laws can result in severe consequences, including long prison 

sentences, heavy fines, and the loss of social and professional standing (McCargo & 

Streckfuss, 2018). For instance, individuals who criticize the monarchy or share 

controversial political content online can face prosecution under lèse-majesté, with 

penalties of up to 15 years in prison. The Computer Crimes Act, which regulates 

online content, allows for the prosecution of those who post content deemed harmful 

to national security, public order, or the monarchy (UNESCO, 2018). 

In addition to formal legal consequences, dissenters often face social and 

economic pressures, such as job loss, surveillance, harassment, or ostracism. 

Journalists, activists, and citizens who engage in critical speech or protest activities 

may also be subjected to physical intimidation, lawsuits, and smear campaigns, all of 

which contribute to an atmosphere of fear and self-censorship (Pavin, 2020). 

 

4.5. The Influence of International Media on Domestic Political Issues 

International media has played a significant role in shaping domestic political 

discourse in Thailand, particularly when local media is constrained by censorship. 

Foreign news outlets such as the BBC, CNN, and Al Jazeera, along with regional 

platforms like The Diplomat and Asia Times, have provided crucial coverage of Thai 

politics, particularly during periods of political unrest and government repression 

(Chachavalpongpun, 2016). These international outlets offer a broader perspective on 
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Thai political events, drawing global attention to issues that are often underreported 

or censored in local media. 

The influence of international media has been particularly important in 

bringing global scrutiny to human rights violations, the erosion of democracy, and 

government crackdowns on freedom of expression. In many cases, international 

coverage has pressured the Thai government to moderate its actions or address 

criticisms from the international community. Furthermore, the availability of foreign 

media online has provided Thai citizens with alternative sources of information, 

helping them navigate state-imposed media restrictions and stay informed about 

political developments (Freedom House, 2020). 

 

5. Balancing Media Censorship and Freedom of Expression 
 

5.1. Government’s Justification for Censorship: National Security, Monarchy 

Protection, and Social Stability 

The Thai government has consistently justified its censorship practices by citing 

concerns over national security, the protection of the monarchy, and the preservation 

of social stability. Authorities argue that strict regulation of media and public 

discourse is necessary to prevent content that could incite unrest or undermine public 

confidence in the government and monarchy. The lèse-majesté law, one of the most 

powerful tools for media censorship, is defended as essential to maintaining reverence 

for the monarchy, which is regarded as a pillar of Thai national identity (McCargo & 

Streckfuss, 2018). Additionally, the government frequently frames media restrictions 

as necessary for national security, particularly in times of political unrest or protests, 

contending that unchecked media could fuel divisions or even violence (Pavin, 2020). 

 

However, critics argue that these justifications are often used to suppress 

legitimate dissent and protect the political elite, rather than ensuring national security 

or public order. Many contend that censorship policies prioritize regime survival over 

democratic values, limiting public debate and the free flow of information (Human 

Rights Watch, 2020). The suppression of critical voices under the guise of protecting 

social stability has thus contributed to ongoing debates about the appropriateness of 

such measures in a country striving for greater democratic development. 

 

5.2. The Role of Courts and Legal Systems in Balancing Censorship with 

Civil Liberties 

Thailand’s courts and legal system play a crucial role in the enforcement of 

censorship laws and the protection of civil liberties, though their ability to balance 

these interests has been limited. Historically, courts have upheld laws such as lèse-

majesté and the Computer Crimes Act, often ruling in favor of the government’s 
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claims of national security and social order. In practice, this has resulted in the 

reinforcement of censorship, with many legal judgments favoring the restriction of 

speech rather than protecting the right to freedom of expression (Streckfuss, 2011). 

Although some legal scholars and activists have called for reform, the judiciary 

remains largely conservative in its interpretation of free speech, particularly when it 

comes to sensitive subjects like the monarchy. There have been few successful legal 

challenges to Thailand’s censorship laws, with most cases leading to convictions 

rather than the relaxation of media restrictions. The role of the courts in this regard 

has contributed to the entrenchment of censorship as a norm within Thai society, 

reinforcing the government’s authority over public discourse (Chachavalpongpun, 

2016). 

 

5.3. International Perspectives on Thailand’s Media Censorship and Freedom 

of Speech 

Thailand’s media censorship practices have attracted widespread criticism 

from international human rights organizations and media watchdogs. Groups such as 

Human Rights Watch and Reporters Without Borders have consistently ranked 

Thailand poorly in global press freedom indices, citing the country’s harsh censorship 

laws and restrictions on journalists as major obstacles to free speech (Freedom House, 

2020). These organizations have called on the Thai government to revise its censorship 

laws, including the lèse-majesté law, to better align with international human rights 

standards regarding freedom of expression. 

In addition to criticism from non-governmental organizations, foreign 

governments and international bodies such as the United Nations have also expressed 

concern over Thailand’s censorship practices. The UN Human Rights Council has 

repeatedly urged Thailand to amend its laws to protect journalists, activists, and 

citizens who face persecution for expressing political views (UNESCO, 2018). These 

international perspectives place pressure on the Thai government to reform its 

policies, though progress has been slow, particularly given the domestic political 

context and the strength of the monarchy in shaping national policy. 

 

5.4. Comparison with Media Freedom in Other Southeast Asian Countries 

Thailand’s media censorship practices can be compared with those of other 

Southeast Asian countries, many of which have similarly restrictive environments for 

free expression. In countries like Vietnam and Cambodia, the government exercises 

strict control over media outlets, and journalists face persecution for reporting on 

sensitive political issues (Reporters Without Borders, 2020). Like Thailand, Vietnam 

uses legal mechanisms such as cybercrime laws to suppress online dissent and enforce 

censorship on social media platforms. 
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However, countries like Indonesia and the Philippines, despite facing 

challenges, generally have more vibrant media environments where journalists enjoy 

greater freedom to criticize the government and report on political issues. In 

Indonesia, reforms following the fall of Suharto’s regime have resulted in a more open 

media landscape, though journalists still face challenges when reporting on sensitive 

topics like corruption or religious extremism (Tapsell, 2015). In contrast, the 

Philippines faces high levels of violence against journalists but does not have the same 

degree of formalized censorship seen in Thailand and Vietnam. 

In this regional context, Thailand’s censorship practices are seen as relatively 

severe, especially given the country’s democratic aspirations. The comparison 

highlights the complexities of balancing state interests with individual freedoms, and 

underscores the different paths that Southeast Asian countries have taken in 

regulating media and public discourse (McCargo, 2012). 

 

6. Case Studies of Media Censorship in Thai Politics 
 

6.1. Media Coverage of Political Protests and Movements (e.g., Red Shirts, 

Yellow Shirts, Youth Protests) 

Thailand's political landscape has been shaped by various protest movements, 

and media coverage of these events has been a focal point for state censorship. During 

the Red Shirt protests of 2010, which challenged the military-backed government, 

media outlets sympathetic to the movement faced significant restrictions. The 

government used emergency powers to shut down TV stations and websites that 

supported the Red Shirt cause, framing the protests as a threat to national security 

(McCargo, 2012). Similarly, media coverage of the Yellow Shirt movement, which 

opposed Thaksin Shinawatra’s government, was often biased, with state-controlled 

media providing favorable coverage to the monarchy and the military, while 

minimizing coverage of opposition voices (Streckfuss, 2011). 

In recent years, the youth-led pro-democracy protests of 2020 saw similar 

patterns of media suppression. Mainstream media outlets were hesitant to cover the 

full scope of the protests, particularly the demands for reform of the monarchy, due 

to the sensitivity of the issue under lèse-majesté laws. In response, protestors and 

activists turned to social media platforms like Twitter, YouTube, and Facebook to 

share information, livestream events, and organize rallies. While social media 

provided a temporary outlet for dissent, the government quickly moved to block or 

monitor online activity related to the protests (Pavin, 2020). 

 

6.2. Censorship During Military Rule and Post-Coup Political Transitions 

Censorship has been a consistent feature of Thailand’s political environment 

during periods of military rule, particularly following coups. After the 2006 coup that 
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ousted Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra, the military government imposed martial 

law and took control of the media to suppress dissent. Television stations were 

required to broadcast pro-government propaganda, while radio stations and 

newspapers were heavily monitored. Media outlets that were critical of the coup or 

supportive of Thaksin were shut down, with journalists and activists facing 

harassment and detention (Pye & Schaffar, 2008). 

The 2014 coup, led by General Prayuth Chan-o-cha, saw a similar clampdown 

on free expression. The National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO) imposed strict 

censorship, shutting down independent news outlets and controlling all TV 

broadcasts. Media that criticized the military’s role in politics or questioned the 

legitimacy of the coup were targeted, while journalists were summoned for "attitude 

adjustment" sessions, where they were pressured to conform to state-approved 

narratives (Boonmee, 2019). The government also used the Computer Crimes Act to 

prosecute individuals who shared anti-coup content online, further stifling political 

discourse in the digital space. 

 

6.3. Government Response to Critical Reporting on the Monarchy 

The Thai government’s response to critical reporting on the monarchy has been 

particularly harsh, given the sensitivities surrounding the institution. The lèse-majesté 

law (Article 112 of the Penal Code) has been one of the main tools used to suppress 

any negative or questioning media coverage of the royal family. Journalists, 

academics, and citizens who dare to question the monarchy’s role in Thai politics or 

criticize individual members of the royal family are routinely prosecuted under this 

law, facing lengthy prison sentences (McCargo & Streckfuss, 2018). 

 

High-profile cases include the prosecution of Thai and foreign journalists who 

have reported on the monarchy’s wealth, political influence, or private affairs. For 

example, in 2015, a reporter for the BBC was charged with lèse-majesté after 

publishing a profile of King Maha Vajiralongkorn that contained factual but 

unflattering details about his personal life (Pavin, 2020). Even social media users who 

share or comment on such reports face legal action. The government has aggressively 

pursued cases of online defamation, using the Computer Crimes Act in conjunction 

with lèse-majesté laws to remove critical content and punish dissenters. 

 

6.4. Social Media Censorship: Blocking Websites, Limiting Online Speech, 

and Digital Repression 

In recent years, the Thai government has increasingly focused on censoring 

social media platforms, which have become vital spaces for political activism and free 

expression. Following the 2020 youth-led protests, the government used its powers 

under the Computer Crimes Act to block websites and social media accounts that 
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criticized the monarchy or called for political reform (Pavin, 2020). High-profile 

platforms like Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter have faced government pressure to 

comply with takedown requests, with authorities threatening legal action if they fail 

to remove content deemed offensive to the monarchy or harmful to national security. 

In 2021, the government ordered Facebook to block a group called "Royalist 

Marketplace," which had over one million members and was known for discussing 

the monarchy and political reform. The platform eventually complied, although it 

raised concerns about the impact on free speech and the role of private companies in 

enforcing state censorship (Human Rights Watch, 2021). Additionally, digital 

repression tactics such as cyber-surveillance and the arrest of individuals for social 

media posts have created a climate of fear and self-censorship among Thai internet 

users. 

The rise of digital repression has also included the deployment of "cyber-scout" 

programs, where the government enlists volunteers to monitor online content and 

report any violations of censorship laws. These efforts, combined with the broad 

application of the Computer Crimes Act, have effectively curbed political discourse 

on social media platforms, making it difficult for activists and ordinary citizens to 

express dissent without facing legal repercussions (UNESCO, 2018). 

 

7. The Future of Media and Political Discourse in Thailand 
 

7.1. Potential Reforms for Improving Freedom of Expression 

To improve freedom of expression in Thailand, several legal and policy reforms 

are necessary. First, a revision of the lèse-majesté law (Article 112 of the Penal Code) 

is crucial to prevent its misuse in silencing political dissent. Many human rights 

organizations have called for the decriminalization of offenses related to the 

monarchy, or at least a narrowing of the law's scope to focus on genuine cases of 

defamation rather than political expression (Human Rights Watch, 2021). Second, 

amendments to the Computer Crimes Act should be introduced to limit government 

surveillance and protect digital freedom. These reforms could ensure that laws are not 

used to stifle free speech and online activism but instead focus on actual cybercrime. 

 

Creating an independent regulatory body to oversee media freedom could 

further safeguard the rights of journalists and media outlets. This body could act as a 

mediator between the government and the press, ensuring that both parties adhere to 

principles of free speech while maintaining accountability. Additionally, fostering 

public dialogue on the importance of freedom of expression and media independence 

could lead to broader public support for legal reforms, helping to generate political 

will for change. 
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7.2. The Role of New Media Technologies in Circumventing Censorship 

As censorship continues to challenge traditional and online media in Thailand, 

new media technologies offer promising avenues for circumventing government 

control. Decentralized platforms such as blockchain-based social networks and 

encrypted communication tools are becoming increasingly popular among activists 

and dissidents who seek to avoid surveillance (Pavin, 2020). Tools like Tor and VPNs 

(virtual private networks) allow users to bypass content blocks and access censored 

websites, enabling them to share and consume politically sensitive information 

anonymously. 

 

Moreover, citizen journalism facilitated by mobile devices and social media 

platforms plays a critical role in bypassing government narratives. With smartphones 

and live-streaming capabilities, ordinary citizens can document protests, human 

rights abuses, and government actions, creating grassroots content that reaches both 

domestic and international audiences in real time. While the government continues to 

tighten its grip on digital spaces, these new technologies enable a degree of autonomy 

that is difficult to fully suppress, creating opportunities for more open political 

discourse (Boonmee, 2019). 

 

7.3. The Impact of Global Media Trends on Thai Censorship Policies 

Global media trends are likely to influence Thailand’s censorship policies, 

particularly as the country navigates the pressures of globalization and increased 

connectivity. The rise of global social media giants such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

YouTube has already forced Thai authorities to grapple with content that transcends 

national borders. International companies are increasingly under pressure to comply 

with local censorship laws, but they also face backlash from global users who demand 

the protection of free speech (Pavin, 2020). 

In response, the Thai government may seek to adopt more sophisticated forms 

of censorship, including the use of artificial intelligence (AI) to monitor online content 

and identify dissent more quickly. However, global trends toward digital activism 

and decentralized media platforms may counter these efforts, with civil society 

pushing for greater protections of free speech at the international level. Thailand's 

participation in ASEAN and its relationships with global powers will continue to 

shape how it approaches media regulation, as it balances domestic concerns with 

international pressures for reform (Freedom House, 2020). 

 

7.4. Future Implications for Political Discourse and Democracy in Thailand 

The future of political discourse and democracy in Thailand will be shaped by 

how the government manages the balance between media censorship and freedom of 

expression. If the government continues to suppress dissent and limit media 
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freedoms, political discourse may become increasingly fragmented, with opposition 

voices turning to underground or international platforms to express their views. This 

could deepen social and political divides, leading to further unrest and resistance 

movements (McCargo, 2012). 

On the other hand, if reforms are implemented to expand media freedom, 

Thailand could see a revitalization of democratic practices. A more open media 

environment would allow for broader public debate, more robust political opposition, 

and greater accountability for those in power. As technology continues to evolve, so 

too will the methods used by both the government and activists to shape political 

discourse. Ultimately, the future of media and democracy in Thailand will depend on 

the ability of various stakeholders—government, civil society, and international 

actors—to find common ground on the importance of protecting freedom of 

expression in a rapidly changing world. 

 

8. Conclusion 
 

8.1. Summary of Key Findings on Media Censorship and Political Discourse 

This paper has explored the complex dynamics of media censorship and 

freedom of expression in Thailand, particularly in the context of political discourse. 

Key findings reveal that censorship in Thailand is deeply embedded in the legal and 

political structure, with laws such as lèse-majesté and the Computer Crimes Act being 

used to suppress dissent and control public narratives. Government interventions in 

both traditional and digital media have significantly limited the scope of political 

discussion, with self-censorship among journalists and media outlets further 

compounding the issue. Despite these challenges, alternative media outlets, citizen 

journalism, and digital platforms have emerged as crucial tools for political activists 

and dissenters, offering avenues for circumventing censorship and promoting more 

open dialogue. 

 

8.2. Recommendations for Policy Reforms to Protect Freedom of Expression 

To protect and promote freedom of expression in Thailand, several policy 

reforms are necessary. First, the government should consider revising or repealing 

overly broad censorship laws such as lèse-majesté and the Computer Crimes Act, 

which are often used to silence political criticism rather than protect national security. 

Introducing clearer legal definitions of defamation and limiting the application of 

these laws would prevent their misuse against journalists, activists, and ordinary 

citizens. 

Second, the establishment of an independent regulatory body to oversee media 

freedom would help ensure that censorship is applied fairly and transparently, 

preventing the arbitrary use of state power. This body could also work to promote 



 
 
 

-30- 

 
 

 

วารสารวิชาการสังคมศาสตร์สมัยใหม่ 

 
Journal of Modern Academic Social Science (Online) 

 
ISSN: 3056-9958 (Online), Vol. 1, No. 3 (May-June 2024) 

 

media literacy and public understanding of the importance of a free press in a 

democratic society. Lastly, strengthening protections for digital freedoms and 

ensuring that social media platforms are not subject to undue government influence 

will be essential as political discourse continues to move online. 

 

8.3. Long-Term Implications for Thailand's Political and Democratic 

Development 

The long-term implications of media censorship in Thailand will have 

profound effects on the country’s political and democratic development. Continued 

suppression of media freedom risks deepening political divides and alienating 

significant portions of the population from engaging in meaningful political 

discourse. It could also undermine trust in democratic institutions, as citizens are 

deprived of the information necessary to make informed decisions about their leaders 

and policies. 

On the other hand, if Thailand takes steps toward reforming its media 

landscape and ensuring greater freedom of expression, the country could see a 

revitalization of democratic processes. Open political discourse would enable more 

diverse voices to contribute to national debates, fostering a more inclusive and 

transparent political system. Protecting media freedom will be essential to ensuring 

that Thailand’s democracy can evolve and thrive in the face of both domestic 

challenges and global pressures. 

 

8.4 Body of Knowledge 

Media censorship in Thailand is deeply intertwined with the country’s political 

history, legal frameworks, and cultural values, particularly those related to the 

monarchy and national security. Over time, laws such as lèse-majesté and the 

Computer Crimes Act have become powerful tools for controlling political discourse 

and suppressing dissent (McCargo & Streckfuss, 2018). These laws have been applied 

broadly to silence critics of the government, military, and monarchy, creating a climate 

of fear and self-censorship among journalists, activists, and the public. The media 

landscape in Thailand has also been shaped by periods of military rule, during which 

direct control over traditional media outlets was established, limiting the freedom of 

the press and stifling political opposition (Pavin, 2020). However, the rise of digital 

platforms has challenged the state’s control over information, with social media and 

independent online outlets providing new spaces for alternative voices and citizen 

journalism. Despite increasing government efforts to regulate and monitor digital 

content, these platforms remain crucial for political activism and public debate 

(Freedom House, 2020). The tension between censorship and freedom of expression 

in Thailand continues to be a defining feature of its political development, with 

significant implications for democratic participation and civil liberties. 
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