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Overview

Thailand is finally set to have a general election on 24March 2019 after five
years of military government and a long period of political uncertainty. In this
note, we argue that a main source of political instability is brought by Thai-
land’s extreme levels of income, wealth and regional inequalities, as well as
by the rising politicisation of class conflicts around redistributive issues which
followed the Asian Financial Crisis.
New historical series on inequality in Thailand point to very high levels of in-
come concentration. In 2016, top 10% earners received more than half of the
national income, which is higher than what can be observed in most world
regions. The social policies implemented by successive democratic govern-
ments since the 2000s have been successful at promoting a fairer distribution
of labour earnings. Inequalities remain high, however, due to the strong con-
centration of wealth and capital incomes, which are not addressed by existing
fiscal policies.
The post-1997 party politics successfully put an end to a long period of ris-
ing income disparities. Most importantly, they have been associated with the
emergence of class cleavages visible in voting behaviours and party identifica-
tion. These are conflicts opposing the established middle class and elites, who
lost their relative economic and political power, to the poor and the emerging
middle class who have benefited from a new and fairer economic era and put
strong values on general elections.
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Introduction
After eight years since the last election, five years of mili-
tary rule led by retired ArmyGeneral Prayuth Chan-Ocha,
and multiple postponements, Thailand is finally set to
have a general election onMarch 24 that would decide
whowill perhaps sit in power for the next four years. To
be sure, this general election is not entirely democratic:
for instance, there is a potentiality of an ‘outsider’ prime
minister. The 2017 constitution, Thailand’s 20th, was
almost entirely written by themilitary, andwill grant ex-
clusive power to the junta to select 250 senators – each
of whom will have a voice equal to that of an elected
representative in deciding who is to be the next Premier.
What is clear is that the returnofmilitary governments in
Thailand in 2006 and 2014, despite popular support for
stronger democratic institutions in the 1990s, is the ex-
act manifestation of the party politics that followed the
1997 constitution that were deemedmost democratic.
Using surveys, tax returns, and national accounts, our
recent working paper on income inequality in Thailand
found that Thai inequalities, despite havingmoderately
decreased since 2001, remain amongst the most pro-
nounced in the world. Mass political mobilisations in
the poorest regions of the country came by the intro-
duction of systematic redistributive policies favouring
low-income voters, at the expense of themiddle and up-
per classes. This heavily contrasts the uneven develop-
ment of the Thai economy of the earlier eras, which had
primarily benefited the business elites and the Bangkok
area.
Declining inequalities in post-crisis Thailand have con-
curred with the gradual emergence of strong political
divides between rural and urban voters and, most impor-
tantly, between poorer and richer Thai citizens. These
new tensions have paradoxically not consolidated the
role of elected bodies in mediating social conflicts. They
have, on the contrary, led to a backlash against democ-
racy.

Thailand: one of the most unequal
economies in theworld?
How extreme is income inequality in Thailand? There
is a consensus amongst researchers that Thai economic
inequality had worsened rapidly since at least the 1960s
and up until the 1990s. However, there is still academic
controversy on how it has evolved since themid-1990s
and theAsian Financial Crisis. In a recent study, Jenmana
(2018) has been able to track very precisely the evolu-
tion of personal income inequality in Thailand between
2001 and 2016 by combining surveys, data fromadminis-
trative tax returns and data from national accounts.1 His
study reveals that income disparities in Thailand remain
substantially higher thanwhat household surveys alone
suggest.
In 2016, the richest 10% citizens received 53% of Thai-
land’s national income, with monthly average incomes
of about 100,000 THB ($2,900), and the top 1% alone
received 20%, earning over 380,000 THB ($11,000).

Income inequality in
Thailand is amongst the
highest in the world.
In 2016, top 10%
earners received 53%
of national income.

Meanwhile, the bottom half
of the population received
13% of national income
and earned only 5,000
THB ($150) per month
on average (see table 1).2
This means that an average
person in the bottom 50%
would need to work almost
4 months in order to earn the income per day of the
richest 1 percent, and onemonth to earn the income per
day of the richest 10 percent.
Figure 1 shows the evolution of the top 10 percent’s
national income share over 2001-2016 in comparison
to other major economies. Although there is slight re-
duction of inequality over the period, Thailand remains
one of themost unequal societies in the world. Between
2001 and 2016, the Thai richest 10 percent residents

1Jenmana, Thanasak (2018), “Democratisation and the Emer-
gence of Class Conflicts: Income Inequality in Thailand, 2001-2016”,
WID.worldWorking Paper n. 2018/15, Version: November 2018.

2These numbers are represented in 2017 dollars, in market ex-
change rate.
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Figure 1. Income inequality in Thailand in comparative perspective: Top 10% share,
2000-2016
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Source: Jenmana, T. (2018), ‘Democratisation and the Emergence of Class Conflict: Income Inequality
in Thailand, 2001-2016’ and World Inequality Database. All series can be downloaded from http:

//wid.world.

earnedmore than half of the national income every year.
This is significantly higher than what can be observed in
major world regions, including Europe, China, the United
States or Russia. Levels of income inequality in Thailand
today are in fact closer to those observed in Brazil, a
country which is well-known for its extreme inequality
legacy. It is all themore striking that income disparities
can remain so high in a country with such a small popu-
lation (less than 70million in Thailand versus more than
200million in Brazil).
Thailand is also, according to the Crédit Suisse, one of
the countries where the concentration of wealth is the
highest in the world.3While such figures should be inter-
pretedwith caution, given the lowquality of data sources
available tomeasure wealth, they are suggestive of the
extreme levels of social and economic inequalities that
Thailand is facing today.

3The country where wealth inequality is the highest, according to
the recently published 2018GlobalWealthReport of theCrédit Suisse.

The politics of Thailand’s uneven
development since the 1960s
The levels of income inequality visible today in Thailand
are the result of a long-run political and economic pro-
cess which has, until recently, primarily benefited to
top incomes living in urban areas and in particular in
Bangkok. Themilitary governments of the post-war era,
especially between the 1960s up until the 1980s, were
highly successful in implementingmacroeconomic poli-
cies to continuously fuel the economic growth. With the
help of globalisation, US financial aid, growingmanufac-
turing and banking industries, and foreign direct invest-
ment, economic growth between the sixties up to the
nineties was remarkable. However, much of the pros-
perity was shared by a small share of the population. In
this period, themajority of the Thai working population
remained employed in agriculture, while much of the
fruits of economic development were concentrated to
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Table 1. Thresholds, averages, and national income shares in Thailand, 2016

Income groups Number of adults Threshold (monthly) Average income (monthly) Income share2017 Thai Baht 2017Dollar 2017 Thai Baht 2017Dollar

Full population 51,954,056 0.00 0.00 18,661 550 100%
Bottom 50% 25,977,028 0.00 0.00 4,941 146 13%
Middle 40% 20,781,622 8,613 254 15,707 463 34%
Top 10% 5,195,406 37,783 1,114 99,072 2,920 53%
incl. Top 1% 519,541 161,489 4,760 377,426 11,124 20%
Top 0.1% 51,954 609,716 17,970 1,426,474 42,042 8%
Top 0.01% 5,195 2,150,996 63,395 5,668,244 167,057 3%
Top 0.001% 520 8,679,363 255,802 24,329,051 717,037 1%

Source: Jenmana, T. (2018), ‘Democratisation and the Emergence of Class Conflict: Income Inequality in Thailand, 2001-2016’. All data series can be
downloaded from http:/wid.world.

those involved in large enterprises, export industries,
and banking sectors. Accordingly, there is a general con-
sensus that personal income inequality rose dramatically
between the 1960s and the early 1990s.
Politically, the worrying voices of the poor were silenced
during this period, and forms of political participation
and demonstration were prevented by the government.

Until the 1990s, eco-
nomic growth mainly
benefited to a small,
urban economic elite.

With the US’s cold-war
stance to ‘fight against
communism’, a large amount
of economic aid were
provided, which helped
military governments to
stay in power and to further

suppress dissenting voices. The issue space of the Thai
political economywas, until the beginning of the 1990s,
entirely dominated by commercial bankers, themilitary,
and the technocrats.4
The 1997 Asian Financial Crisis marked a new era for
Thailand. The public discontent that arose from uneven
economic shocks, such as a 10% rise in poverty rate
and negative growth, along with the general dissatisfac-
tion towards military rule which had grown since the
beginning of the 1990s fuelled the demand for politi-
cal and economic reforms. The 1997 Constitution intro-

4For a detailed account of the Thai state and economic reforms, see
Satitniramai, A. (2013). The Rise and Fall of the Bankers’ Capitalism: 60
Years of the Thai Political Economy, Bangkok. SameSkybooks (in Thai).

duced a number of innovations in the democratic pro-
cess, strengthening the executive, allowing the upper
house to be fully elected for the first time in Thai history
and improving the separation between the executive and
the legislative bodies.
What followed was the era of Thaksin Shinawatra, the
leader of the then Thai-Rak-Thai (TRT) party, who was
elected for office in 2001withmore than 40% of popu-
lar votes. At first, he presented himself and the party as
the ones that would restore economic growth and the
strength of Thai industries and businesses, but the ac-
cumulation of political scandals led him to adopt more
‘populist’ stances. Amongst many of the policies imple-
mented in the years that followed were the universal
healthcare plan, farmers’ debt rescheduling, affordable
social housings, andmassive villagemicrocredit schemes.
The years that followed were associated with relative
political instability: a 2006 coup d’état sent Thaksin into
exile, but his sister Yingluck Shinawatra won the 2011
elections with a programme promising to pursue his poli-
cies (such as increasing substantially theminimumwage).
On 22May 2014, finally, the Royal ArmyGeneral Prayuth
Chan-Ocha launched another coup d’état.
Changes in economic inequalities in Thailand since
the 1960s are fully consistent with these differ-
ent historical phases of the Thai political economy.
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Figure 2. Regional inequality in Thailand in comparative perspective, 1960-2016
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Source: authors’ computations combining national and regional accounts statistics from theNational
Economic and Social Development Board (Thailand), the Brazilian Institute forGeography and Statistics
(Brazil), the Bureau of Economic Analysis (United States), the Central Statistics Office (India) and the
World Inequality Database (Europe). Interpretation: in 2016, the richest 10% Thai provinces’ average
domestic products per capita were about 8 times higher than that of the poorest 50%. Meanwhile, the
richest 10%US states’ average domestic products per capita were less than 2 times higher than that of
the poorest 50%

Bangkok accounts
for less than 15%
of Thailand’s pop-
ulation but more
than 30% of its GDP.

Figure 2 plots the evolution
of regional inequality in
Thailand between 1961
and 2016, focusing on
the gap in production per
capita between the top
10% provinces (essentially
Bangkok and other small

industrial provinces) and the poorest 50% provinces of
the country, and comparing these figures with those
visible in other world regions.
Two main results appear clearly. First, spatial inequal-
ities in Thailand have always been exceptionally high.
Thailand’s richest provinces have always earned over 6
times the average income of the poorest 50% provinces,
while corresponding figures do not exceed 4 in Brazil,
India and Europe, and have always been below 2 in the
United States since the end ofWorldWar II. This has to
do with the massive division between the ‘centre’ and

the ‘periphery’ which has been at the heart of the Thai
late developmental state since the end ofWorldWar II.
In 2016, the gross provincial product of Bangkok alone
accounted for less than 15% of the Thai population but
for more than 30% of the national GDP. By contrast, the
Northeastern region concentratedmore than a quarter
of the population but only 10% of GDP.
Secondly, spatial inequality in Thailand has followed
an inverted U-shaped curve, rising until themid-1990s
and decreasing since then. This corresponds exactly
to the two main phases of Thailand’s political and eco-
nomic post-war developments. Between 1961 and
1995, the gap in production per capita between the
centre and the periphery more than doubled from 6
to 13, following the concentration of foreign direct
investments and export-led growth policies towards
Bangkok and other industrial areas. After the financial
crisis of 1997 and the election of Thaksin in 2001, on
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Figure 3. Income inequality in Thailand, 2001-2015: total income growth by in-
come group
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Source: Jenmana, T. (2018), ‘Democratisation and the Emergence of Class Conflict: Income Inequality in
Thailand, 2001-2016’. All data series can be downloaded from http:/wid.world.

the contrary, economic growth was stronger in poorer,
agricultural provinces of the North and the North-
east, which massively benefited from interventions on
agricultural prices and improved financial conditions.

Since 2001, minimum
wage, education and
healthcare policies
have been successful
at improving the living
conditions of the poor.

Since the beginning of the
2000s, inequalities have not
only decreased between re-
gions; they have also de-
clined slightly between Thai
citizens. Figure 3 plots the
growth in average income
by income group between
2001 and 2015. Poorer in-

come earners have benefited more from growth than
themiddle and upper classes in recent years. During the
2001-2015 period, the bottom 50% earners saw their
average incomes more than double – increasing by up
to 220% –while that of the top 10% increased by 30%.
These rises in incomes at the bottom of the distribution
are the direct consequence of the social policies imple-
mented by the Thaksin and Yingluck governments be-
tween 2001 and 2014.

Income inequality in Thailand has therefore decreased
in the past decade, but this claim should not be over-
emphasised. This decrease has been almost entirely
driven by improvements in the labour incomes of the
poor, while capital income inequality – which is much
more pronounced and accounts for a significant share of
overall income inequalities – has remainedmuchmore
stable. Furthermore, while inequality has decreased in
relative terms, the absolute distribution of gains was
much more skewed: the top 10% captured more than
one third of growth, and the top 1%more than one tenth
of growth over the 2001-2015 period.
This is directly due to the fact that inequalities
in Thailand are particularly high, so that even ma-
jor improvements in the earnings of low-income cit-
izens can do little to reduce overall income gaps
in the short run. Poorer households did benefit
more from economic development than they used
to in previous decades, but the share of national
income accruing to top 10% earners has only de-
creased from 56% to 53% between 2001 and 2016.
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Figure 4. Support for Thaksin-linked parties by income and education, 2001-2011
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Source: authors’ computations based on data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems (CSES).
For (a), education, age, gender, and occupation are controlled for. For (b), income, age, gender, and
occupation are controlled for.

Social policies remain
insufficient to address
the main causes of
inequality in Thailand,
namely the extreme
concentrations of capi-
tal incomes and wealth

If governments do aim at
truly curbing inequalities in
the future, they will there-
fore have to combine ex-
isting social programs with
significant improvements in
tax progressivity. Minimum
wage, healthcare and educa-
tion policies are key to im-
prove the living conditions

of the poor, but they remain insufficient to address the
main causes of inequality in Thailand, namely the ex-
treme concentrations of capital incomes andwealth. Im-
plementing a progressive wealth tax, or increasing top
marginal income tax rates, are solutions which could be
effective at both collecting additional government rev-
enue and enhancing social equity in Thailand.

Democratisation and the construction
of class cleavages
Towhat extent can the recent decline in income inequal-
ity in Thailand be linked to the politicisation of new so-
cial divides and to the process of democratisation en-

gaged since the end of the 1990s? What is interesting
about the ongoing Thai political conflicts is that despite
some distinctions between voting behaviours and atti-
tudes towards democracy, current cleavages in Thailand
are largely class-based. Income and education cleavages
are stronger in voting behaviours. Meanwhile, themore
visible forms of political participation, such as demon-
strations for or against democratic processes, aremore
representative of conflicts concentrated between the
emergingmiddle class and the establishedmiddle class.
The 2001 election – the first to follow the 1997 constitu-
tion – resulted in a decisive victory for Thaksin Shinawa-
tra and his Thai Rak Thai (TRT) party. The party won 248
seats out of 500, while the Democrat party won almost
half of that amount. Most likely due to the effects of
the Asian Financial Crisis and the unpopular IMF deal in
which the Democrats were involved, there were no clear
divisions between voters in terms of income or educa-
tion at the time. The victory was also possible, despite
TRT being a relatively new party, due to a new electoral
rule that encouraged a two-party system in place of the
more fragmented one seen in the pre-1997 elections.
With the help of local civil societies and activists, the TRT
gainedmassive support within the North and Northeast-
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Figure 5. Support for democracy in Thailand, 2002-2014
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ern Provinces, the poorest regions in the country.
Despite its original position that mostly concerned
restoring high economic growth and reviving business
conditions, the TRT took a turn towards pro-poor poli-
cies. The old middle class and the elites were largely
against this, and the term ‘populism’ emerged for thefirst
time in Thai politics. Nonetheless, these policies proved
critically popular, and TRTwas the first democratically-
elected party to stay a full term and to be reelected in
2005with 67% of seats. The support for ‘TRT’ arguably
perpetuates until the present day, despite the party be-
ing dissolved after the 2006 coup. As reformations of
TRT, the People’s Power Party (PPP) and the Pheu Thai
(PT) Party won the following two elections in 2007 and
2011, respectively.
If it was not clear yet in 2001, it was self-evident that
there was a rising class-based cleavage in voting be-
haviours by 2007 and 2011. Figure 4 explicitly shows
that the richest 10 percent were less and less likely to
vote for the TRT/PPP/PT party relative to the rest of
the voting population, and the same can be observed for
individuals with tertiary education. This increasing sup-

port for the TRT among poorer, lower-educated Thai citi-
zens is directly linked to the social policies implemented
by the Thaksin government. It is reflected in the reduc-
tion of regional inequalities, which has concurred with
rising support for the TRT in the North and Northeast.

Democratisation has
been associated with
growing cleavages
opposing poorer Thai
citizens to the middle
and upper classes.

These political changes are,
in this respect, noticeably
similar to those observable
in Brazil at the exact same
period, when Lula da Silva’s
success in fighting poverty
consolidated the Work-
ers’ Party’s electoral base
among the working class.5
As such, the establishedmiddle class and the elites that
benefited most from the pre-1997 economic boom in-
herently became politically ‘marginalised’. The terms
‘populism’ and ‘populist policies’ were used to attack the
party’s focus on pro-poor policies. To them, thesemoves
used to ‘buy votes’ were taken as threats against eco-
nomic efficiency – an ideology held dear by the cham-

5Gethin, A. andMorgan,M. (2018), ‘Brazil Divided: Hindsights on
the Growing Politicisation of Inequality’,WID.world Issue Brief 2018/3.
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pions of neoliberalism which were not only the middle
and upper class, but also the technocrats. It was only
natural that the elites would escape the loss of economic
and political influence through the 2006 and 2014 coups,
which were both unmistakably brought fruitful by the
mobilisation of the establishedmiddle class.
Support for democracy declined from around 80%
in 2002 to just 50% in 2014, and there was almost
an equal rise in support for an authoritarian govern-
ment, which peaked at almost 30% in 2014 (figure 5).

The foundations of
democracy in Thailand
remain weak in the
foreseeable future.

This brings us to the sec-
ond point: there are surpris-
ingly no income or educa-
tional cleavages in prefer-
ences for democracy. Asian
Barometer surveys indeed
show that there are no sig-

nificant differences between income groups, wealth
groups or educational groups in support for democracy
or authoritarianism.
This is extremely striking, but overall not surprising.
These findings go in line with Satitniramai (2010) and
Manachotphong (2014) who looked at street demonstra-
tions for or against democratic processes.6 Manachat-
phong (2014) surveyed the red (pro-Thaksin) and yellow
(anti-Thaksin) shirts, and found that within each group
there are indeed some variations in terms of political
ideologies. Those that came out against Thaksin and
the party are generally morewell-off economically and
more educated. However, income did not play any sig-
nificantly role once education, occupation and urban-
rural locations were controlled for. At the end, the street
demonstrations by the red and the yellow shirts repre-
sent the clash between the emergingmiddle class, whose
economic conditions are much more insecure, and the
establishedmiddle class.
It is rather clear, then, that the class conflicts, between
rural and urban, rich and poor, ‘well-educated’ and not,

6See Satitniramai, A. (2010). Who are the red shirts? In Pinyo
Traisuriyathamma (eds.) Why red: The Thai society, problems, and the
birth of the red shirts., Bangkok, OpenBooks, 312p. andManachotphong,
W. (2014), ‘The shades of Red and Yellow: evidence from survey data’,
Thailand and TheWorld Economy, 32(3) ,31-68.

were largely driven by economic reasons. The platform
of the Thai Rak Thai party since 2001 was a successful
formalisation of these social dissonances. The political
mobilisation of the poor in elections that followed en-
sured the poor that their voices were heard, and guaran-
teed the party its victories.
This form of party politics and the subsequent end of
rising income disparities could happen largely because
of pushes for democratisation and the 1997 constitution.
For themiddle class and elites, it was democracy on its
back.

Making senseof the2019Thai election
Is the victory of the establishedmiddle class and elites
coming to an end? The military is trying very hard to
not make that happen. It is therefore understandable
that the Thai Raksa Chart Party, a split-off of the Pheu
Thai party, would in a historic political move nominate
Princess UbolratanaMahidol, who is a close friend of the
Shinawatra and the sister of King Vajiralongkorn, for the
PrimeMinister position. This would have been a move
trumping any attempt by themilitary to retain its post-
election power if it was not implicitly and publicly an-
nulled by the King. It also represents how disconnected
the concerns of those that support the nomination are to
democratic values. Then, the foundations of democracy
in Thailand remain weak in the foreseeable future.
It is also clear that political parties have realised that they
must introduce redistributive policies in order to win a
non-negligible share of seats. In this election, even the
military party has done so. Then, the primary concerns
of the voters should not only be economic, but should
also focus on party platforms regarding democratic in-
stitutions, constitutional reforms, and limits tomilitary
power.
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