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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Political power in Thailand has been in the hands of the 
military junta led by General Prayuth Chan-O-Cha since 
May 2014, which drafted a new constitution, the twenti-
eth in a century, approved by referendum on 7th August 
2016.1  

On 13th October of that year, King Bhumibol (Rama IX) 
passed away after 70 years of reign. His successor, Maha 
Vajiralongkorn, was crowned king on 4th May 2019, tak-
ing the name Rama X. In the meantime, the new constitu-
tion was promulgated on 6th April 2017, including several 
amendments allowing the new king to boost his powers.2 

Although the document is clearly aimed at ensuring con-
tinued military dominance, the document still offers im-
portant guarantees for freedom of religion while granting 
Buddhism a special status.

In a country where Theravada Buddhism profoundly struc-
tures social life, Section 7 of the constitution makes it clear 
that the king can only be a Buddhist;3 while religious free-
dom is clearly defined in Section 31: “A person shall enjoy 

full liberty to profess a religion, and shall enjoy the liberty 
to exercise or practise a form of worship in accordance 
with his or her religious principles, provided that it shall not 
be contrary to the duties of all Thai people: neither shall it 
endanger the safety of the state, nor shall it be contrary to 
public order or good morals.”

During the drafting process of the new constitution, debate 
focused again on the place of Buddhism and whether a 
constitutional clause should make it “the national religion 
of the country”. Already in 1997, 2007, and 2014, during 
the elaboration of previous constitutions, there had been 
talk of promoting Buddhism,4 but this time anxiety arose 
among religious minorities, particularly about Section 
67 of the new text,5 which declares that the state should 
“support and protect Buddhism and other religions.” The 
original constitutional draft stipulated that the state “shall 
establish measures and mechanisms to prevent the des-
ecration of Buddhism in any form and encourage the par-
ticipation of all Buddhists in the application of such mea-
sures and mechanisms”.6 In the adopted text it is no longer 
a question of defending Buddhism against all “desecra-
tion,” or preventing Buddhism from being “undermined,” 
but rather of giving the state the positive mission of sup-
porting and protecting Buddhism, “which is the religion ob-
served by the majority of Thai people for a long period of 



Religious Freedom in the World Report 2021 |

Religious Freedom in the World
Report 2021

RELIGIONS

TH
AIL

AN
D

THAILAND

Ethnoreligionists

Other2.3%

Agnostics
1.9%

86.6%
Buddhists

0.8%
Muslims
6.1%

Christians
1.3%

Chinese folk
religionists

1.0%
Area

513,120 Km2

GDP per capita

16,278 US$

Population

69,410,868
GINI INDEX*

*Economic Inequality
36.4

time.” In particular, the state must “support education and 
[the] dissemination of [the] dharmic principles of Therava-
da Buddhism”.7

Even in this diluted version, Section 67 still raised con-
cerns among religious minorities because it does not refer 
to the importance of “religious harmony” as previous con-
stitutions did. This has been a major issue among mem-
bers of Thailand’s Muslim minority. Not surprisingly, in the 
referendum of 7th August 2016, the three southern provinces with a Muslim majority 

(Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat) largely voted against the new constitution.8

For decades, an ethno-nationalist insurgency against the 
central state has been going on in these provinces whose 
population is 80 percent Muslim and culturally Malay. In-
deed, a major issue directly affecting religious freedom 
in Thailand is the situation in this part of Thailand where 
the central government is pitted against the local major-
ity, which has demanded recognition of their distinctive 
characteristics. The conflict, which restarted in 2001, has 
worsened since 2004, claiming about 7,000 lives, both 
Buddhist and Muslim.9

The question is whether Bangkok will fully accept the ex-
istence and respect the rights, including the right to reli-
gious freedom, of a community that does not want to be 
assimilated into the dominant Thai and Buddhist culture. 
This minority claims the right to speak another language, 
a Malay dialect, practise another religion, Islam, and be 
rooted in a different, Malay, culture.

Bangkok’s security-focused response has shown its lim-
its. A force of 60,000 soldiers and police agents has not 
been sufficient to control a population of about two million 
people, nor stop violent militants. After the murders of Thai 
teachers and Buddhist monks, government forces retali-
ated justifying the use of violence in the name of a state 
of emergency in the three provinces.10 With each episode 
of violence in the south of the country, petitions circulate 
around the kingdom, signed by lay people roused by the 
sermons of extremist Buddhist monks warning of the “fu-
ture eradication” of Buddhism in the south.11 

In 2016, the concerns about Section 67 expressed by Thai 
Muslims and other minorities were heard, and on 22nd 
August 2016 the ruling junta quickly issued a decree to 
“complete” this section so as to “prevent acts that threaten 
Buddhism and other religions” (a committee was set up 
to do this) reiterating the traditional call for “religious har-
mony.” Thai Muslims reacted with some scepticism, while 
acknowledging that the decree was a gesture of good will 

on the part of the military regime to put things right.12

Controversy concerning the 2017 constitution notwith-
standing, respect for religious freedom in Thailand is, by 
and large, real and robust. Through the Religious Affairs 
Department of the Ministry of Culture, the government 
recognises five religious groups – Buddhists, Muslims, 
Hindus, Sikhs and Christians – and the religious organi-
sations connected to these five groups can obtain certain 
government benefits such as tax exemptions, expedited 
visa applications and state subsidies. The state allocates 
US$ 160 million each year to the country’s temples in four 
areas (building upkeep, religious education, promotion of 
religious activities, and salaries of Buddhist temples’ supe-
riors). The largest share of these grants (US$ 148 million) 
goes to Buddhism through the National Buddhism Bureau, 
a body that is separate from the Religious Affairs Depart-
ment.

Belonging to a religious group that is not registered with 
the authorities does not seem to be an obstacle to getting 
benefits. Many Christian organisations use Thailand as a 
base for their operations in South-East Asia since it is rela-
tively easy to obtain a tourist visa to enter the country and 
carry out missionary activities without complaints from the 
authorities.

On 29th December 2016, the National Legislative Assem-
bly, a 250-member parliament wholly appointed by the 
junta, unanimously passed an amendment to the 1962 
Monastic Law, which governs the appointment of the 
Supreme Patriarch of Thai Buddhism.13 The amendment 
stripped the Sangha Supreme Council (the governing 
body of the monastic community) of the power to appoint 
the patriarch. The law’s new article stipulated that “the 
king appoints the supreme patriarch, and this choice is 
then countersigned by the prime minister”.14 In practice, 
the king chooses the new supreme patriarch from a list of 
names provided by the prime minister. The measure was 
designed to ensure that the highest post in Thai Buddhism 
did not go to a specific individual on the basis of the old 
method of appointment. The high-ranking monk in ques-
tion, 91-year-old Somdet Chuang, was seen by the mili-
tary and their conservative allies as too close to the Wat 
Phra Dhammakaya, a financially and politically influential 
temple which advocates a heterodox and materialistic ver-
sion of Buddhism. On 7th February 2017, another monk, 
90-year-old Somdet Phra Maha Munivong, was appointed 
by the king as the head of Thai Buddhism. 15
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The Wat Phra Dhammakaya Temple’s former superior, 
Abbot Dhammachayo, was suspected of financial mal-
practice and money laundering. In order to arrest him, the 
junta mobilised some 4,000 police agents and hundreds 
of soldiers for three weeks, from mid-February to 10th 
March 2017, to go through the immense Buddhist temple 
complex, which covers 320 hectares north of Bangkok. 
The junta stripped the main temple officials of their cleri-
cal functions.16 To this day, Dhammachayo has never been 
found, and his disappearance remains a mystery. The 
military regime would like to place Dhammakaya Temple 
under their own control because the ruling generals are 
convinced that it has close ties with the political clan of 
former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra.

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
In January 2020, government peace negotiators and rep-
resentatives of the National Revolutionary Front (Barisan 
Revolusi Nasional, BRN), an Islamic separatist movement, 
met in the hope of finding a peaceful solution to the ongo-
ing conflict in the southern border provinces. In the meet-
ing, both the BRN and Thai officials discussed their shared 
goal of resolving the conflict through the peace process by 
strengthening their commitment to terms of reference that 
they had framed before.17

According to the NGO Deep South Watch,18 a total of 29 
violent incidents occurred in the month of August 2020 
alone with 10 deaths and eight wounded. From 2004 to 
2020, 7,162 people died and 13,348 were injured since 
the insurgency started in the south. Despite the initial 
peace talks in January, no ceasefire or negotiated solution 
is currently in sight.

In April 2020, the BRN announced a unilateral ceasefire 
to combat the spread of COVID-19. In a statement, it said 
that it would take “measures to cease all activities for the 
purpose of providing humanitarian access bearing in mind 
that the principal enemy of the human race right now is 
COVID-19.”19 The military did not reciprocate the ceasefire 
pledge because it views violence in the south as a law and 
order issue in need of greater policing, not a civil conflict 
rooted in legitimate grievances. As a result, violent clashes 
between the military and the BRN have continued, though 
monthly casualties have dropped in recent months. The 
tit-for-tat violence between the insurgents and the Thai 
government has affected people in all southern communi-
ties as insurgents tend to target Thai Buddhists, while Thai 

security forces conduct raids and inflict brutal treatment 
(including torture) on suspected militants in counter-insur-
gency operations.20 

One particular issue that has affected the right to religious 
freedom of minority religious groups is the fate of perse-
cuted communities who have sought refuge in Thailand. 
These communities include Christians from Pakistan and 
members of Falun Gong from China.

Taking advantage of relatively easy access to Thailand, 
thousands of Pakistani Christians have claimed refugee 
status in the country. However, the Thai government is not 
a signatory to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status 
of Refugees, hence it has no formal process for refugees 
seeking asylum. Instead the authorities have gone after 
asylum seekers, and placed them in detention centres. 
There are credible allegations that the rights of detainees 
are not fully respected in these facilities. Those held are 
only given four hours a week outside their cells, which can 
be crammed with up to 100 people.21 

As a rule, authorities do not recognise Pakistani Christians 
as refugees who have fled discrimination and persecution 
in their homeland deserving of legal protection. In general, 
local law enforcement officials regard these and other asy-
lum seekers as illegal immigrants.22 In July 2019 for exam-
ple, Thai authorities arrested 51 Pakistani Christian asy-
lum seekers in Bangkok. The incident raised fears among 
Pakistani Christians in the city that the Thai government 
was planning further immigration crackdowns on people 
staying illegally in the country, including asylum seekers 
with no proper refugee status. Pakistani Christians, along 
with the members of other persecuted minorities from oth-
er countries, are routinely arrested and detained in pris-
on-like conditions. To avoid detention centres, Pakistani 
Christian asylum seekers spend their time hiding from au-
thorities in small, low-rent apartments. They say they will 
not or cannot return to Pakistan because of the persecu-
tion they would face as a result of their religious beliefs.23 
In another incident in December 2019, Thai immigration 
authorities detained some 36 asylum seekers in an early 
morning raid on Bangkok apartments.24 

Vietnamese refugees also fear deportation. Many of them 
are Catholic who fled to Thailand because of religious re-
pression in their own country. In November 2018, more 
than 180 Montagnard refugees from Vietnam were de-
tained, many of whom were Christians. While some have 
been able to obtain refugee status, several of them are 
still being held.25  Some of the refugees took the risk of 
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deportation in order to see Pope Francis during his visit to 
Thailand on the 20th-23rd November 2019.26 

The case of an 18-year-old Saudi woman named Rahaf 
Mohammed Al-Qunun generated worldwide media atten-
tion. Thai authorities detained Al-Qunun at Bangkok airport 
in January 2019 while she was on her way from Kuwait to 
Australia. Her intention was to claim asylum in Australia in 
order to escape her family who had threatened to kill her 
for leaving Islam. Al-Qunun appealed for help on social 
media platforms, gaining international attention. Canada 
later granted her asylum. As a result of the internation-
al attention and outcry this incident generated, the Thai 
government promised to address the issue of indefinite 
detention and deportation of asylum seekers. Immigration 
police chief Surachate Hakparn announced a review of 
the country’s detention policy, noting no one would be de-
ported “involuntarily.”27

In 2020, Thailand celebrated the 142nd anniversary of the 
Edict of Religious Tolerance. To mark the occasion, United 
States Ambassador to Thailand, Michael George DeSom-
bre, hosted a round table on 30th September 2020, with 

approximately 15 leaders from various fields. According 
to Ambassador DeSombre, the Edict, first announced by 
King Chulalongkorn in 1878, declared “that whoever wish-
es to embrace any religion, after seeing that it is true and 
proper, can do so without any restriction, and that the re-
sponsibility rests on the individual.” The Ambassador add-
ed that “[t]his powerful idea has been included in every 
subsequent constitution of Thailand.”28 

PROSPECTS FOR FREEDOM OF RELIGION
The military regime and the recent protests calling for 
systematic political reform have not affected religious 
freedom in Thailand, which is likely to remain robust for 
the foreseeable future. However, the situation in southern 
Thailand remains volatile and the crisis is unresolved; re-
ligion-related violence and religiously motivated Islamist 
terrorism targeting non-Muslims, particularly majority Bud-
dhists, can be expected to continue. 
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