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The Thai Muslims and Participation in the Democratic
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Abstract

Thailand is a country where Buddhist political culture forms and shapes all
activities in the country. This is reflected in the functioning of the Thai polity where the
administrative structure functions in a secular pattern while the ideological dimension of
the state is rooted in a religious/Buddhist political culture. Non-Buddhist minorities in
Thailand such as Muslims and others are allowed free space to practice, express and
make religious demands in the political arena of the country. The semi-secular and semi-
democratic model of Thai political system has allowed the Thai Muslim minority to define,
shape and build their own communal development within Thai polity. Hence, the social-
political relations between the Thai Muslims and Thai Buddhists is that of mutual religious
coexistence. The Thé}i Muslim community is a varied one. Broadly, there are two types of
Muslims in Thailand: the Thai-specking integrated Muslims found in the upper South,
Ceniral, North and northeastermn parts of Thailand and the uninfegrated Malay-speaking
Muslims of the deep southern provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat. Yet they all
have engaged in the democratization process of Thailand since its becoming a
constitutional monarchy since 1932. This paper looks info how the Thai Muslim minority
had engaged in Thai democracy from the point of view of their religious idenfity in a

Buddhist majority country.
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Introduction

Thailand is a countfry where Buddhist political culture forms and shapes all
activities in the country. This religious base of Thai political culture allows free space for
religious groups in the country to practice, express and make religious demands in the
political arena of the country, This is evident from the religious dimension of political
activities that take place in the country. In the context of such political framework, Thai
state allows for and also respects politico-religious activities engaged in by its citizens
conducting within the framework of Thai constifution. This is reflected in the functioning of
the Thai polity where the administrative structure functions in a secular pattern while the
ideological dimension of the state or the polity is rooted in a religious/Buddhist political

culture.

The Thai political system has been described as a constitutional monarchy in the
form of a ‘secularized Buddhist polity’ with a ‘stable semi-democratic’ political sysfem.i
Thailand follows the communitarian democracy model, ‘a ... process ... characterized by
stability, peace and order, the upholding of shared moral and cultural values, and the
priority of communitarian im‘eres’rs.'ii This model has allowed the Thai Muslim minority to
define their own communal development. The use of the term minority here is defined as,
"a group that is numerically smaller in relation to the rest of the population, it is non-
dominant to the extent that its values are either inadequate or not represented in the
public sphere or in the constitution of societal norms, it has characteristics which differ
from the majority group and more importantly, it wishes to preserve these
characteristics.”" Meanwhile, the social-political relations between the Thai Muslims and

Thai Buddhists is that of mutudaily religious.

Thailand has successfully managed to produce a national Thai identity based on
commonality of language, socio-cultural tolerance and assimilation with a growing
economy. Yet undemeath this public face lies a variety of religio-cultural identities

positioned along ethnic lines.

The Thai Muslim community is a varied one. Broadly, there are two types of
Muslims in Thailand: the Thai-speaking integrated Muslims found in the upper South,
Central, North and northeastern parts of Thailand and the unintegrated Malay-speaking
Muslims of the deep southern provinces of Pattani, Yala and Narathiwat, Hence there are
an infegrationist/pluralist and a separatist tendencies in Thai Muslim community. Both of

these groups interpret Islam differently, with the former seeing itself as part of a Buddhist
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multi-religious country where Islam is the religion of a minority community; the latfter views
Islam as secondary to a larger ethno-linguistic identity in a part of the country which was

incorporated intfo Thailand.

This paper looks info how the Thai Musliim minority had engaged in Thai
democracy from the point of view of their religious identity in Buddhist majority country.
This paper finds that the Thai Muslims have engaged fully in the Thai political space
making use of and benefiting from Thai democratic political space to express their
demands and engaging as equal citizens of the country. And this has enabled them 1o

maintain their religious identity and cultural rights within a democratic framework.

Methodology

This research is conducted within the perspective of studying religion combined
with political science. The objective is to understand Thai Muslim participation in the Thai

democratic political process since 1932, when Thailand became a constitutional

monarchy.

It is a study of Thai election history in relation to the case of Thai Musiims. It fell us
about the factors that affect Thai Muslim political preferences at the ballot box and how

they change.

The methodology used in the paper benefits from the works V. O. Key Jr such as
The Responsible E/ecforafeiv which stresses that voters vote according to their political
reason for issues they hold imporfant and thus they elect candidates who they believe

can deliver them. The Thai Muslim election behavior as shown in this article operates

along these lines.

The analysis of the data presented in this paper is also based on two others works
on Thai political worldview and electoral behavior. Firstly, that of the Thai historian Nidhi
Eoseewong has concluded that the political worldview of the Thai populace at the
national operates along, “Thai Cultural Constitution” centered around the concepts of
monarchy, Buddhism, power and opposition, military, members of parliament and law
which shapes cultural constitution which cannot be destroyed or amended eosilyv And
secondly, Andrew Walker's concept of “rural constitution” as presented in his sfudy of
electoral politics and electoral behavior in a northern Thai villcge.Vi Walker holds that rural

constitution made up of local values and logic influence electoral behavior of the rural



122 wanFymnes: yafuluwiuhulne

populace. In light of above two studies, this article contends that “ethnoreligious
constitution” of Malay Muslim identity shapes and influences electoral behavior pattern in
deep southermn Thailand. As a sub-political culture in Thailand the ethnoreligious
constitution of the Malay Muslims is centered around the concepts and institutions of
Malay ethnic identity, Jaw/ language, the pondok religious educational institution and
the religion of Islkam. The Thai state’s political understanding and accommodation of the
role of these concepts and institutions or encroachment upon them has shaped the
electoral behavior of the Malay Muslim populations in the deep southern Muslim majority
provinces. As expressed through their choice of the politician or political party best

represents them atf the national level.

While in the case of Thai Muslim politicians elected to represent multireligious
constituencies in the rest of the country, their election is the result of the shapes of urban

or rural constitutions of their constifuencies.

Background

As per the new 2007 constitution, Thailand’s National Assembly or Ratha Sapha is
made of two chambers viz., the Saphaputhan Rarsadon - House of Representatives it has
500 members, 400 of which are elected from single member constituencies and 100 by
proportional representation. They are elected for a four year term. The upper house,
Wuthisapha - the Senate has 150 members, 76 are elected, one from each province and

74 senators are appoinfed by a selection panel.

Since the 23 December 2007 general election, Thailand has withessed the rise
and fall of two governments, Those of Samak Sundaravej (January 29, 2008 - September
9, 2008) and Somchai Wongsawat (September 18, 2008 - December 2, 2008) led by the
Palang Pracha Chon - People’s Power Party (PPP) which won with a majority of 233 seats
out of total parliamentary seats of 400. Samak government was removed from office on 9
September 2008 by the Constitutional Court of Thailand upon complaints lodged by the
Senators and the Election Commission of Thailand. He was succeeded by Somchai
Wongswat, Somchai lost his office on 2nd December 2008 after the Constitutional Court
dissolved the ruling PPP along with three other parties of the government codlition In face
the political vacuum, the then opposition Democratic Party was able to form a new
government on 6 December 2008 when a political faction formerly aligned to PPP

crossed over to support Democrat bid for government. Present Thai government is led by



WaliAmadssiRenanduazaiiugue s ingyady 123

Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjgjiva of the Democrat party elected on 15 December 2008. The
former members of the PPP party have now regrouped under the Puea Thai Party” For

Thai Party (FTP) and are now in the opposition.”

Before the 2007 election, Thailand was ruled by an inferim government led by
Prime Minister Sarayud Chulanont, The interim government was installed by the Council
for National Security (CNS) led by General Sonthi Boonyaratkalin who led a military coup
against the elected Thaksin Shinawatra government in September 2006. The coup leaders
cited the following reasons for staging the coup, viz., corruption, national disunity in light

of unrest in the south, nepotism, abuse of power and insults made o the monarchy.

Since becoming a constitutional monarchy in 1932 until now, Thailand has held
twenty three general elections but only those of 1946, 1975, 1976, 1992 and 2007, were
held in a democratic atmosphere marking major change in the style of government.
Elections in other years were mainly instruments o legitimize military led govemmem‘s.Viii In
recent history, the 1992 election and the 1997 drafting of what was known as the
“People’s Constitution” were seen as marking Thailand’s entry into full democratic phase,
but it was not to be so in view of the pulls between different centers of power. It has
been remarked that since 1992 Thailand has embarked upon “a political system in which
the military and bureaucratic forces largely determine the role as well as the mode of
participation of the non-bureaucratic forces.”ix [t is a system in which the Parliament “is
only now becoming a new source of power, sfruggling to institutionalize its legh‘imacy."X
But this process of establishing the legitimacy of the Parliament has been disrupted many
fimes in the past history due fo military coups and more recently in September 2006 when
the military overthrew the democratically elected Thaksin government and abrogated

the 1997 constitution.

Thai Model of Democracy
The Thai model of democracy in spite of ifs political language is unlike the
Western-style bourgeois liveral democracy. It has been described as a local model of

democracy invented by rice eatfing Thc:is.Xi

The election of Thaksin Shinawatra led Thai Rak Thai party fo power in 2001 which
ruled ftill 2006, there was a rapid change and transformation of the Thai political model.

Thaksin introduced swift changes that affected economy, public health, education,
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energy, social order, drug suppression and infernational relations. His three most popular
policies were low interest loan to the farmers in the rural areas, mega development

projects and 30 Baht cheap universal healthcare.

Thaksin style of CEO type led government led him to engage in authoritarian
polifical practice. This change in the Thai model of democracy led it be termed as

. . . N ”x:i
“Democratic Authoritarianism.

Similar type of epithet of “Authoritarian Democracy” was employed by Prof.
Chaiwat Satha-Anand to describe Thaksin regime’s use of force in dedling with the
reemergence of southern Thailand insurgency in 2004, According to Chaiwat,
democracies are affected by rise of violence and in their need to maintain security they
tend to be come authoritarian. Authoritarian democracy is marked by features of
absence of political solutions, sacrificing of the rights of ordinary citizens, punishing and
silencing of civil society groups. Thailand assumed this model of democracy during the
Thaksin era in relation to both politics at the center of power and dlso in relation to the

insurgency in the South. It turned barbaric.

In the past, a military dictatorship which unleashes its force on unarmed
demonstrators have easily fost the legitimacy. But it is more complicated
when that violence against citizens is unleashed by a properly elected
government with popular mandate to confinue to fight drug wars, global
terrorism, or separatist movements. In this sense, authoritarian democracy
is an attempt to serve as an expression for the present condition of
democracy as it redlly is in all its complexities when touched by the curse

. it
of violence,

Thai Muslims in Thai Democracy and the Present Face of Thai Muslim Political Participation

In terms of religious demography, Thailand is majority Buddhist with Islam as
major minority religion. Thailand is also currently facing separatist violence in its deep

southem ethnic Malay-Muslim provinces.

In a multi-ethnic and multi-religious country with a total population of 65 million
people,XIV the Thai Muslim population is about 5-7 million, making approximately 7.5% of
the poputcn‘ion.XV The mono-ethnic Malay Muslims of the deep South constitute about 44%

of the total Thai Muslim populoﬁon.wi The Thai Muslims residing in the rest of the country
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are multi-ethnic. The spread of Thai Muslims all over the country represents the variety
within Thai Islam which is intfernally divided along ethnic lines and also, more recently,
along sectarian lines following the arrival of Islamic puritanical trends from South Asia, the

Middle East and other countries of the region. Recently, a Thai Shia Muslim community

has also emerged.

Since the adoption of the model of constitutional monarchy in 1932, the Thai
political system has undergone major shiffs, advances, and setbacks along the
democratic pcn‘h.XVii Yet, Thai Muslims have engaged in this democratic process since
1932. It is inferesting to note here, that in spite of the presence of a Malay-Muslim based
ethno-religious insurgency movement in the South. This is unlike other similar situations in

the world where separatism means boycotting of the national political process.

Thai Muslims are of the view that democracy, more than secularism, is the best
guarantee for equdlity in a multi-ethnic and multi-inguistic state such as Thailand. For
while there maybe disagreement on the meaning of secularism, this should not affect the
concept of democratic equality - democratic equality means provision for political and
economic equoslify.XViii The term democracy is not used here in the sense of mode of
governance but in the sense of giving equal “status to the person, howsoever ordinary he

or she maybe, as someone who matters in the decision-making process. More importantly,

it gives this status to all individuals.”

Insistence on constitutional guarantees and demand for democratic equality
protects Thai Muslim community from what J. S. Mill termed as, “tyranny of the mc1jorh‘y"XX

or from majoritarianism thereby making political infegration possible.

Thai Muslims participation in the democratic process is directed towards
achieving the objective to attain, maintain and strengthen their religious and culfural
rights, for freedom to practice and maintain cultural rights is intrinsic fo democracy. And
this has been instituted in Thailand through institutionalization of the right o resorf to

personal Islamic law in the five southem provinces of Songkla, Satun, Patftani, Yala and

Narathiwat.

Over the decadss, the Thai government has also adjusted its policies to the
religio-cultural demands of the Muslim community, for example, Muslim women are
allowed to wear the Ajab, or Musliim headscarf, in pictures for official documents such as

identity cards and passports, at official places of work, etc. The government has also
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facilitated travel arrangements for the Thai pilgrims to the annual Hajj in Saudi Arabia,
granted official holidays in the south for the celebration of religious festivals such as the
d a-Ffr and Id alAdha The state has supported the organization of annual official
Mawiid celebration (.e. the birthday of the Prophet) and grants holal certification to
products from Thai food industries. Furthermore, the govermnment has installed and
recognizes the office of the Chularaimontri - Shaikh ol-lsfom as the official head of the
Thai Muslim community, including the Central Islamic Committee of Thailand and the
Provincial Councils of Islamic Affairs, which manage Muslim affairs at the national and

provincial levels as an evidence of the institutionalization of group rights.

The political engagement and expressions by Thal Muslims from all over the
country, especially in relation to their religious, cultural, and group concerns both at the
national and infernational levels, have been expanding over the decades. Amidst alt the
political developments, pro-democracy Thai Muslims have acquired their own political
space which has over the years allowed them to express their cultural and religious
concemns on the Thai political stage. The Thai Muslim minority participated in the national
political process both during the country’s democratic and non-democratic eras. This
engagement has earned Thai Muslims recognition within the political system. Thai Muslim
politicians have represented different political parties in the various parfiamentary
elections. Thai Muslim integration info the political system is reflected through the number
of Muslims politicians who have contested and won elections for local provincial and
national Parliamentary seats not only in the South but also in mixed constituencies across

the country in provinces such as Yasothon, Ubon Racthani and Surin in the northeastemn

majority Buddhist part of the country.

Magjority of Thai Muslims see no contradiction between their religious affiliation with
Islam and their status as Thai citizens. In fact, many are proud of it and feel free to
identify with their national status. They view the role of being a good citizen as being
compatible with the social teachings of Islom. Thai Muslims have also enthusiastically
joined the 2006-2007 celebrations honoring King Bhumibhol's 60" year of ascension to the

Thai throne and also his 80m birthday celebrations on 5 December 2007,

Being a religious minority, Thai Muslims have initiated several activities relating to
the maintenance and promotion of Muslim religious and cultural activities. However, in

the deep South there are demands for the recognition of ethnic, linguistic and cultural
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identity of southern Muslims and addressing of their political complaints with a sense of

justice.

Thai Muslim Ministers Since the Emergence of the Constitutional Monarchy Era in 1932

Thai Muslim politicians have participated in the Thai democratfic elections since
the inception of the era of constitutional monarchy in 1932

Few Thai Muslims were also members of the part of the Khana Ralsadon -
People’s Party led by Pridi Phanomyong (1900-1983) which was responsible for tuming
Thailand into constitutional monarchy and also in the then underground Ser/ 7Thar or the
Free Thai Movement which resisted Japanese occupation during World War ll. The Muslim
participants in these two movements included Chaem Phromyong, (1910-1989) and Mr.
Banchong Sicharun, two prominent Thai Muslim politicians from Bangkok, who were close
associates of Pridi Phanomyong who later on became Prime Minister in 1946, Pridi
appointed Chaem Phromyong as the first Chulargimontri under the Islamic Patronage
Act of 1945. The main function of the Chulargimoniri was to help resolve fensions in the
deep South by assisting in the infegration process of the southern Malay Muslim provinces
info Thai nation. Chaem Phromyong held the office of the Chulargimontii for two years
(1945-47) and fled with Pridi to China when Pridi's government was overthrown through
the military coup led by Phibun Songkram (1948-1957).

The first Thai Muslim to be appointed to the Thai cabinet since the establishment
of era of constitutional monarchy was Phya Samantharathaburin aiso know as Tui
Samantharath or Bin Abdullah (1871 - 1963) from Satun province in southern Thailand. He
was appointed as a cabinet minister twice by Prime Minister Phya Phahonpayuhasena
during the fifth and seventh Assembly terms between 1933-1934 and 1937 respectively.

Another prominent Muslim to be appointed to the cabinet was Che Abdullah
Langputeh (1898-1986) diso from Satun province. He became membper of the Thai
parliament for five terms between 1943 up to 1973. He was appointed as a minister three
times first as a minister in the cabinet of Prime Minister Phibun Songkram between 1948-
1949 and as Deputy Minister of Public Health in the cabinet of Prime Minister Pote Sarasin
in 1957, And again in the same position during the era of Prime Minister Thanom
Kittikachom  in 1958,

Che Abdullah stood up for the defense of the cultural rights of the Malay Muslims
and prevented the implementation of harsh government policies from being

implemented in Satun. He also served as member of the Central Isiamic Committee from
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1947 onwards. He is remembered for wearing the songkok (Malay hat) in the Parliament
and taking time from the Cabinet meetings for performing prescribed Islamic prayers.

Che Abdullah was a pragmatic politician who believed in working for the
preservation of the cultural rights of the southern Malay Muslims in the areas of language.,
personal religious law and religion from within the system. He advised the Thai
government o be sensitive to the cultural diversity in the country if it wanted to sincerely
solve the problem of southern insurgency. He ailso called for the recognition of Jawi
dialect of Malay spoken in southern Thailand as an additional nationat language.

The Democrat Party which is the oldest existing political party founded since 1945
also had prominent Muslim politicians such as Lek Nana, a Thai businessman from
Bangkok who had served as Deputy Foreign Minister in the Government of Seni Pramoj
(1975-1976), and as Minister of Science and Technology in 1985 during the term of the
Prem Tinsulanonda Govermnment (1980-1988). Lek Nana had also served as Secretary of
the Democrat Party during the party leadership of Bhichai Rattakul,

Another member of the Democrat Party Mr. Siddig Shareef was appointed as the
Deputy Minister of Education during the reign the earlier mentioned Prime Minister Seni
Pramoj for one year in 1976,

The most famous and internationally renowned Thai Muslim politician also from the
Democrat Party is Dr. Surin Pitsuwan (1949- ) a person of Malay descent from Nakorn
Si Thammarat. He was first elected as Member of Parliament in 1986. He served as the
Deputy Foreign Minister between 1992-1995 and was Minister of Foreign Affairs between
1997-2001. Dr. Surin is now Secretary General of the regional organization of Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) for a period of five years since 131 January 2008,

Mr. Den Tohmeena (1934- ) of Pattani province and the son of the famous Pattani
scholar Haji Sulong who disappeared in 1954 has been elected to the Parliament seven
times since 1976 and once as a senator. He is Den Tohmeena served as the Deputy
Minister of Public Health in the cabinet of Prime Minister Chatichai Choonhavan in 1990-
1991 and as Deputy Minister of Interior between 1992-1995 in the cabinet of Prime Minister
Chuan Leekpai. Mr. Den Tohmeena and Mr. Wan Muhammad Nor Matta both from the
southern provinces of Pattani and Yala respectively along with other southern Malay
Muslim politicians founded the Waodoh political faction in 1988. (More about it below)

In 1996, Mr. Wan Muhammad Nor Matta was elected first as the Speaker of the
Parlioment and aiso as the President of the Nation Assembly. He also served in the

positions of the Minister of Transport, Minister of Interior, and Deputy Prime Minister in the
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cabinet of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra between 2001-2005. And as Minister of
Agriculture and Cooperatives in the again in the Thaksin government between 2005-2006.

Another Muslim bureaucrat cum politician from Bangkok, Mr. Aree Wongaraya
was appointed as the Deputy Minister of Education in the 2005-2006 Thaksin cabinet.
Subsequently, in the interim government led by General Surayud Chulalanont set up after

the military coup of 2006, Mr. Wongaraya was appointed as the Minister of Interior.

Thai Muslim Political Parties and Political Faction

Since the emergence of the democratic era in 1932 in Thailand, Thai Muslims
have also established political parties with agenda to address Muslim affairs. The first Thai
Muslim politicat party was called “Thai Muslim” founded in 1957 by Haji Prayot Kasuwan if

lasted for one year only.

Next came the Naew Santi founded by Banchong Sicharun in 1973, it too lasted
for a year. The third Thai Muslim political party was Sanfipharp established in 1998 by
Amnuay Suwankitborihan, it died in 1999.

And more recently, in the affermath of the resurgence of southermn insurgency
fourth Muslim political party called Sanfipharp Thard or Thai Peace Party was formed in

2006 and it confested the 2007 elections as partner of a bigger party. (More about this

below)

The early three parties, unable to win enough votes to carry on eventually died
their own deaths. This has led majority of Thai Muslim to opine that the best way they can

engage in politics is through aligning with major political parties.

The political engagement of Thai Muslims has also undergone fransformation
since the rekindling of the democratfic process in 1992, In 1988, the Malay speaking
politicians from the South formed the Wahdah political faction whose priority is to address
developmental problems facing the Malay speaking Muslim community. It has been
described as an ethnic movement seeking to realize the interests of the Thai Muslims from
within the polifical sym‘ern.XXi The Wahdah sees itself as an independent political group
ready to support any political party that promises to pay special attenfion to
developmental issues and problems facing Thai Muslims. Since ifs inception, it aligned

itself with the New Aspiration Party (NAP) in 1990.
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The Wadah faction is made up of Malay Muslim politicians from the three deep
southern provinces of Yala, Pattani and Narathiwat, Wadah represents the political
interests of the southern Muslims on the Thai political stage, in the past it is has been
dligned to the NAP of General Chavalit Yongchaiyut, the TRT party of Thaksin Shinawatra
and is currently dligned with the ruling Palang Prachochon party. The Malay-speaking
members representing the Wohdah obtained Cabinet posts following the elections of

1992, 1995, 1997 and 2001 in the governments led by the NAP and TRT parties.

Following the re-emergence of southern insurgency in 2004 during the period
when Wahdaoh was aligned with the ruling TRT, Wohdah leaders were assigned by TRT the
responsibility to politically manage the aftermath of the bloody incidents of Krue Se
mosque of 28 April 2004 and Takbai deaths of 25" October 2004 when the Thaksin regime
rescrted to the use of force in the southern crisis. Wahdah's public silence about the two
incidents led to its loosing of the trust of the southern Malay Muslims. As a result all the
Wahdah politicians lost all their parliamentary seats in the 2005 elections. They were all

won by Muslim politicians from the Democrat Party.

Thai Muslims and the Elections of 23'd December 2007

Thai political science professor tumed politician  Anek Laothamatas has
commented thaf there are two tales of democracy in Thailand, one, portrayed by the
rural voters and other by the urban middle class. For the rural folk, democracy is a means
to draw the aftention of the politicians to themselves and rural matters. Hence, the rural
voling pattem is not steered by poilitical ideology, policy issues or national interests. They
dlso place great importance to the politicians who visit them often, address their

grievances and bring economically benefiting projects to their areas.

While the voting pattern in the urban centers where is there is the concentration
of the middle class is guided by voting for candidates who are not corrupt, represent a
political ideology of a party and stand up for issues and policies. Hence, the Thai vote

bank is divided between those who support interests and those who support principles

L xxii
and policies.

This above observation is true in terms of general nation wide voting pattern in
Thailand where the rural vote makes up about 70% of the fotal. But his observation that

! . i . . . . .\ .\ X
voting in Thailand is no more guided by “ethnic or confessional allegiances” is not true





