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ABOUT ARTISTIC FREEDOM INITIATIVE

Established in 2017, Artistic Freedom Initiative (AFI) provides pro bono immigration
representation and resettlement assistance for international artists at risk. AFI directly provides
legal and resettlement services to artists who have experienced persecution, censorship, or other
restrictions on their freedom of expression, and supports artists committed to advancing social
change and fundamental human rights. AFI works with artists to promote and protect cultural
heritage, as well as champion art in exile, and partners with artists to improve protections for
freedom of expression and advance policy changes in their home countries. At the United
Nations, AFI seeks to draw international attention to the suppression of the right to artistic
freedom.

INTRODUCTION

In preparation for the Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of The Kingdom of Thailand (hereafter
“Thailand”), this submission evaluates the state of artistic freedom in Thailand since the previous
review. During the review period, conditions for artists remained highly challenging, as they
continued to face censorship, criminal prosecution, detention, surveillance, and restrictions on
their movement as a direct result of their artistic work and expression. The present submission
highlights the laws, policies, and practices that have enabled the continuing deterioration of
artistic freedom in the country.

Thailand’s current environment for artistic expression is marked by a combination of formal
repression through the legal system and informal coercion by government actors and police
officers. Overbroad criminal provisions are used to punish and deter artistic and political
expression. In parallel, police monitoring, home visits, online censorship, institutional pressure,
and interference with cultural programming have produced a broader climate of fear and
self-censorship. These practices affect not only individual artists, but also arts organizations,
cultural institutions, and the public’s access to artistic works.

FOLLOW UP TO THE PREVIOUS REVIEW

1.  During the previous UPR cycle, Thailand received 278 recommendations of which it
supported 218. Thailand supported 15 recommendations related to freedom of opinion and
expression, peaceful assembly, and the protection of human rights defenders.!
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2. AFI welcomes the upgraded accreditation of Thailand’s National Human Rights
Commission to “A” status in 2022, confirming its compliance with the Paris Principles.?
This development represents an important step in strengthening Thailand’s national human
rights infrastructure and reflects a formal commitment to the promotion and protection of
human rights in line with international standards.?

3. At the same time, overall progress on the implementation of recommendations related to
freedom of expression that were accepted during the previous UPR cycle was limited.
Since the last review, artists and cultural workers have continued to face arrest,
prosecution, censorship, and intimidation for peaceful forms of expression, including visual
art, music, satire, and curatorial work, indicating that significant gaps persist between
Thailand’s commitments and the realities experienced in practice.

4. The principal obstacle to implementation remains the continued use of vague or overbroad
domestic laws to criminalize artistic expression. These include:

a. Section 112 of the Criminal Code* (also referred to as the Lése Majesté laws)
which criminalizes alleged defamation, insult, or threat to the monarchy;

b. Section 116 on sedition;*> which criminalizes expression deemed to incite unrest,
undermine state security, or encourage law-breaking; and:

c. The Computer Crimes Act,® which regulates online activity—including artistic
expression—and is used to penalize the dissemination of content considered false,
harmful to national security, or offensive.

5. Thailand has also failed to adequately protect artists from illegitimate and retaliatory
policing practices, including surveillance, repeated home visits, interrogation of family
members, burdensome bail conditions, and restrictions on travel.

6. Developments since the previous review indicate that government interference in cultural
institutions is on the rise in Thailand. Recent incidents of censorship demonstrate that Thai
authorities act not only in pursuit of domestic political interests, but also in response to
pressure from foreign governments seeking to shape narratives on sensitive human rights
issues.®

INTERNATIONAL, REGIONAL, AND DOMESTIC HUMAN RIGHTS OBLIGATIONS

7. Thailand protects the right to freedom of expression under Section 34 of its Constitution,
which states: “A person shall enjoy the liberty to express opinions, make speeches, write,
print, publicize and express by other means.” Article 34 further specifies that the right to
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freedom of expression can only be restricted to protect national security, public morality, or
public order.?

Thailand also has international obligations to protect freedom of expression under Article
19 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights'® (ICCPR) and the right to
participate in cultural life under Article 15 of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).1

10.

WRONGFUL USE OF CRIMINAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE LAWS TO TARGET
ARTISTS AND CULTURAL WORKERS

AFT is concerned by Thailand’s use of criminal and administrative law to punish peaceful
artistic expression. Reports indicate that Section 112 of the Thai Criminal Code remains the
most prominent mechanism used to stifle free expression in Thailand.”* Because the
provision is broad and expansively interpreted by authorities, it has led to the prosecution
of artists for a wide range of expressions, including satire, illustration, music, and digital
art, among others.”* Penalties under Section 112 are severe and may incur prison sentences
of three to fifteen years.*

Section 116 of the Criminal Code (on sedition) and the Computer Crimes Act (on digital
expression and speech online) further expand the state’s ability to penalize speech and
creative work. The vague and overbroad wording of these laws has been invoked against
artistic expression referencing protest movements or criticism of state institutions. In these
cases, peaceful forms of artistic expression referencing protest and/or criticism of the state
are treated as criminal conduct by authorities.

a. In June 2022, digital artist and pro-democracy activist Thopad Atanan was
arrested for publishing an Instagram post of one of her artworks which depicted
an artistic rendering of the King of Thailand.”* She was charged with royal
defamation under Section 112 and threatening national security under Section 14
of the Computer Crimes Act. She was detained and later released on bail of

16

90,000 baht, a steep and disproportionate financial penalty.=

b. In March 2024, the illustrator and pro-democracy activist Siraphop “Khanun”
Phumpuengphut, whose art explores themes related to democracy and human
rights, was convicted for royal defamation under Section 112 in relation to a
speech delivered during the youth-led democracy movement in 202012 He served
more than one year of a two year prison sentence before being pardoned.” His
conviction demonstrates the state’s willingness to use l€se-majesté law not only
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against artistic works, but also against artists as public figures whose speech and
creative identity are intertwined.

c. In September 2025, the satirist cartoonist Tum Jirawat, was sentenced to 12
years imprisonment for royal defamation under Section 112 and violation of the
Computer Crimes Act in relation to four satirical images of royal figures he
posted online. Though his sentence was reduced to six years and suspended for
three years after he pleaded guilty.”® Cases like Jirawat’s send a message that
peaceful forms of artistic expression may be penalized with highly
disproportionate prison sentences, producing a strong chilling effect on Thai
society.

Together, these cases show that Thailand’s legal framework is punitive in nature towards
artists and dissidents. Further, the threat of arrest, detention, the need to pay bail, and
disproportionate sentences all suppress artistic activity by encouraging self-censorship. If
these measures continue, artists and others will avoid politically sensitive topics altogether,
institutions will cancel or alter programming, and Thai audiences will lose access to work
that addresses urgent matters of public concern.

CENSORSHIP, SURVEILLANCE, AND RETALIATION AGAINST ARTISTS AND
CULTURAL WORKERS

AFI is additionally concerned by the use of censorship and police intimidation to suppress
artists’ expression. The use of content blocking, surveillance, threats, and mobility
restrictions by the police and pro-monarchy groups create an atmosphere of fear which puts
pressure on artists to self-censor.

a. During the review period, the musical group known as Rap Against Dictatorship
was subject to various forms of harassment and intimidation by authorities in
relation to several of their songs, which touch on rights issues in Thailand:

1. In 2021, the group’s song “Patiroob” (“Reform”) was blocked on
YouTube in Thailand following a government complaint. The video for the
song includes footage from pro-democracy protests and criticism of
corruption, public spending, and repression. Though the block was briefly
lifted following a court challenge, the Ministry of Digital Economy and
Society petitioned the courts to restrict access to the song again in 2022,
citing obscenity and national security concerns—the petition was granted
in 2023.2
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ii. In 2024, Dave (aka 3bone), one of the members of Rap Against
Dictatorship, alleged that police officers visited his home while he was
away, asked relatives for his whereabouts, and issued warnings and threats
to his family that 3bone should refrain from political activities. The
incident occurred years after 3bone had stopped performing with the
musical group, demonstrating continuous police surveillance of artists and
dissidents.*

iii. In 2021 Dechathorn Bamrungmuang (aka Hockhacker), another
member of Rap Against Dictatorship, reported that he had been denied a
passport after being placed on a government watchlist as a potential
national security concern. The artist had been charged with sedition under
Section 116 earlier that year in relation to his criticism of the
government.? The use of mobility restrictions as a punitive measure
directly impairs artists’ professional opportunities, including travel for
exhibitions and performances, as well as their ability to access
international protection.

These acts of censorship, surveillance, and mobility restrictions produce a chilling effect
across the arts and cultural field. Because many acts of censorship are localized, informal,
or never publicly challenged, the full scale of the problem is likely underreported. As a
result, self-censorship among artists, cultural workers, and dissidents remains a defining
feature of Thailand’s current environment.

14.

GOVERNMENT INTERFERENCE IN CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS AND
TRANSNATIONAL REPRESSION

Artistic freedom in Thailand is also threatened by the interference of Thai authorities in
cultural institutions. During the review period, several instances of censorship at cultural
institutions were reported.

a. In 2021, student artists of Chiang Mai University’s fine arts program who were
also involved in the art activism group Artn’t Collective reported that their senior
thesis projects were censored by the university—their artworks were taken away
in trash bags by the Deputy Dean, who later initiated Section 112 and other
charges against them. The student artists were arrested, and have faced several
cases related to this incident and other Artn’t Collective works throughout the
review period.
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Recent incidents also highlight the Thai government’s vulnerability to censorship pressure
from foreign government representatives seeking to control narratives in the diaspora and
the international community on rights issues in their countries. Thailand’s compliance with
such forms of transnational repression undermines artistic freedom for both Thai nationals
and foreign nationals residing in Thailand, including exiled artists.

a. During the review period, acts of censorship and threats against artists and
cultural workers at the Bangkok Art and Culture Center (BACC) demonstrated
the Thai authorities role in facilitating both domestic and foreign-driven
suppression:

1. In August 2025, an exhibition entitled “Constellation of Complicity:
Visualizing the Global Machine of Authoritarian Solidarity” was censored
at the Bangkok Art and Culture Centre (BACC) following objections by
representatives of the Chinese embassy. The exhibition examined global
authoritarianism and featured works by activist artists, including several
living in exile from countries such as Iran, China, and Russia. According
to reports, Chinese embassy officials, accompanied by Thai authorities,
objected to references to movements for rights and independence in Hong
Kong, Tibet, and Xinjiang, home to the Uyghur community. In response,
these elements of the exhibition were removed or obscured, along with the
names of artists from the affected regions.®

ii.  Directors of BACC reported that they had received warnings and pressure
to self-censor from representatives of the local Bangkok Metropolitan
Administration and the Thai Foreign Ministry prior to the exhibition’s
opening. According to their accounts, Thai authorities expressed concern
that the exhibition would threaten diplomatic relations between Thailand
and China.2

1ii.  One of the curators of the exhibit, known as Sai, reportedly fled Thailand
fearing arrest or detention after learning that police were looking for him.
As a Burmese national that has been critical of the military government,
he feared being deported and arrested upon his return as a result of his
critical work.%

Thailand’s willingness to censor artistic expression to shield the government from
criticism, combined with its readiness to accommodate external pressures to censor
artists—including through state and institutional channels—undermines curatorial
independence and significantly restricts artistic freedom for both Thai nationals and foreign
artists residing in Thailand, including those in exile.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

AFI urges Member States to call on Thailand to affirm its commitments to freedom of
expression, assembly, association, and protection for human rights defenders by taking the
following measures:

1. Repeal or substantially amend laws used to criminalize or penalize legitimate, peaceful
forms of expression, including:

a. Section 112 of the Thai Criminal Code;
b. Section 116 of the Thai Criminal Code;
c. The Computer Crimes Act of 2007, as amended;

2. Unconditionally release artists and cultural workers detained for peaceful expression and
drop pending charges against them, including charges arising from artistic works, satire,
non-violent protest, or curatorial activity.

3. Adopt an immediate moratorium on new arrests, prosecutions, and content-blocking
orders against artists based solely on peaceful forms of artistic expression, pending
legislative reform.

4. Cease the use of censorship, surveillance, and intimidation against artists and cultural
workers, including by:

a. Ending police home visits and informal warnings to artists and their families;

b. Prohibiting the use of police watchlists or administrative restrictions against
persons engaged in peaceful expression;

c. Publishing clear rules limiting any state request to remove or block artistic
content to cases that meet international standards of legality, necessity, and
proportionality.

d. Refraining from filing successive or repeated charges against the same
individual arising from the same expressive act or body of work, where the
evident purpose is to impose procedural burden rather than to secure a legitimate
legal outcome.

5. Protect the autonomy of artistic and cultural institutions from political and diplomatic
interference by:
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Adopting binding guidelines protecting curatorial independence in publicly
funded museums, galleries, universities, and cultural centers;

Requiring any request from a government authority or foreign diplomatic mission
to alter, cancel, or censor cultural programming to be documented and disclosed;

Establishing an independent complaint mechanism or ombudsperson to review
allegations of censorship or political interference in cultural institutions before the
next UPR cycle.

Affirming that Thailand will not comply with requests from foreign governments
or diplomatic missions to suppress, remove, or alter protected expression hosted
in Thai cultural institutions."

6. Restore freedom of movement for artists and activists punished for peaceful expression,
including by:

a.

b.

Reinstating passports wrongfully denied or revoked;

Ending travel restrictions and watchlists imposed solely because of artistic work,
peaceful protest, or political opinion;

7. Strengthen judicial and administrative safeguards for freedom of expression by:

a.

Requiring courts to consider Thailand’s obligations under international human
rights law, including Article 19 of the ICCPR, in all expression-related cases;

Training judges, prosecutors, and police on artistic freedom and the
necessity-and-proportionality test;

Providing effective and time-bound remedies for artists and institutions affected
by censorship, arbitrary detention, or unlawful interference.
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