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Sudarat Keyuraphan led Pheu Thai to win 136 constituencies as chairwoman in the 2019 

elections. In fact, Pheu Thai gained the most constituency seats of any part in the 2019 race 

under her leadership. Sudarat’s power is indicative of a trend of women moving up the ranks of 

the Thai party, and the greater involvement of women in Thai politics in general.  

The following analysis looks at the gender composition of the House of Representatives 

in the 2001, 2005, 2007 and 2011 elections, with added information from 2019. 
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 The number of women in the House of Representatives has gone up every election 

between 2001 and 2019, with the largest gain being between the 2007 and the 2011 elections. 



Women went from making up 8.4% of the legislature to making up 15.8%, a 7.4% gain in a 

relatively short amount of time. What explains this gain? And, perhaps more importantly, what 

explains why there are so few women in Thai politics to begin with? 

 Kazuki Iwanaga argues that Thai women have been instrumental to the country’s 

democratization but have failed to penetrate the political sphere as candidates. She begins by 

discussing conceptualization of gender in Thai culture, in which “women have been viewed 

stereotypically as either more moral than men or as ruled more by emotion than by reason.”  1

Because of this, women were seen as unfit to run for political office. This attitude is not novel to 

Thailand. According to the World Values Survey and researcher Christian Welzel, “a majority of 

the world’s population still believes that men make better political leaders than women.”  The 2

reasons for this often cite over emotionality, need to mother, and a specific role within the 

domestic sphere as reasons that women shouldn’t run for office.  

 Considering these obstacles (and the many others that have gone undocumented), what 

explains the upward trend of women in the House of Representatives since 2001? Iwanaga cites 

the 2001 election as a turning point in Thai electoral history for women. In this election “female 

candidates often capitalized on [a stereotypical ideal of femininity] by turning it to their 

advantage, emphasizing that women were less likely to be involved in corruption and dirty 

political games as men.”  Candidates bet that voters would buy into their claims of substantive 3

representation, and believe in some degree of biological essentialism. 

 In fact, Yingluck Shinawatra, Thailand’s first female prime minister, tried to use her 

identity as a woman as an extra qualification for her political career. Yingluck stated that being a 

woman gave her a unique perspective when it came to policymaking. When asked about being 



the first female defense minister, Yingluck stated that men and women could do the job but 

“females will be more concerned about the morale and the support, and building teamwork."  4

 Yingluck’s capitalization on her femininity did not save her from sexist attacks when she 

was in office, and some say the abuse was one of the motivations for her stepping down. In 2014 

Chiang Rai Times reported on an incident in which the leader of the Democrat Party that 

opposed Yingluck called her a “stupid bitch” on her trip to his province.  Comments like these 5

stoked the fires of the “Shutdown Bangkok” 2013-2014 protests that culminated in her May 2014 

ouster from office, shortly before a military coup.  6

 Vicious attacks on women in politics may never subside, but as women’s access to 

financial capital increases, their resources to run for office will as well. More work could be done 

to examine whether cultural or financial barriers are more of an obstacle to new female MPs. 
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