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Executive Summary

There are beliefs that economic inequality causes, or closely associates with social
conflicts, both violent and non-violent ones. There is, however, much ambiguity about
the true nature of the causality or associations. This paper reviews some theories that
sheds lights on this issue, and applies to the international and domestic experiences of
inequality-related social conflicts. Discussions on conflict management are also

Thailand is among the economies with the highest income inequality; its
inequality index is on par with some of the inequality-plagued Latin American
economies. Income became more unequal until 1990, when it has stayed more or less
stable at the high inequality level.

However, no solid theory predicts that economic inequality necessarily causes
violent social conflicts. There are many non-economic factors contributing to social
conflicts: social attitude toward inequality, grouping capacity, conflict prevention and
resolution, institution setting, rulers’ ability to repress conflicts, etc. However, it is
hypothesized that when there are major and rapid economic changes, conflicts tend to
emerge especially when other aspect of society (bureaucratic and legal system, culture,
politics, etc.) can not keep up in pace. Examples of this type of conflicts date back to the
era of industrial revolution in Europe centuries ago, and the Latin American experiences
of the late 1990 to early 2000 of economic crises. For Thailand, a few violent events that
took place can be regarded as inequality-related. The 1973 massive civil uprising was
thought of as a consequence of continuous economic improvement that was not paralleled
by adequate socio-politic advancements. The rising economic inequality was thus seen as
unjust by the society at large, resulting in conflicts that ended with sorrowful violence.
More recent violence was those related to conflicts over natural resources use, and big
development projects with doubtful environmental impacts.

One of the lessons learned is therefore that economic inequality is more likely to
cause conflicts when it is seen unjust by the society. If a person earns income and
possesses wealth by mean of his/her effort and intelligence, then the resulting inequality
is acceptable. Only when the societal systems (economic, social, politics) lack
transparency and plague with corruption, cronyism, privilege, etc., that the economic
inequality may lead to conflicts. The way toward harmonious society is thus to promote
the transparency at every corners and every level of the society. The government can also
play a major role though sensible redistribution policies such that tax policy, the social
security policy.
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