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What is Racial Profiling?

- The former United Nations Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial  
discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance, Mutuma Ruteere, has defined “racial profiling” as  
“a reliance by law enforcement, security and border control personnel on race, colour, descent or 
national or ethnic origin as a basis for subjecting persons to detailed searches, identity checks and 
investigations, or for determining whether an individual is engaged in criminal activity.”1 Similar prac-
tices have been reported everywhere across the world, including in Thailand.2

- Racial profiling is often carried out in the name of public safety, national security, or even ‘peace’, 
and could take place in various forms, such as stops, identity checks, raids, dragnet searches, 
targeted surveillance or data mining, arrests, and detention. 

- The practice of racial profiling may stem from intersectional grounds combining racial discrimination 
with biases on the basis of gender, sexual orientation, age, and religion.3

Social psychology of racial profiling: Racial/ethnic stereotypes as heuristics

- While race and ethnicity are social constructs, they effectively 
classify people into different groups and produce  
asymmetrical social relationships between these groups. 
Importantly, they generate and associate negative  
stereotypes with marginalized racial/ethnic groups in order 
to justify violence, inequalities, and marginalization 
against them.4

1 United Nations, General Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia 
and related intolerance, Mutuma Ruteere, A/HRC/29/46 (20 April 2015), available from https://undocs.org/A/HRC/29/46. The Durban 
Declaration and Programme of Action offers a similar definition in Paragraph 72 as follows:  “the practice of police and other law enforcement 
officers relying, to any degree, on race, colour, descent or national or ethnic origin as the basis for subjecting persons to investigatory activities 
or for determining whether an individual is engaged in criminal activity.” 
2 Ibid.
3 See more details about the intersection between religious and racial profiling after 11 September 2001 at United Nations, General  
Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms while  
countering terrorism, Martin Scheinin, A/HRC/29/46, available from https://undocs.org/A/HRC/4/26. See also Holder, Ross. “On the  
Intersectionality of Religious and Racial Discrimination: A Case Study on the Applicability of ICERD with Respect to China’s Uyghur  
Muslim Minority.” Religion & Human Rights, vol. 14, no. 1, Mar. 2019,  
4 Schneider, Christopher J. “Integrating Critical Race Theory and Postmodernism Implications of Race, Class, and Gender.” Critical  
Criminology, vol. 12, no. 1, 2004, pp. 87–103. 
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- In various contexts across the world, marginalized ethnic groups are stereotypically associated with 
criminality, public disorder, and national insecurity. For instance, studies show that Blacks in the 
USA and Aboriginal people in Australia are often perceived by law enforcement personnel as  
criminals. Similarly, in Thailand, indigenous peoples have suffered extensively from the negative  
labels of “drug producers/smugglers” and “forest destroyers.”5 Malay Muslims, on the other 
hand, are often assumed to be “insurgents”6 

- These stereotypes function as “heuristics” or cognitive shortcuts for state officials involved in racial 
profiling. In other words, many officials use such stereotypes, rather than objective evidence or  
individual conducts, to erroneously determine a basis for suspicion against individuals based on 
their membership or perceived affiliation with certain racial, ethnic, or other minority status.7 It must 
be noted that the heuristics can be activated both consciously and unconsciously; intention of  
the perpetrator is not relevant to determining whether racial profiling has taken place.8

5 Pinkaew Laungaramsri, “Ethnicity and the Politics of Ethnic Classification in Thailand,” Ethnicity in Asia (Asia’s Transformations):  
A Comparative Introduction, Colin Mackerras, New York; London, Routledge, 2003, pp. 157-173. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Replogle, Elaine M., et al., editors. “Racial Profiling.” Debates on U.S. Immigration, SAGE Publications, 2012, pp. 491–508.
8 Refer to an interesting debate on the importance of intention on the matter of racial profiling at Chan, Janet. “Racial Profiling and Police 
Subculture.” Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice, vol. 53, no. 1, 2011, pp. 75–78.
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What’s wrong with racial profiling?

- “Racial profiling diverts officers’ attention from using actual, objective signs of suspicious behavior  
to effectively assess situations.”9 It encourages corruption and provides an ineffective basis for  
deterring crimes, insurgency, and any other illegal activities. While racial-profiling operations are  
often carried out in the name of “national security” or “public safety”, it, in fact, wastes state  
resources and undermines the safety and well-being of the people.  

- Racial profiling generates a vicious cycle of overcriminalization of ethnic and racial minorities.  
Subjected to negative stereotypes, those perceived and socially categorized as ethnic and racial 
minorities often experience targeted policing by law enforcement authorities. Furthermore, the myth 
that people belonging to these groups are inherently criminal makes them more vulnerable to  
arbitrary arrest, detention, and conviction. The high rate of arrest and conviction, in turn, reinforces 
the stereotypes, thereby feeding into the vicious cycle of overcriminalization.10

- The use of racial profiling further poisons the relationship with and perception of state officials among 
racial and ethnic minorities.11 Studies confirm that minority groups who feel racially profiled are likely 
to feel unsafe and lose their trust in state institutions as a result.12

9 Jasmine Elliott, “Racial Profiling is Ineffective, Distracting, and Detrimental to Public Safety,” American Civil Liberties Union, July 9, 2018, 
accessed July 31, 2019, https://www.aclu.org/blog/smart-justice/mass-incarceration/racial-profiling-ineffective-distracting-and-detrimental.
10 Annabelle Lever, “Why Racial Profiling is Hard to Justify,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 33 no. 1 (2005): 97.
11 George Higgins, Shaun Gabbidon & Gennaro Vito, “Exploring the influence of race relations and public safety concerns on public  
support for racial profiling during traffic stops,” International Journal of Police Science and Management 12 no. 2 (2010): 20.
12 Thomas B. Priest and Deborah Brown Carter, “Evaluations of police performance in an African American sample,” Journal of  
Criminal Justice no. 27 (1999): 457–465.



Examples of racial profiling in Thailand

Indigenous peoples and extrajudicial executions

Stereotypically perceived as drug producers and traffickers, indigenous peoples living along the  
Northern and Western border between Thailand and Myanmar have been disproportionately affected  
by extrajudicial executions due to the Thai government’s anti-drug policies. During 2003, under the  
government-led “War on Drug,” Thai security forces carried out 2,819 extrajudicial killings of alleged drug  
offenders; many of whom were ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples. 

Even though the War on Drug has officially ended in Thailand, its legacy of racialized violence against 
indigenous peoples still live on. Indigenous peoples are still considered ‘threatening’ drug smugglers in the 
eyes of many law enforcement officers. In 2014, an indigenous Lahu youth activist and a Lisu man were 
gunned down at security checkpoints as they were accused of carrying drugs and attempting to resist arrest 
with firearms. Several pieces of evidence, however, demonstrate that the checkpoint officers were not  
genuinely acting in self-defence and that the shootings may have been racially motivated.13 In July 2019, 
another Lahu man was shot dead at another checkpoint with similar allegations and narratives of what  
happened from the security force’s side.14 No perpetrators for any of these cases have been brought  
to justice. 

DNA collection dragnet in the SBP

The Thai security forces have been randomly  
collecting DNA samples from Malay Muslims in the  
southern border provinces (SBPs), allegedly for securing 
a database that would help them convict suspected  
insurgents more effectively. The main target groups are 
suspected insurgents, their family members, and  
residents of the Red Zones where non-state militant 
groups are most active. At times of the escalation of 
armed violence, such operations would be scaled up and 
expanded to Malay Muslim communities in Bangkok.15 In 
2019, at least 139 cases have been reported to and  
verified by the Cross-Cultural Foundation. 

In 2015, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination that these DNA dragnets can 
amount to racial profiling because the officials presumed that Malay Muslims are automatically suspected 
insurgents due to their ethnicity.16

13 See more details about both cases at https://hrdmemorial.org/hrdrecord/chaiyaphum-pa-sae/ 
14 See more details about the case at http://naksit.net/2019/07/joint-statementcivil-society-organizations-calls-for-a-prompt- 
independent-investigation-into-the-alleged-extrajudicial-killing-of-an-indigenous-lahu-man-mr-jajue-ja-or/ 
15 In the wake of bombings in Bangkok during 1-2 August 2019, the Special Branch Police submitted a letter to all universities, asking for 
personal information about their Muslim students. Such a practice has been condemned by many human rights organizations as religious 
and racial profiling. 
16 See the primary letter from José Francisco Calí Tzay, the Chair of the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination to the  
Thai government at CERD/GH/mja/ks, available from https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/CERD/EarlyWarning/Letters/ 
Thailand15May2015.pdf
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