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The Nation, Opinion, Oct 31, Nov 1, Nov 2, 2000 (Three parts)
Radical and unconventional thought are necessary for political growth

Thongchai Winichakul, a former student leader and now associate
professor of history at the University of Wisconsin, reflects on
Thailand's political development during the unveiling of the October
6 monument at Thammasat University. This is the first of a
three-part series.

First, please allow me to express my admiration to everyone who
took part in the construction of the October 6, 1976 monument,
be it by money, ideas, labour or spiritual support.

I would also like to express my admiration to Thammasat University
for its support by providing a space for an historical event that
Thai society does not know how to remember.

No matter how Thammasat may have changed, today the
university has proved that it is a cradle and the place that

nurtures dreams and idealism of people who dare to think and fight
for fundamental changes that the state and many in this society
fear and consider dangerous.

Thammasat has provided shelter for generations of revolutionists
who have been ostracised by Thai society. It took generations
before some would finally be recognised.

Today, Thammasat has provided a space to record the ugly
history of the Thai state and the heroic history of those who
fought for drastic changes, including the socialists who were
victims of the state's crime on October 6, 1976. One day Thai
society will understand and accept what we all here think and feel
at this moment.

I have two main points to make today: first, the lesson of the
October 6 incident that, it seems, Thai society is not willing to
learn. Second, let me talk again about how Thai society deals with
its traumatic past.

There are many lessons that we ought to learn but today I shall
emphasise only one point that was among the causes of the
tragedy in 1976. It is also an important factor in determining our

firttire, for better or worse. This important 1€5son has fiot been
adequately learnt by the state, its machinery, the powerful or by



Thai people at large. Thus violence erupted again in May 1992,
Despite that, Thai people pay little attention to this.

The point is that Thai society does not allow much room for
differences with the Thai state (not merely governments),
particularly unconventional idealism and radicalism that differ from
the standard beliefs, and especially the ones in conflict with the
state and the major institutions of Thai society.

We do not know how to manage those conflicts with the state
which stem from unconventional or radical thinking. We do not
realise that those who think differently or those radicals who have
been ostracised are valuable resources, perhaps not for the
present but for the future of Thai society.

There are two fundamental obstacles in Thai society toward
tolerance that I would like to stress here. First, we are obsessed
by the mistaken notion of unity, and we are excessively so. From
primary school to parliament, we take satisfaction in thinking alike
on important issues. Those who think differently or
unconventionally are often ostracised in the name of unity.

This is a very crude, unsophisticated unity. It requires the use of
brute force and unsophisticated means in controlling and forging
people to obey standard thinking that the state wishes. This is a
superficial notion of unity. It may be applicable to a robotic
society or a small family run by a sole father-knows-best figure.

However, for a large and complex society, this is tyranny in the
name of unity. The better and sustainable unity does not imply
that we all think alike. Rather, it is the absence of violence and
destruction on those who think radically different. It's a condition
in which struggle and conflict take place peacefiilly.

The second obstacle to tolerance is the fact that we are obsessed
by the mistaken notion of national interest, and we are excessively
so. "National interest", "the whole society”, "the majority", all of
these became absolute righteousness. The state, the bureaucracy
and politicians claim they represent the national interest and the
interest of the society or the majority in order to abuse their
power to harm those who see the national interest differently, or
those in the minority. The rights of the minority are denied. They
are not known, let alone respected, in Thai democracy.

This is how so many people in this country falt victim to national



interest. Since every citizen is always a minority in one way or
another, we have equal opportunity to become a victim of the
power exercised in the name of the "majority". Most people in the
neighbourhood where my father-in-law lives, for example, opposed
the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration's [BMA] plan to build a
new road that would cut through the middle of the neighbourhood.
It would destroy peace and quiet in the community. However, the
BMA went ahead with the plan for, as it claimed, the benefit of the
majority of Bangkok people.

Or the case we all know well - the Pak Mool villagers opposing the
hydroelectric dam that destroys the river, fish stock and their
livelihood. They want their normal life back. "For the sake of the
whole society", every administration has invoked, the dam must go
on.

State projects that never allow people participation in the decision
making usually invoke the benefit of the nation, the whole society
or the majority, to muzzle the mouths of those opponents who
(definitely) are not the majority of the entire population. But the
"majority", "society", or "nation" are insubstantial terms. They are

false claims to legitimacy according to the mistaken principle of
democracy.

Democracy is not a licence for the majority to squash or destroy
the minority. National interest or the societal benefits do not
justify the abuse of power to destroy different ways of life.
So-called "Thai democracy" became a regime and system for the
state to abuse its power in the name of the majority and national
interest. In this respect, Thai politics has not really gone beyond
the age of (dictator) Sarit (Thanarath -1957-1960).

This is tyranny in the name of national interest.

In short, the discourses of unity and national interest enable the
abuse of power to suppress and crack down on those ideas that
are in conflict with the state, ostracising idealism and
unconventional thinking as a danger.

Not only should we welcome unconventional and radical ideas, but
equally necessary is their political participation, especially amidst
new influences from the outside.

" Furthermore, idédlogical debates will help society develop, gaining
intellectual maturity, for people to criticise, to choose, accept,



imitate, dissect, or discard new influences from both within and
without. "The culture of criticism" is the necessary immunity in
facing an outside world that is beyond our control.

A society of people who only think alike, superficially unified, is like
a vast field of a single crop. A huge harvest may be reaped in the
short run, but no sustainable growth can be expected. It is prone

to devastation when met with a new and unknown disease or

plague.

Diversity may not look nice or neat. But it helps a society to grow
sustainably. Participation from unconventional people and radicals
is necessary for the maturity of society.

~TOP A~
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THAILAND'S INDEPENDENT ONLINE NEWS & INFORMATION SERVICE

Facing up to a painful past is crucial

MA;L F0 A FRIERD

University of Wisconsin associate professor of
history Thongchai Winichakul, a former student
leader, continues his thoughts on Thailand's W PRINT misesce
political development. This is the second of a
three-part series.

vous COMMENTS

Four years ago, when we commemorated the
20th anniversary of the October 6 incident, we
said that it was all right if people were once
socialists or communists. There was no need
to hide their pasts. Actually we should be proud
that we were born with a purpose in life; our
Nation search lives are worthwhile.

S S

Today, | would like to take that a step further,
that is, we must give the opportunity for diverse
views so they all can peacefully be part of the
construction of this society.

It is all right if anybody is still a socialist or a
communist. The state has no right to harm
them, if it really cares about Thai society.

| repeat here again that unity must not mean
the absence of conflicts. Unity should mean
peaceful conflicts without harming or
destroying. In the name of unity or national
interest, there should be no killing, no
elimination of the others.

Since differences are necessary, we should
learn how to deal with conflicts that stem from
differences and diversity, especially when the
state is one of the parties.

Conflict management refers to methods,
technigues in negotiation and reconciliation to
resolve conflicts. This is no easy task. Thai

. society greatly lacks the know-how and
mechanism for this. Villagers who are affected
by state projects have waited in front of
Government House for three months now.
They were beaten and were accused by the

1of4 10/31/00 1:5¢ PM
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police of being foreigners. Besides, in this
country a public hearing has become a mere
public-relations act.

But these are only the technical levels of
conflict management.

More fundamentally, it is important to develop a
political culture in which the state truly listens
and responds {o the people and allows their
participation. Elected government does not
have the monopoly of legitimacy. At times they
make mistakes; indeed they often make
mistakes. :

Therefore the state must listen, respond and
allow the different idea, and the people and
interest groups who are in conflict with the
state to easily take part in the decision making.

Conflicts must not remain unsolved because of
a call for unity or of being overly terrified of
confronting ideas and movements.

The political system that Thailand needs is one
in which the state's authority is more
fragmented and smaller and has less power,
allowing for the opening up of more space for
diversity and differences to easily take part in
the political process. In such a situation the
government would be more responsive to
difference and diversity, and the possibility of
eliminating or suppressing radicals or
opponents of the state would be reduced.

How to deal with the history of the October 6,
1976 incident is a clear example of the
mismanagement of conflict. It was handled with
narrow-mindedness, with no consideration for
the benefits of the succeeding generations.

Thai society deals with its ambivalent or
unforgettable past in two ways. The first is to
simply deny its existence. Pridi [Banomyong],
for example, was a non-person for five or six
decades. The second is to completely deny

We are gathered here today to commemorate
the October 6 massacre. But | am sorry to say
that there have been many more traumatic

16/31/00 1:50 PM
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events that are completely forgotten, even
worse than October 6.

The October 6 incident was related to the
hanging of two electricity workers. Now we
hardly think about who they were, where their
families lived or what happened to them.

The October 6 incident marked the end of the
urban socialist movement in Thailand. But the
suppression of the socialist movement began
long before Octaober 6. Now we hardly think of
Bunsanong Bunyotayan [the secretary-general
of the Socialist Party of Thailand, who was
assassinated in early 1976]. Today we don't
know who did it or what actually happened to
him. Has anyone ever thought about his wife
Thatsanee and his family? It must have been
really difficult for her and their children to
survive the past 25 years.

But Bunsanong is only one of many workers,
farmers and student leaders who were Killed,
one after another, altogether about a hundred.
Every one of them has a family, parents,
husbands or wives, brothers and sisters. Some
had children. Those who were left behind
never Knew what really happened to their loved
ones.

Society does not remember. It does not bother
to seek answers. No investigation. No justice.

Did you know that during the same period there
was another massacre that has been
conveniently forgotten? It was said that the
incident was not a political one. Whether was it
political or not, the fact that the state

machinery killed about 70 people in the
Chinese district of Bangkok within a few days
should not be forgotten as if nothing ever
happened.

The "Plabplachai Riot" has been pushed from
our memory just because it is believed that the
turbulence was caused by Chinese gangsters.

Out of pride in our national history we wish not
to face the fact that such incidents took place.

~.In.the year 2000, do.you still believe so? e

10/31/00 1:5¢ PM
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We have made our national history graceful by
pushing aside the traumatic past and excusing
such things as "some old incidents that shouid
not be dug up to make fuss about". | have
often seen phrases like this on Internet sites
such as Pantip.com and Krungthepturakij.

These incidents are denied, consigned to the
realm of silence, instead of being in the realm
of memory and history. They are a part of a
past that is in opposition to the graceful
national past.
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Ignoring history is just self-delusion

In remembrance of the October 6 massacre,
Thongchai Winichakul, a former student leader _

and now associate professor of history at the B PRINT 7 pace
University of Wisconsin, tells why the truth
must be recognised. This is the final of a
three-part series.

vous COMMENTS

Our graceful national past is in fact a huge
dose of tranquilliser that puts us under the
hallucinatory delusion of our beautiful
self-hood.

Nation search This biased history is avicca (ignorance)
: iiGo:  because it makes us cling more to the delusion
of ourselves. The longer we accept this the
less we know ourselves.

In fact, it is not difficult to understand the
significance of those "old incidents that should
not be dug up to make a fuss about".

Let's assume a loved one, be it your child, wife,
husband, brother or sister, suddenly perished
mysteriously and brutally without explanation.

The police do not investigate. Nobody is
punished. No explanation is ever given about
what happened. Worse, the state claims that
your loved one was a traitor, "scum of the
earth", or a Chinese gangster.

As the years go by, you keep telling yourself
every day that your loved one was not a bad
person. You keep that memory to yourself,
though, alone, as you dare not speak out or
reveal it to anybody else.

You are afraid of being further ostracised even
as you know in your heart that your loved one
was a great person, as always and ever.

Then, suppose one day the public accepted
the truth that you knew all along: "Yes, your

1 of4 11/1/00 1:22 PM
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loved one was a great person and we shall
help you find out what really happened". That
would be the most beautiful day in your life.

This is not about revenge. Revenge doesn't
heal the wounds. The joy is in knowing that
your loved one is recognised and remembered
by the public; is no longer in the shadow of
silence; that you can have pride in being able
to openly tell his heroic story without hesitation
or ambivalence; that you can put his picture in
a place where everybody can see. This is the
justice that we seek.

The second method of dealing with the
traumatic past is to change its meaning,
making it capable of being accepted - "suitable
for the stomach", so to speak.

It is true that the past has multiple meanings
and values depending on perspectives,
especially the ones retrospectively projected
from the present.

This is human nature. It opens up the
possibility of interpreting the past to serve the
present.

One might say with confidence that the student
movement from the October 6 incident was
Leftist. Students fought for fundamental
changes to society. Many were fully aware that
they wanted socialism (no matter if or how they
actually understood it). A number of them were
interested in, or supported, communism, as an
ideology and as a party - the Communist Party
of Thailand.

Whethér they were right or wrong, their
idealism was not ugly or frightening. They were
not enemies of the people.

No matter if they were right or wrong, good or
bad, the Leftists, the socialists, and
communlsts were real in Thai somety Whether
we like or hate them, we have no right to deny

2 of4

the_past

Many people then and now do not love the
monarchy, religion and nation as narrowly
prescribed by the state and society.

11/1/00 1:22 PM
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So what? They have been arrested, and killed.
What else? Are we going to deny their
existence or pretend that these people love the
nation, religion and monarchy in the same way
others do? Will we deny them their own past?

Today, as we gather in front of the October 6
monument, we ought to encourage society to
accept those Leftists - the departed ones, the
ones who were our own past, and those who
still hold it dear in the present.

They must have the right to be themselves, no
matter how they love or do not love the nation,
religion and monarchy.

Dreams and idealism are lacking indeed.
These people are honourable for their
relentless efforts to make our society better in
accordance with their dreams and idealism.

Unfortunately, their ideas ran strongly against
the state ideology and conventional thinking in
society.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the October
6 incident remains pushed out of the realm of
our national memory.

Given this ambivalence, many of us who are
trying to rescue the history of the October 6
massacre feel uneasy about honouring some
of the dead socialists or communists.

Many of us have turned them into merely
innocent, democratic activists, free from any
radicalism. Some want the incident to be
remembered from Ajarn Puey's [Ungpakorn]
view only. '

Twenty-four years later, here at the same place
they were killed, | do not think that we have any
choice but to honour them and admire their
idealism.

- We should_honour them, whethertheywere .

moralists, or simply activists who abhorred
injustice, or anarchists who hated every kind of
state power, or Leftists of any shade, socialists
of any camp, or admirers of the Communist

11/1/00 1:22 PM
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Party of Thailand.

Twenty-four years later, here at Thammasat,
there is no better place to build a monument to
a memory that society wishes not to have.

This monument is for multiple memories,
including an honourable one for the Leftists
and socialists who were victims of state crime.
This, it is hoped, will remind society that its
future lies in embracing differences and
conflicts with the state and in allowing them to
take part openly and peacefully in the political
process.

If this kind of memory is difficult for Thai society
today, our task is to fight until society can
tolerate the radicals, not to deny their past or to
cut it to fit what society wants.
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""Power unused is no power. It exists only in relations"

Richard Rath
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