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Society's dance of art
Published on Oct 4, 2001

The tragic events of October 6, 1976 radically reworked the
complex relationship between art and society in Thailand,
which continues to intriguingly evolve.

Art and society are intricately intertwined, both influencing
each other in myriad ways. When society is healthy, its artis
rich and delicate. And during times of furmoil, artists express
inner grief through raw, often more disturbing works,

The events of October 14, 1973 and October 6, 1976, in
which hundreds of Thais were killed by the military, evoke
the deepest grief. Productively, these episodes were also
catalysts for the Kingdom's "art for life" movement.
Figurative-style protest posters, songs for life, cheaply
produced plays and films, and other art forms dispersed
strong messages about society. Underground
socialist-realism literature spread among the young, who
now are in their 40s.

As Thais commemorate the 25th anniversary of the student
uprising of October 6, 1976, there is sure to be much
discussion of the dramatic political, societal, and attitudinal
changes precipitated by that landmark event in modern Thai
history. Over the past quarter century, there has been a big
change in the meaning of the term "art for life", a concept
associated by many with the radical re-examination of
values that went on between 1973 and the right-wing
backlash of 1976.

The Thai origins of the term date to 1957, when prominent
social revolutionary Jitr Bhumisak suggested that true art
should be "for life's sake” not "for art's sake". But there was
little debate on the issue at that time, due to the limitations
on artistic and most other kinds of expression, imposed by
the autocratic right-wing governments-of Sarit Thanarat and
Thanom Kittikachorn.

The "art for life" movement alse concerned itself with the
plight of the social underclasses. The unprecedented
freedom of expression between October 1973 and the
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military coup in 1976 unleashed a tidal wave of debate on
social structures. Radical criticism of and challenges to
prevailing attitudes on culture and the arts revolutionised the
local art scene and politicised many artists.

Twenty-five years on, we once again have a democratically
elected government. The 1997 constitution provides a host
of individual rights and protections never before available to
the man in the street. But millions of farmers and unskilled
labourers still live in poverty; millions more are unemployed;
corruption, nepotism and cronyism are still endemic; justice
is still the preserve of those who can afford it. As our social
structures have become more and more complex, so too
have societal, political, and economic problems.

Embracing these developments, the "art for life” movement
has expanded too. Reflecting the growth in size and
influence of the middle classes, “art for life" now no longer
limits itself to issues which only affect the underprivileged.
For today's youth, who have not known the tragedies of their
parents' generation, the focus has widened from social
realism to include late~20th-century bugbears like
materialism, consumerism, environmental degradation, and
the growing disregard for Buddhist values. And the focus
has now maved beyond our borders to deal with social
issues which affect people all over the world.

And while impressionist work is still a mainstay of the "art for
life" genre, a greater variety of artistic media and more
complex approaches are now being employed, seenin
conceptual and performance art, short films, installation art,
and computer-generated works.

Last Saturday the Pridi Banomyong Institute organised the
Art and Society seminar, focused on re-examining art and
society development during the past 25 years. Experis in
various art and entertainment fields attended and shared
their views.

In the world of Thai film, fewer films being made may
actually be translating into more creativity and thought being
put into those few which make it to the screen. Seminar
attendee Dome Sukawong, director of the National Archive,
says that a key part of this shift is seen in the new breed of
Thai films. "Five years ago, when the film industry suffered
setbacks, independent short fiims became more popular.
For more than two decades, there have been big changes in
local films circles." He said that there are many fewer films
being made these days, with the number decreasing from
around 100 films a year, to about a dozen a year now. Rapid
changes in society challenging many in young generation -
sex, drugs, desperate spirits, and adjusting to the high speed
of the IT era - are often focused on in modern Thai films.

Visual art is also undergoing big changes, as new media
forms are invented and manipulated. "Our society is more
and more complex. Many young arfists reflect things
happening today, instead of focusing on history. In this way, |
think that art has become more widely expressed, and is
maore widely open 1o interpretation,” said Surojana
Sethabuttra, a ceramist and lecturer whose ceramic
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collection History Wall depicis historic scenes of bloodshed
in 1973 located at The Qctober 14, 1973 Monument at the
corner of Korwua Intersection on Rajadamnoen Avenue.

Veteran writer Suchart Sawatsri, another panel member at
the seminar, agrees with her. "Art is related to society in
different aspects. Art today is no longer the treasure of
nations and classes. Its context does not focus on any one
class or religion. Modern art is multidisciplinary, blurring
boundaries and tastes. Viewers' interpretations, once based
firmly on background and culture, are evolving. To me, 'art
for life' in literature should keep evolving, and not rely just on
past definitions,” Suchart commented.

But some early members of the movement lament at how
the term "art for life" has been changed - distorted, in their
view into 'art for the artist's life’'.

"Now, in the era of capitalism, many artists are employing
their artistic skill just for commercial art. It is the art of
bringing out money from the audience’s pockets. Songs for
life and its kind of pub culture are the evidence," said Thiva
Sarajutha, editor of Season magazine, an influential music
magazine, who added that the audiences today don't get the
original songs for life message.

He said that since Thailand's two music giants, Grammy
Entertainment and RS Promotion, were established in the
early 1990s, the music scene has become dismally
over-commercialised. Alternative, indie, or music styles
otherwise not subservient to the streamlined industry have
dramatically faded since then.

"It seemed that that hip hop, which is very popular in the
United States, would be a hit here, but did not succeed here
because this kind of music does not harmonise with our
music business. Now the music circle has nothing new. We
just keep waiting for the next big thing," Thiwa pointed out.

On the thankiully edgier theatre scene, Srinakharinwirot
University lecturer Parichat Jungwiwattanaporn said that
although historic and social issues have inspired dramatists
and theatrical students both in the 1970s and today,
presentation and context has dramatically changed.

"From 1973 to 1976, theatre focused on the suffering in
society. What society at that time could not express directly,
dramatic art helped express," said Parichat, who named
Theatre 28 and Crescent Moon as two troupes well
representative of modernist trends in theatre.

Thai artists are freer than ever before to express
themselves. But while they can now lampoon cerrupt MPs
and government officials more or less with impunity, there
are still some limitations. Issues addressing the monarchy
remain largely taboo. Buddhism, some political issues, and
erctica must alsc be handled delicately. Siill, freedom of
expression in Thailand is much further advanced then in
most of Southeast Asia.

Not that regional standards of freedom of expression are the
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world's highest. And much fuss and attention of censors has
been paid to films like the erotic Jan Dara by Nonzee
Nimibutr, and Bhandit Rittikcl's Moon Hunter, which
addresses the political turmoil of the early 1970s. In
societies more used to healthy debate and exchange of
ideas, they wouldn't cause such a stir.

The panellists agreed that the development of art and
society should be more integrated, and that all facets of
society, including artists, audiences, and the government,
should more actively engage each other. They agreed that a
government-supported art centre would be an ideal venue
and inspiration for such needed exchange of creative ideas.

Phatarawadee Phataranawik

THE NATION
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OCTOBER UPRISING

Ministry renews push for book

No review is needed, says Prapatpong

Sirikul Bunnag Onnucha Hutasingh

The Education Ministry will make another effort to put a poetry book about the student
uprising on Oct 14, 1973, into secondary schools.

Deputy Minister Sirikorn Maneerin said yesterday she would order the Curriculum and
Instruction Development Department to set up another committee to approve the book,
written by Naowarat Pongpaiboon, a SeaWrite award winner.

Mr Naowarat was asked by the department to document in verse the bloody protest by
student activists and pro-democracy groups against the Thanom Kittikachorn regime,
for supplementary reading in schools,

wysiwyg://16/http:/Awvww bangkokpost.com/News/050¢t2001_news75.html
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But when it was complete no-one wanted to proofread the draft and approve the
contents. The vartous authorities approached said they could not help because they did
not witness the events themselves.

Mr Naowarat was told to publish the book himself. Schools, however, said they could
not promote the book without formal ministry approval.

Mrs Sirikorn said she did not regard the contents as harmful to children, but thought
certain pictures that could cause pain should be removed.

She said the new review of the book might not be finished before the second semester
begins in November.

Nevertheless, the ministry would set aside funds for scheols to buy the book for their
libraries.

Department chief Prapatpong Senarit said a review was not necessary.

The department would accept the book, being published privately, for use in schools,
he said.

Kosol Palaklang, director of Wachirathamsathit school, said he believed the book
would help instil a love for democracy and the nation in students.

Pramuan Boonyapapong, Wat Suthiwararam school director, said someone would have
to approve the book before it was tanght at his school.

Previons story Next story
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----- In the drafting of the 1997 reform Constitution, the class

opinion struggle of the 1970s was succeeded by a pluralistic vision
of Thai society

features
entertainment The upheavals and reforms of the 1990s were influenced by
the tumultuous changes of the 1970s. A military coup
letters against an elected government in 1991 and the subsequent
ht' popular uprising in May 1992, which overthrew this military
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, w regime, convinced many sections of the Thai elite that y
cartoon further political reform was long overdue. Yet calls for i1
e e reform in this period-came from two conflicting class WHA
byteline factions: the "people's faction" and the "liberal business —
. faction". SAY:
weekend Chec
femme The real push for serious reform came from the
s pro-democracy activists who had taken part in the May 1982 WIR
travel & tourism overthrow of the military, most of whom represented, in one
e s way or another, the interests of the working class, peasantry H‘?W
learn enghsh and poor in general. usinge
1

learn thai

The main theoretical guide for these groups in their
demands for reform was not the socialism of the 1970s but EDIT
the idea of strengthening civil society in order to reduce the
power of the bureaucratic state. They aimed to rewrite the
Constitution in order to achieve decentralisation of political EC se
power and increase basic human rights.

Another important objective was the setting up of B
independent scrutinising bodies, such as the National
Counter Corruption Commission, Human Rights There i
_______________________________________________ Commission and Election Commission. Aithough the term room
............ Jweb search independent was meant to mean independence from the Nation.

| AltaVista |v government and political bias, how exactly this would be
S - achieved was never clearly speltet. :

Although the secornd féction calling fof proiirtircrail }éfbrnﬂ dld so

mainly after the May 1892 events it later managed to control Thai P
the actual drafting of the new Constitution by appointing its Footbal
members to the drafting committee. This faction was an Egi'czt
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e alliance of modernist business leaders, politicians, Interne
mailing list bureaucrats and intellectuals who hoped that the reformed Media

Receive regular state power could more effectively match the complex legal Enterta
news and info and social requirements of a modern, globalised economy. 'é‘;":; f‘I’
about this site | They called for "good governance”, emphasising Hea,f
transparency, accountability and popular participation in Natio

@ subscribe crder to reduce the more blatant corruption, patronage and
vote-buying in the political and economic system.

The reform Constitution was passed by Parliament in
September 1997, overcoming oppaosition from conservative
politicians and government officials.

This victory for political reform was achieved by packaging it
as both a conservative measure to enhance government
stability and as a radical expansion of opportunity for political
participation. Yet, in drafting the Constitution, the ideas
proposed by the NGOs and labour groups were only taken
up when they fitted into the general blueprint already
determined by the liberals.

How could it be that the "people’s faction” was willing to
support the final form of the Constitution after aliowing the
"liberal business faction" to take charge during the drafting
stage?

The answer lies in the legacy of the struggles of the 1970s.
Today the "people's faction” is no longer seeking a
fundamental change in Thai society. They reluctantly accept
capitalism, although not necessarily in the form of
neo-liberalism, and no longer seek to overthrow the state.
Instead of a class analysis of society, they have adopted a
pluralist view: the right-wing theory of civil society.

Many student activists who entered the jungle and fought
alongside the Communist Party of Thailand have been
"wounded twice". Firstly they were brutally attacked by the
Thai state in 1976. Then they became disillusioned by the
Stalinist politics of the Communist Party.

it is this generation of activists that took a leading role in the
NGO movement. This has meant that in such circles there is
an extreme reluctance to re-establish political parties of the
left. Instead of this, a "civil-society” struggle to create a
"political space” for various interest groups is preferred. This
is the main current of thought within the Assembly of the
Poor.

The weakness of civil-society theory, which is at the heart of
NGO political analysis, is that it overlooks the issue of class
power, both in terms of the state and the control over the
means of production. Civil-society theory presupposes that
the main area of political conflict is between the state and
non-state groups in society at large.

- ~Forthis reason it is blind to conflicting class-interests-and - -————--—
unable to shed light on the class-based proposals put
forward by the liberal business faction. Civil-society theory's
obsession with reducing the role of the state also dovetails
nicely with neo-liberalism and free-market ideclogy.
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Finally, NGO thinking borrowed, in a rather structuralist and
mechanical manner, the pluralist idea that all social groups
can be equally represented in a reformed, just, and fair
political system.

This explains how a united front in favour of the new
Constitution was built between two different class factions
favouring political reform. Yet without political parties of the
peasantry and the working class, little economic or political
reform to create a more just society will ever take place.

The bloody October 6th crackdown did not result in the
destruction of the left merely by force. The ideological
legacy of the crackdown, when considered alongside the
disillusionment of the left, brought about by the experiences
of working with the CPT and the international collapse of
Stalinism, is even more important.

A dominant theme in the collective social memory of the
October 6th generation is the claim that the leftist activists
were to blame for the massacre themselves. The argument
runs that students and workers were right to overthrow the
military back in 1973 but they just did not know when to stop;
all those demonstrations and strikes alienated the students
and the left from the rest of society. This is not a uniquely
Thai argument. After the brutal crackdown and destruction
of the democratically elected Allende government in Chile,
many ex-radicals, including those in the Communist Party of
Chile, came to the conclusion that the left "had gone too far
and provoked the right-wing backlash”.

How did the students and the left supposediy "go oo far* in
19767 They organised protests on political issues, such as
opposing dictatorship or calling for the removal of US
military bases; they were interested in social and economic
issues, such as the rising price of petrol and bus fares; and
they supported workers and struggled for social justice.

Self-censorship and disillusionment among the left of the
"Cctober Generation" means that any attempt to suggest
that economic inequality can be redressed through even
mild proposals for a welfare state and progressive taxation
of the rich, is today often met with derision.

October 6 esfablished "as fact" that the poor will always be
poor and the rich will live in luxury and rule over the rest of
us. The supremacy of free-market mechanisms under
capitalism is also taken for granted. In fact this is written into
a specific article contained within the 1997 Constitution.
Article 87 states that "the state must support a free-market
economic system . , ."

An important claim by the supperters of the new Constitution
was that it would abolish, or at least reduce, vote-buying and
the influence of money politics. Thirayuth Boonmee,
academic and former student leader from 1973, had
warned that vote-buying patterns would merely be changed
in order to attempt to avoid detection by the Election
Commission. His prediction seems to have been correct.

The central weakness in the effectiveness of the new
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Constitution lies with the narrow structuralist approach to
cleaning-up Thai politics.

This invoives a belief in the possibility of drawing up a new
Constitution and associated election laws to "outlaw" money
politics. Yet, it never goes to the heart of the problem.
Vote-buying is a common phenomenon associated with an
electoral system where there is a monopoly of parties from
the capitalist class and this can often result in patron-client
relationships between politicians and the electorate. If all the
main pelitical parties are those of rich businessmen and
influential people, the only way to make a cheice at election
time is through money and favours.

Similarly, the United States election system is dominated by
money polilics, although the actual methods of using money
differ from the Thai case.

As Thammasat academic Anek Laothamatas, now a
Democrat party-list MP, explains: "Thai politics is a matter of
commerce because it makes no difference in terms of
policies towards any of the interest groups whichever party
wins."

The key to reducing the role of money politics is to increase
participation by political parties from other social classes.

It was the activities of working-class organisations, such as
the London Corresponding Society or the Chartists and the
rise of the Labour Parly, a party based upon the trade-union
mavement, which destroyed the old "rotten-borough” system
of money politics in Britain. This brings us full circle back to
the issue of the destruction of the left on October 6, 19786.
Back in the mid-1870s, the Socialist Party of Thailand won
seats, not by going into the villages and handing out cash
through local networks of influential people, but by holding
mass public meetings in villages where well-known leaders
like Boohsanong Punyodyana would outline left-wing
policies such as {and reform and progressive taxation fo
build a welfare state.

In conclusion, the October 8, 1976 massacre was a
successful attempt to destroy the left in Thai politics. The
ruling elite, who were behind this massacre, have no
long-term objection to parliamentary democracy on one
condition: that it is cleansed of all ideas of socialism.

This explains why the political system did not remain as a
military dictatorship for long after 1976. More than this, it
explains the very nature of the Thai parliamentary system
today, which was shaped by the events of the 1970s and
differs markedly from the parliamentary democracy of that
period.

Today, the impact of the Asian economic crisis, and a whole
new generation of people with little knowledge of the 1970s,
means that socialism may yet creep back into Thai
democracy. The populist policies of the new Thai Rak Thai
government may be an indication of social pressure from
below and the re-eniry of class struggle into parliamentary
politics.
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Ji Ungpakorn

Ji Ungpakorn is assistant professor at Chulalongkorn
University's Faculty of Political Science. This article is the
third of a three-part series based on excerpts from his essay
"Cleansing Democracy of Socialism".
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Leftist one. Students fought for fundamental changes in
society.

"Many were fully aware that they wanted socialism [no
matter if or how they understand if]," Thongchai Winichakul,
a student leader who is now professor of history at the
University of Wisconsin, said last year in a speech to
commemorate the event.

"A number of them were interested in, or supported,
communism, as an ideology and as a party - the Communist
Party of Thailand (CPT). But that's not a reason to kill them."

But a group of Thongchai's counterparts gave a different
account.

"We didn't think that far," said Suthachai Yimprasert, another
former leader and now a historian at Chulalongkorn

—University. “The -October&-movement-had-avery-small-goal

- to protest against the return of Thanom, which symbolised
the return of military dictatorship.”

A student-led popular uprising in 1973 overthrew Field
Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn, then prime minister, along
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with his cronies in the mifitary. In September 1976, Thanom Educal
returned from exile as anovice monk, sparking furious Medfa
student protests that led to the right-wing attacks on Enterta
Thammasat on October 6. Just fo
Sampl
To Suthachai, the protest against Thanom's return was a E
movement to protect democracy, as opposed to
dictatorship.

What if the students were the winning side?

"Had we won, Thanom would have had to leave the
country,” Suthachai said. "I don't think students could have
done anything more during those years."

Yet the former leader estimated that some 10 per cent of
the students in the movement were sent by the CPT to
spread its ideology.

"Changing the country's [political] system into socialism
could be a long-term geal, but it was the revival of
dictatorship that we fought against in 1978," he insisted.

The CPT was founded in 1942, but it was not until the 1970s
that the party began to link up with the student movement,
wrote Yuangrat Wedel in her book The Thai Radicals and
the Communist Party published in 1983. Prior to October 14,
1873, the CPT, following Maoism, focused on rural strategy
and did not pay much attention to students, whom it saw as
"bourgeois and urban intellectuals”.

The students also had limited knowledge about the CPT as
government suppression had prevented the party from
publicising itself in the cities.

In spite of that, many students readily learnt about Marxism
through the works of both foreign and Thai Marxists from the
19840s. The original works of Marx, Lenin and Che Guevara
were readily available in Thai. After the change from
absolute monarchy to democracy in 1932, thinkers like
Guiarp Saipradit, Supa Sirimanon and Jit Pumisak openly
criticised the ruling institutions.

Jit Pumisak’s The Face of the Thai Feudalism was among
the most influential books that inspired students to dream of
fundamental changes against the "oppressing class”, noted
Somsak Jeamteerasakul, also a student leader in 1876 and
now a historian at Thammasat.

But after the successful 1973 uprising, the CPT could no
longer ignore the students and began approaching them.

"It must have come as a stunning surprise when the lightly
regarded students . . . were able to overthrow the . ..
government in less than a week of struggle, [while] the CPT
in comparison, had achieved almost nothing in 30 years of
revolutionary warfare,"” Yuangrat wrote,

However, the CPT did not get much attention from students
until the right-wingers started to strike back a few years after
losing the battle on Rachadamnoen. The massacre on
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October 6, 1976 was the last push for the remaining
students to join the CPT in the jungles.

"The CPT could possibly have had over a hundred thousand
members and supporters after 19786, an influx which it had
never prepared for,” Suthachai said.

But it was difficuit to project what kind of socialist system
would have evolved in Thailand had the students had their
way. The manner in which the students became
disillusioned and strongly disagreed with CPT leaders
before giving themselves up to the Thai government in the
early 1980s showed that they were not satisfied with the
Chinese-influenced socialist ideology and practice.

"The students were 'liberal socialist' as opposed to the
‘dictatorial communist’ way of the CPT,” Suthachai said.

Kasien Tejapira, another student leader and now lecturer in
political science at Thammasat, has said that even had
there been no atrocity at Thammasat, the students would
not necessarily have led Thailand into the social structure of
China, Vietnam or Cambodia.

“[This is because] the Thai Left between October 14 [1973]
and October & [1976]was the confluence of three primary
ideologies: the urban Left with diversified factions like
Buddhism, the Western New Left and Marxism; the CPT and
the original Thai Marxists from the 1840s."

The crushing of the Leftists, on the other hand, has a
serious consequence on the intellectual development of
Thai society, said Ji Ungpakorn of Chulalongkorn University.

"Now, nobody dares think differently,” he said. "We were
pushed into a uniform way of thinking because the October
6 massacre sent a strong signal that different thinking is
dangerous.”

Nantiya Tangwisutijit
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