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What's too painful to remember

Today marks the 25th anniversary of the October 6, 1976
massacre of leftist students. Despite the passing of years, so many
questions remain unanswered

Story by VASANA CHINVARAKORN and ATIYA ACHAKULWISUT

Some cringe. Others tum away. The pictures aren't pretty. They show people being
beaten up, bodies battered and violent acts done to lifeless remains.

Cringing, turmning away or simply forgetting these old and faded photos _ many
options are available for people who were not directly involved with the massacre
of leftist demonstrators at Thammasat University on October 6, 1976.

But what about those who were there, who are still alive today? Or those who lost
their loved ones during that moming of carmage? How can they cringe or tum away
from their own memories _ memories made all the more painful as there has yet to
be an official explanation or investigation of the atrocities, despite the passing of
decades?

It is estimated that more than 70 people were killed that day, and more than 3,000
arrested. Twenty-five years have passed but there has been no formal attempt to
investigate as to what really happened.

Who was behind the crackdown, the most brutal in the country's history? What
happened to all those people in the pictures? How did they cope with their loss and
the trauma? What can we leam to prevent such a crime from ever happening
again?

The killing was audacious and very public. It occurred on the grounds of Sanam
Luang in broad daylight. Some pictures show a few passers-by observing the
scene, smiles on their faces.

But as to what happened afterward, everything has been hush-hush,

hitp:/iwww.bangkokpost.com/en/061001_Outlook/060ct2001_out77.html
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wnen someone Ties o reconswuct e events or that day, mey receive me
reproach: Why can't we let bygones be bygones? Why stir up a past that has been
settled?

And thus the crackdown on October 6, truncated and deprived of explanation, is
left in historical limbo.

It has become an event we can't forget and yet don't know how to remember _ a
haunting bit of the past that can't be laid to rest, a loose end in Thailand's
seemingly peaceful history.

THE CHAPTER THAT DOESN'T FIT

Dr Chaiwat Satha-anand, director of Thammasat University's Peace Information
Centre and political science lecturer, said the massacre on October 6, 1979 was
extremely significant because it was a clear and concrete manifestation of violence
in Thai society.

* " The brutality of that day tells us bluntly that Thai society, which prides itself on
its peace-loving and generous character, is not exempt from violence. It is a direct
challenge to these predominant myths," the peace advocate said.

If it truly is an important incident, which exposed our inherent weakness and
violence-prone natures, why can't we study it, at least so that we can use the
experience for future conflict-resolution?

Dr Chaiwat said each society has a limited capacity to sustain hurt. Usually, when
the distress proves too much to bear, people choose not to talk about it.

That seems to be the case with the October 6 incident.

Prof Thongchai Winichakul, from the University of Wisconsin at Madison, strikes at
the heart of the issue when he describes the murderous event as a * " chapter that
doesn’t fit", and which is best left in silence.

* " Although saciety has leamed to accept the ugly crime that the Thai state
committed on October 6, it is far from willing to delve deeper, to find out who were
responsible for it, let alone to see that justice is done. Although the victims have
managed to bring to light their stories about the crackdown, the truth about what
really happened is still in the dark. A lot of facts have remained untold," he said
during a talk held last month to mark the 25th anniversary of that event.

Twenty-five years ago, the then 19-year-old Thongchal was a leading member of
the anti-government protesters gathered at Thammasat. He survived the attack
that Wednesday morning.

For several years, Prof Thongchai has been actively engaged in an attempt to
revive memories of the traumatic past. According to him, there are a few obvious
reasons why the October & incident cannot go down in history.

* " First, the cruelty displayed on that day was so horrendous, it was indescribable.
And any phenomenon that is beyond words can't be written down as history.
Second, what happened on October 6, 1976, was a civil war, It was about the Thai
state crushing its own people, It is something that society, which has faith in the
harmoniousness and generosity of the benevolent state, can't come to terms with."

Abgve all, he argued that the Qctober 6 incident has been reduced to a * “mere
apparition from the past" because Thai society is too immersed in the master
narrative of Thai history, something he termed the * *royal-naticnal history", and
has no room for anything different.

" “The principles of this type of history are simple. Mainly, it starts with the country
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besieged by a toreign threat. A capable ruler then gathers the country and fights to
restore sovereignty. Finally, peace and prosperity return to the kingdom," Prof
Thongchai said during a keynote speech delivered at a recent seminar.

In an article published in Sarakadee magazine, Prof Thongchai emphasised that the
last three fights for democracy _ October 14, 1973, October 6, 1976, and May 17,
1992 _ deviated from the mainstay of Thai history. * * All of them were about
conflicts among Thai people, with o presence of a foreign threat. The country's
sovereignty was not at stake either. It was not about a sheltering state, but a
murderous cne,"

While the October 14 and May 17 uprisings generated positive results in the sense
that they helped expand the space for freedom and democracy, and thus can be
force-fit into the mainstream nationalism scenario, the October 6 event laid bare an
ugly aspect of Thai society that most people would rather not face.

" This is why the QOctober 6 memories have become an oddly-shaped piece of the
past that can't be fitted into formal Thai history,” Prof Thongchai said.

CONTESTING MEMORIES
But how can we piece together the puzzle pieces of October 6?

Memory is fleeting territory _ subject to interpretation and even manipulation. Will
a complete, untampered picture of those events ever emerge?

Dr Chaiwat proposes three approaches to the act of remembering; each has its
own promises and limitations.

A search to establish facts is redeeming. Circumstances may, however, pose too
great a barrier to the completion of the task. Expression through artistic forms
appears a more viable option by comparison. But where does the fact end and
**fiction" begin? Commemoration of the dead is an ingenious way to
institutionalise memory, at least among the few personally involved, but will the
ritual itself become, over time, static, empty of meaning?

At any rate, the academic added, Thai society has employed little of the three
channels.

Facts have been under-used, ~ " fiction" under-imagined, and rituals under-shared,
Chaiwat lamented.

Collective amnesia seems the preferred cption.

One recent attempt to deal with the * " factual” aspect was a project to record the
testimonies of witnesses of the 1976 camage. Dr Cholthira Sattayawattana, the
mission's chairperson, viewed the process as a communal healing endeavour. Each
testimony, the anthropologist said, was not only a tearful session for both
witnesses and the hearing committee, but also a forum to revitalise energy and
understanding among those: sharing the same wounds.

Historian Suthachai Yimprasert, a member of the project committee, admitted the
fact-finding team had attracted mostly the victims' versions of the story, far more
than that of the perpetrators. To fili the gap, information about the * " ather” side
was gleaned from official documents and public interview transcripts. True,
objectivity was an adopted norm, but ultimately Suthachai insists a belief in the
students’ innocence is an underlying thread of this historic research.

' "The testimonies disclose how the state committed violence against its people for
unjustified reasons. The lesson to be leamed is that Thai society should be more
open to different opinions and that the state's arbitrary use of power is no longer
acceptable,” Suthachai said.
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Thus the first building blocks have been laid, but reconstruction is far from finished.

For historian Thongchai, the battle of memories has only begun. In addition to the
master narrative _ of trauma, bittemmess, grudges _ represented during memorial
services every October, Thongchai sees a vital role of stories from the ™ *little"
peopie who deserve space and respect, as much as anyone else.

" "The act of commemoration cannot stop at the grand narrative," Thongchai
noted. * "It must pay attention to memories and wounds of each and every
individual, allowing them to feel, to understand, and to connect their experiences
to others."”

Indeed, the genuine power of this reconstituted community of memories lies in the
honesty to confront one's own past _ both aspirations and perhaps mistakes _ and
to do so siraightforwardly.

The new ™" community” should be, the former activist continued, more inclusive.
The atrocity of October 6 is part and parcel of a series of persecutions of other
grassroots leaders around the same period. The deaths of Boonsanang
Boonyothayan and Pho Luang Intha, among others, have been even more silenced
and marginalised than the October 6 massacre.

The consummate ™ " truth”, Chaiwat foresees, is not likely to come out in a ready-
made, untainted package. On the other hand, ambiguous memories have their own
merits, as they open up space for interpretations, for new ' * possibilities”.

An indicator of a society's health is, for Chaiwat, whether it is able to accept
different sets of " truths" to be presented and to be questioned, and where
individuals are no longer trapped by any version of such declarations,

TOWARD FORGIVENESS

Twenty-five years ago, Porn-narong Pattanaboonpaibul witnessed a scene he would
never forget. As part of a voluntary medical team, he saw at close range how
" “ordinary" people kicked and hurled abuse at his student peers,

"It saddened me," ke said.  *Weren't these the people whom we were trying to
help? After all our efforts, was it worth it at all?"

More than two decades on, Pom-narong now sees that both the aggressors and his
friends were victims in one way or another.

" “We were victims of violence, They were victims of misinformation. If we carried
grudges, the cycle of revenge and brutality would be endiess."

To pardon those who commit wrongs, and do so out of ignorance, is
understandable. But what about the mastermind, and those who still believe and
repeatedly claim their viclent acts were done for the benefit of the nation?

Phra Paisal Visalo, who was put briefly in jail following the massacre, emphasises
the need to understand the nature of violence, and to distinguish between the
actors and the act itself,

" *The October 6 incident was a victory for evil. It was not a defeat of the leftists at
the hands of the right wing. The act of horror on that day, ultimately, was not
about left versus right, Whites or blacks, Christians or Muslims, or Buddhists to
Buddhists, everyone is prone to commit similar atrocities against others. The
distinction of the incident was rather that evil was done under the pretext of the
Nation-Religion-Monarchy ideologies.

" “The real culprits were not officers, village scouts, or those so-called nationalists
http://www.bangkokpost.com/en/061001_Outlook/060ct2001_out77.himi 10/11/01



Bangkok Post Saturday 06 October 2001 - What's foo painful to remember

¢

Page 50of 5

who went on a rampage that day. The real culprit was the evil in their minds. The
widespread evil in Thai society is lack of conscience, obsession with viclence,
narrow-mindedness, hatred, vengefulness. Such were, and still are, the main
culprits that have yet to be tackled.”

For Dr Chaiwat, forgiveness is not only a moral imperative but mare significantly, a
political necessity. Atrocities of the past have already been committed _ and set in
stone _ but need the future follow in the same rut of violence?

To achieve peaceful reconciliation, first of all, power between the perpetrator and
the victim must be tilted back into balance. Until then, a powerless victim cannot
truly forgive, Chaiwat says. The continual push to remember through various
channels _ from stage dramatisation to street demonstrations _ is part of this
ongoing readjustment of relationships.

Thus, to be able to forgive is arucially posited on the capacity to remember. At the
same time, it is necessary not ¢ be stuck in the shackles of a hitter past, but to be
able to move on and live freely in the present. Historical conflicts may never be
managed, but at least they can be transformed, so that one is not blind to the pain
of those suffering _ nor deaf to the cries of the oppressed.

But aren't the politics of forgiveness a too lofty goal?

Massacres may no longer be possible in the present era, but vioclence is still
prevalent, and many of those branded as " “the other" continue to be persecuted.
The number of activists mysteriously murdered for their fights against large-scale
{development) projects is a teli-tale sign. How much more can cne forgive?

" 'We have to make the October 6 incident meaningful to the future," said Phra
Paisal. " Let us hope that the generaticn of the next 20 years, whenever they think
of that day, will be reminded of it as signalling the need to reconstruct a peaceful
society.

" “How can that ever happen? It is possible if October 6 becomes a lesson to teach
us all how violence is a wrongful act, how peaceful reconciliation is necessary, and
how we have to fight against evil both in our own minds and in society at large."
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Previous story

Bloodbath teaches nation expensive lesson

The Qctober 6, 1976, bloodbath is regarded by participants and the younger
generation as a historical event that taught the country an expensive lesson about
the value of democracy, a poll found.

The survey, " " Lessons from the QOct 6 Incident” was conducted by the Rajabhat
Institute Suan Dusit on 3,744 people in 13 provinces on Sept 15-Oct 5.

Over 63% of respondents aged 35 and up who participated in the Oct 6 uprising
considered the event a brutal use of violence against people.

The incident was regarded as an abuse of power by over 19%, as an unforgettable
and historic event by 13%, and as riot suppressicn and a lesson by the other 5%.

For those under 35, almost 48% thought the event was an interesting lesson to
study while almost 39% wanted information about the incident correctly recorded
and publicised.

About 10% said they respected the heroes and felt sorry for the bereaved families
while the rest said it was a demoaratic lesson.

Over 47% from both age groups said the bloodshed made Thai people politically
alert while under 25% thought it would serve as a lesson about the people's
struggle against state power.

About 16% thought it showed violence should be condemned and over 8 % said it
was an historic political battle. The rest said it was a lesson about totalitarianism
and evil political power.

Almost 45% wanted details of the massacre revealed while over 27% wanted the
culprits to be punished. About 16% demanded compensation for victims' families,
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OCTOBER 6
Nation, Giles to apologise to the Post CEF

.Eﬁ i "él‘t, lon.‘ '

Assistant Professor Giles Ungpakom, the Nation Multimedia Group Pic and the

Nation newspaper will issue a public apology to the Bangkok Post for publishing a %@_

defamatory article against this newspaper on its coverage prior to the October 6,
1976, massacre.

Web forum on this

topic

The decision to apologise was reached and announced at a court hearing at the
Bangkok South Criminal Court yesterday following a defamation suit filed in January
this year against Mr Giles, the Nation Multimedia Group, two of its directors and the

Nation's editor by Pichai Chuensuksawadi, editor of the Bangkok Post, on behalfof ~  Daily Sparis

Post Publishing Plc.

The Nation newspaper, in its October 6, 2000, edition, carried a front page report
headlined: * " Press reports led to Oct 6 bloodshed".

The Nation report quoted Mr Giles as saying that in the massacre of QOctober 6,
1976, the pro-democracy student movement was crushed by a concerted effort to
frame the students with yellow joumalism _ leading to the brutal suppression.

Mr Giles, secretary of the public inquiry into the October 6, 1976, arackdown said in
the report that the evidence indicated a smear campaign against the students.

He cited newspaper reports published ghead of the brutal attack, alleging that the
students had staged a play to defame the Royal Family.

" Witnesses and stage crew denied the press reports published by the Bangkok
Post and Dao Siam newspapers.

" *There was never a play staged to defame the Crown Prince," the Nation quoted
Mr Giles as saying in their report last year.

VMr Gilés also contended that the two newspapers' reports were fabricated to incite
public hatred of the university students.

http://iwww.bangkokpost.com/News/110¢t2001_news02.html
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In its defamation suit against the defendants, the Bangkok Post contended that the
Nation article misied readers into believing that when the Bangkok Post reported
the news on October 5, 1976, it had published an untrue photograph and article
which caused the crackdown on students at Thammasat University on the following
day, October 6.

The Post contended that it had never intentionally fabricated its news reports and
that publication of the article damaged the newspaper's long-standing reputation of
55 years,

The {awsuit was filed against Mr Giles, the Nation Multimedia Group Plc, Thanachai
Theerapatvong, its chairman, Suthichai sae Yoon, Nation Group editor-in-chief and
Pana 3anviroj, editor of the Nation.

Publication of the Nation's front page story last year prompted both newspapers to
swap front page commentaries critical of the other,

‘The Post accused the Nation of breaching professional jounalistic ethics by failing
to get the other side of the story and filed a complaint with the Press Council of
Thailand before proceeding with a ariminal defamation lawsuit.

In their front page commentary a year ago, the Nation said, in part, that Mr Giles'
statement did not implicate the Bangkok Post or Dao Siam as being willing pariners
in the rightist conspiracy but sought to highlight how information had been
fabricated.

The Nation said then that it did not contact the Post for its side of the story
because Mr Giles did not accuse the Post of being directly involved in the
misinformation campaign.

But in the joint apology _ to be signed by Mr Giles, the Nation Mutimedia Group Plc
and Nation editor Pana _ the defendants will declare that after the Post lawsuit was
filed, they had " examined the article published in the Nation's October 6, 2000
edition and found it to be groundless.

*“The Bangkok Post newspaper, in its October 5, 1976 edition, had presented
stories of the said event in a fruthful and factual manner," the apology will say.

The apology will also say: ™ The Bangkok Post, did not report, as stated by
Assistant Professor Giles and reported in the Nation, that the play was intended to
defame the Royal Family, nor was it part of a smear campaign against the
students.

" “The Bangkok Post did not modify any photographs and did not cause the
crackdown on students at Thammasat Unviersity on October 6, 1976."

In order to avoid further criminal and civil ligitation, the defendants agreed to
apologise and will say: " Therefore, we would like to apologise to the Post
Publishing Plc, the Bangkok Post newspaper and the Editor (of the Bangkok Post)
and thank them for not pursuing any criminal or civil lawsuit."

The defendants agreed to publish the apology in four dailies _ the Nation,
Krungthep Thurakij, Matichon and Khao Sod for three consecutive days.

Post editor Pichai Chuensulksawadi said Jast night that he was satisfied with the
apology which was just and fair to the Bangkok Post.

"™ After 25 years of being misunderstoad hy society aver the October 6 edition of
the newspaper, the apology finally sets the record straight.”

http:/Awww .bangkokpost.com/News/110ct2001_news02.himl
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The Nation newspaper, in its Oct 6, 2000, edition, carried a front-page report
headlined: " Press reports led to Oct 6 bloodshed".

The report quoted Assistant Professor Giles Ungpakom as saying that in the
massacre of Oct 6, 1976, the pro-demoaracy student movement was crushed by a
concerted effort to frame the students with yellow journalism _ leading to the
brutal suppression.

Web forum on this topic

Giles, secretary of a public inquiry into the Oct 6, 1976, crackdown, said the

evidence indicated a smear campaign against the students. He cited newspaper : Eventppdale

reports, published ahead of the brutal attack, alleging that the students had staged ; i :

a play to defame the Royal Family. NEWS and more.
L

" "Witnesses and stage crew denied the press reports published by the Bangkok - Bangkokpasl.com's

Post and Dac Siam newspapers. There was never a play staged to defame the o 'S;p'{:ff Fx{ra:

Crown Prince,” the Nation quoted Giles as saying.

Giles contended that the two newspapers' reports were fabricated to incite public
hatred of the university students.

The article misled readers of the Oct 6, 2000, edition of the Nation newspaper that
the Bangkok Post's Oct 5, 1976, paper had published an untrue photograph and
article and caused the arackdown on students in Thammasat University on Oct 6,
1976. That defames the Bangkok Post newspaper, Post Publishing Plc and the
Editor.

On Jan 4, 2001, Post Publishing Plc filed a defamation lawsuit with the Criminai
Court of Southern Bangkok against Giles Ungpakorn, the Nation Multimedia Group
and Nation editor Pana Janvirgj.
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We, Assistant Professor Giles, the Nation Multimedia Group and Pana Janwiroj,
would like to state that we have examined the article published in the Nation's Oct
6, 2000, edition and found it to be groundless.

westhesr.com

The Bangkok Post newspaper, in its Oct 5, 1976, edition, had presented stories of
the said event in a truthful and factual manner. The Bangkok Post did net report,
as stated by Assistant Prof Giles and reported in the Nation, that the play was
intended to defame the Royal Family, nor was it part of a smear campaign against
the students. The Bangkok Post did not modify any photographs and did not cause
the crackdown on students at Thammasat University on Oct 6, 1976.
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