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Push to recognise October 6 as crime

Published on Oct 6, 2002

Scholars and former student activists wili today
demand that the government recognise the
massacre of students on October 6, 1976 as a
"political crime” by the state.

Ji Ungphakorn of Chulalongkorn University's
Faculty of Political Science said the recognition
would set a new social standard in recognising the
violent suppression of the people by the state.

"Otherwise those who ordered the killing of
innocent people will continue to get away with
such crimes," he said. "People with authority
should no longer be allowed to kill people at will."

Last year, a group of academics and activists led
by Ji and Prof Cholthira Satayawattana formed a
fact-finding committee to investigate the
massacre, in which scores of students were killed
at Thammasat University.

The panel interviewed 62 people, most of whom
were among the 5,000 students who participated
in a demonstration against the return of Field
Marshal Thanom Kittikachorn from exile.

The massacre of the students happened three
years after their historic popular victory of 1973,
which culminated in the expulsion of three leaders
of the Thanom dictatorship.

The resuits of the findings were published in two
books which Ji presented to PM Thaksin
Shinawatra last year. Copies also went to House
Speaker Uthai Pimchaichon.

"I want to ask them what do thev think their roles
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should be in clarifying the event:“ he said.

A group of academics and activists convened
yesterday at the October 14, 1973 Memorial on
Rajadamnoen Avenue fo discuss the significance
of the October events (1973 and 19786) in Thai
history as a part of this year's commemorations.
The commemorations started yesterday and will
continue into next week.

Charnvit Kasetsiri, a leading historian and former
rector of Thammasat University, said one has to
look at the regional and global context over a long
period to understand the historical importance of
the two uprisings. He said both were part of the
global wave of liberation from the suppression of
aristocratic power.

“The revolutions in France and the United States
in the 18th century kicked off the people's need for
social and political change," he said. "The US
Constitution was first translated into Thai in 1865
during the reign of King Rama |V. But the real
liberation came with the October 14, 1973 mass
uprising.”

He said the massacre of students at Thammasat
University three years later by police, military
officers and right-wing troops was an attempt by
the powers-that-be to keep their status and
privileges.

Stating that a geographical place is a part of
historical memories, Charnvit called for a
restoration of the century-old Bhodhi tree at
Thammasat. A large branch of the tree was broken
after a downpour when strong winds swept
through Bangkok last week. Charnvit said the
Bhodhi tree is a symbol of the mass
demonstrations for democracy in 1973 and 1976,
which took place under the tree.

"Newly appointed Cuiture Minister Uraiwan
Thienthong should probably kick off her job by
organising a ceremony to support the tree. The
minister herself was also a Thammasat student,”
he said.

Nantiya Tangwisutijit

THE NATION

10/16/02 8:34 AM
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Aimorn Tanthien, 52, witnessed the killing of innocent stu
activists on the morning of October 6, 1976, from a distan
was appalled but felt helpless. Today, however, the chief |
the Law Library and Museum of the Office of the Attorney
maintains some 40,000 pages of historical documents fror
testimony of more than 3,000 students and political activi
arrested in connection with the uprising.

Just a few minutes walk from her office, on October 6, 1976, Ain
Tanthien witnessed the most barbaric scene she has ever seen, 4
young men were being burned alive at the Royal Ground (Sanan
while a crowd looked on. That incident 26 years ago has been lo
memory ever since.

“Being a civil servant, I could do nothing to help them,” she confessed.

At the time, Aimorn was working as the first librarian at the Office of the Attorney General near San
and Thammasat University, where she had received her degree in 1972.

Despite the fact that Thammasat was then a hotbed of political activity, Aimorn was never involved
students’ movement. However, the librarian thinks that the scene she witnessed at Sanam Luang st
recorded as part of the political history of the Kingdom.

Though years have passed by, Aimorn, now 52, has yet to see the facts of October 6 officially incluc
pages of history.

Fortunately, she accidentally found about 40,000 pages of testimony from 3,094 students and othe!
in Thammasat University at dawn on October 6, 1976,

The documents were among piles of old case files waiting to be burned at the Office of the Attorney
Aimorn didn’t hesitate to save the pages. Later, when the Thai State Attorney Museum was set up o
1993, Aimorn, as chief librarian of the Law Library and Museum, put the documents among 200,00(
historical case files.

“Though I wasn't a student activist, I think the student movement was a part of Thai political develc
the young generation today can learn from the past,” said Aimorn.

The chief librarian tries her best to explain the October 6 events to visitors to the museum. Once, w
welcoming a group of Chinese attorneys, Aimorn told them that what happened on October 6 was ti
what happened at Beijing’s Tiananmen Square in June 1989,

Unfortunately, Aimorn said she has not had an opportunity to explain to many Thai visitors. It seem

are aware of the existence of these historic documents, not even those who gave their testimonies.
one visitor has asked to see the file.

N ation :

1of2 10/16/02 8:37 AM
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Wattanachai Winichakul, 37, was just a young boy when p
entered his home to arrest his brothers and sister for theii
the events of October 6, 1976. It is probably the traumatis
which still haunts him, that brought him to his current job
managing the October 14 1973 Memorial. His ambitious m
to turn the memorial into a living museum where people c
contemplate the two historical chapters in connection witl
people’s movements for a better society.

As the first manager of the “October 14 Memorial” inaugurated [:
Wattanachai Winichakul has been trying his best to bring life ant
to the site, located at the Kok-Wua intersection on Rajdamnecen
"The memorial itself doesn’t convey the spirit and essence of the
14 events if its contents are blank,” he said.

The memorial commemorates the people’s struggle for democracy against military dictators on Octc
1973, in which, officially, 71 people were killed, 56 left disabled, 27 lost their sanity and four others
disappeared.

“My mission is to make the place lively and attractive for the public, particularly the young generati
Wattanachai said.

Under his care, the memorial has today become a venue for many public events, especially those in
young people. There is also a reading room that people can walk in and use. He also plans to set up
permanent exhibition of the political uprising.

Wattanachai was only seven years old when the uprising took place.

“For a kid like me, it was just a vague memory, with only a few remembrances,” said Wattanachai,
the day that he saw his brother come back home with his high school uniform dirty and after a whil
join the mass protest against the three tyrants, Thanom-Prapas-Narong.

It was a people’s victory when the tyrants were allowed to leave the country. Wattanachai saw his k
return home safely.

History repeated itself at dawn on October 6, 1976, with students protesting against Thanom’s retui
Thailand as a novice monk. But this time it was a different story.

State-endorsed right-wing militia attacked the demonstrators in Thammasat University. Hundreds o
were killed and wounded. Many took refuge in Wattanachai’s house near the university, where a grc
police officers hunted them down. Pointing guns at Wattanachai’s father, they took the students aw:
Wattanachai's most traumatic moment was seeing his mother holding on tightly to his sister as poli
drag her away.

The young boy learned later that this time his brother wasn't allowed to return home safely, but wa:
about two years. Two other siblings, a brother and a sister, left home to join the underground move
jungles.

“Some clues in my memory help me to fill in the complete picture. I would like the story of these ev
known from generation to generation.”

Identifying himself as the “transitional generation”, Wattanachai sees what he calls a *memory gap’
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generations, the so-called “October generation” and today’s young generation. His task is to find a\
bridge the gap.

*I think most of the new generation, those not more than 30 years old, know of both the 1973 and .
events well enough. They may feel it is an exciting and romantic narrative, but don’t have a social r
it,” he said.

Yet, Wattanachai doesn’t think that the social memory or consciousness of these events should be n
by the older generation. Among his efforts to bridge the memory gap is a new website, www.2519.r
presents a comprehensive chronology, photos and analytical articles on the events of October 6, 19

space for comments and questions from people interested in learning about one of the most import:
Thailand’s political history.

“If the history does not raise questions and debate, the memorial tends to be lifeless. There is no ne¢
generations to discover anything,” said Wattanachai.

His ultimate dream is to make the memorial a learning centre about Thai politics for the youth.

*I imagine it being attractive to visitors and motivating them to learn more, without any limitations
space.”

Nation i
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WHAT ExacTLY happened on the
Thammasat University campus on
the morning of October 6, 1976?
How many students were killed?
Whowere theyandhowdid they die?
Whodidthekilling? And whatwould
Thailand lock like today had there
been no massacre 26 years ago?
These are some of the lingering
questions many people have sought
to answer for nearly three decades.
The questions are addressed on a
new website, www.2519.net, which
was launched yesterday in com-
memoration of one of the bloodiest
chapters of modern Thai history.
CreatorsTula-Dharmma, agroup
of young political activists, said that
thewebsite provided the“mostcom-
prehensive information and analy-
sis”todateabout oneofthe country’s

blackest days.
“I guarantee the accuracy of the
information,” said Wattanachai

Winichakul, manager ofthe October

14,1973 Memorial, whoinitiated the
website project. “It [the websiteJwill'
be the most comprehensive pool of: .
information to date about ﬁ..zm
important chapter in Thai polities”™
Accordingto thesite, 41students.
and aclivists were F__mm along with-
five members of the wmnﬁﬁn_g
Their names are listed along with
their causes of death. The website
displays in-depth analyses of the
event from many prominent .H&E
and internationa! scholars. ,
The website also presents acom-
prehensive chronology of the polit-
ical tensionsleading up tothe event,
Thisincludesreactions fromthegov-
ernment, students and other social
sectors, to arequestby Field Marshal
Thanom Kittikachorn - who had
been ordained as a novice monk - to

.

. leg in the 1976 massacre, reflects at .
the memorial for the victims of t&
“bloodshed at Thammasat

. University yesterday.

- returntoThailand afterlivingin exile,
for three years.
Thanom and two cronies were.

NATION

PIRASAK .__qs._zoz:c_. 50, wholosta

.. police and right-wing soldiers. A

Firrars ity ..._‘n.-ai.lnubms!.; Q0w
' ;Liﬁ-ttlliium—wz_

" nssaf

ﬁ mi..%:-p..susaaﬂ?-&as_n!. A,
3 Pl e e e 3
k " m!@aﬂaéﬁo’t‘—:‘

£ I

i_‘

) \IIJ% Hcm?%:_m.: )
...i..r.r..l.lllr

a, . .-;EJJ%QAE{.-IIIIE!; .

—

.,:..m.ﬂm

.m. sephttonraaten: m-b.:gaﬂsqrm.!s&_d&m

WEBSITE 2519.NET %.%m ua.\wgasg a@oﬁ 3& massacre ofs students at

Thammasat University on October 6, 1976.

¢ largecollection of photos of themas-

expelled after the pro-democracy

student and popular movements.:

toppled their regime on October 14,
1973.In1976, $tudent protests were
UEEEN crushed U%EEE officers;

sacre has been compiled.

At Thammasat University yes-
terday, a group of social activists
met to discuss the lessons to be
learnt from Oectober 6, 1976
protests for people’s movements

. mEmmE Boqmﬂmuw S qu.

_these days. Some proposed a

establishment of a new, alterna
tive political party. ;
“Wecannolongerplace ourhop:
with those in politics,” said ‘Wanid:
Tantiwittayapitak, -a prominen
social activist who was part of th
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If today’s young people are generally regarded as lacking
awareness, Prajak Kongkirati, 27, is clearly a distinguishe
exception. His essay on “"Towards the October 14th Uprisii
Cultural Politics of Student and Intellectual Movements un
Military Dictatorship in Thailand (BE 2506-2516)" was cor
the most outstanding dissertation from Thammasat Unive
liberal arts faculty this year. He is also taking care of valu:
historical documents - including those about the two Octc
events - at the Thammasat University Archive Project. Ma
professors also see a very promising future for him as a p1
intellectual.

Though born only in 1975, Prajak Kongkirati is fascinated by the
movement of young activists in the 1970s. The fresh master's graduate from Thammasat University
Arts Faculty has just received an award for his outstanding thesis, entitled “Towards the October 14
Uprising: The Cultural Politics of Student and Intellectual Movements under Military Dictatorship in”
(BE 2506-2516)".

“If history is a conversation between the past and present, it needs more participation [in writing] a
present generation,” said Prajak.

A talented student at Triam Udom Suksa, a turning peint in Prajak’s life was reading “University of |
autobiography by Seksan Prasertkul, who led some 500,000 students and people from all walks of i
protest against the dictatorial military trio in 1973.

“Compared with his exciting and adventurous experiences, I felt my life was so dull,” said Prajak, w
Mathayom 5 student at the time. His major subject was science and engineering.

On hearing that a video about the October 14 uprising would be launched in commemoration of its ;
anniversary and that Seksan and Jiranan Pitpreecha, another leading character of the uprising, wou
story at Thammasat University, Prajak didn't hesitate to attend.

*I was overwhelmed while watching the video. . . How could the youngsters in those days do the gr
shown in the video,” Prajak said, adding that that was when he decided to study at Thammasat Uni'

He approached his adviser at school to say that he had become more interested in social and politic
movements than his major subject. He said he no longer wanted to be an engineer. His teacher adv
ahead and study political science, but asked him to keep in mind that this was not a high-paying fie

Prajak joined Thammasat University’s Political Science Faculty in 1994. The newcomer gradually dis
that the university was no longer a home to student activists. Prajak, however, joined the student’s
environmental club and the TU Students Organisation. The university’s library was another source o

Prajak also helped organise a series of seminars on “Memory of October 1976" as part of the activiti
commemorate the 20th anniversary of the October 6 massacre. The more he met and talked with p
involved in the bloody events, the more Prajak felt that there were many facts that needed to be re
*I though that these stories [facts] should be told to the young generation,” he said.

Prajak chose to convey the story of the student activists of 1976 to his peers in a book entitled “Mal
Chan" (“My University”}, which he edited.
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Realising his eagerness to learn about the role of students and politics in the past decades, Prajak d
pursue his MA in history. As part of preparing his thesis he had to read a pile of books written by th
generation. Among his findings was the politics in the writing of history.

“However, I think that we must pay respect to the spirit of the young people in those days. They we
fight and sacrifice their lives [for a just society],” he said, adding that this raises an argument when
the role of young people today.

“If anyone says that the [self-centred and less socially concerned] lifestyle of students today is the |
young people, I would tell them to look back at the role of students in the 70s,” he said.

Prajak has come to the conclusion that the more the details of history are communicated to new gei
the more meaningful it will become. "I think that whoever works with the facts should have the righ
history.”

Prajak, now 27, is working on a video entitled “30 years 14 Tula” for the Thammasat University Arcl
Project. His thesis on the Octeober 14 uprising is being published by Thammasat University Press.

*Nation ,
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