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This dissertation is about progressive alliances across boundaries of class and 

space, state and para-state repression, and the meanings of politics in Thailand.  

Taking the social and historiographic silences surrounding the period between the 14 

October 1973 movement for democracy and the 6 October 1976 massacre and coup as 

a point of departure, I locate my analysis of the struggle for hegemony in rural 

contention in Chiang Mai and Lamphun provinces in northern Thailand.  Employing a 

comparative frame with Gramscian and subaltern studies of South Asia and Latin 

America, I foreground farmers as central political and historical actors.  I draw on oral 

histories, fieldnotes, newspaper accounts, and state and activist archival documents to 

illustrate conflict, contention, and collaboration among state actors, progressive farmer 

and student activists, and landowners.   

I argue that the unprecedented collaboration between farmers and students 

around land rent struggles between 1973 and 1976 was marked by two kinds of 

transgression – those of class position and space. I analyze a string of public, brutal 

assassinations of leaders of the Farmers’ Federation of Thailand (FFT).  Thirty years 

later, the assassins of the FFT leaders have not been identified or prosecuted, although 

speculation by surviving activists identifies a combination of state, para-state, and elite 

landowning forces as those behind the assassinations.  I argue that this continuing 

inability to name the assassins has created a persistent climate of fear for those who 

challenge both state and private hegemonic forces in Thailand.  By considering the 



varied Thai state responses of denial, inaction, and occasional solidarity following the 

assassinations of the farmers, I argue that states are necessarily heterogeneous. I trace 

this heterogeneity to its limit by examining a seemingly bizarre series of police 

protests following the assassinations of farmer leaders. I conclude by offering the first 

critical analysis of arbitrary detention and re-education of activists following the 6 

October 1976 massacre and coup. By taking the illumination of repression that has 

been hidden as a methodological imperative, I also contribute to understanding how 

silence and denial are constitutive of the historical record across time and space.  
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“To never forget your own insignificance. To never get used 
to the unspeakable violence and the vulgar disparity of life 
around you. To seek joy in the saddest places. To pursue 
beauty to its lair. To never simplify what is complicated or 
complicate what is simple. To respect strength, never 
power. Above all, to watch. To try and understand. To 
never look away. And never, never, to forget.”  

 
– Arundhati Roy 

 
 
 
“Sometimes we drug ourselves with dreams of new ideas.  
The head will save us.  The brain alone will set us free.  
But there are no new ideas still waiting in the wings to 
save us as women, as human.  There are only old and 
forgotten ones, new combinations, extrapolations and 
recognitions from within ourselves – along with the 
renewed courage to try them out.  And we must constantly 
encourage ourselves and each other to attempt the 
heretical ideas that our dreams imply, and so many of our 
old ideas disparage.”  

 
– Audre Lorde 
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NOTE ON LANGUAGE, TRANSLATION, AND DATES 
 

All translations in this dissertation are mine unless stated.  While this may 

make the layout more cumbersome, I have included the original Thai text in footnotes 

for each quoted translation into English.  I decided to do this because I am using many 

sources which have not yet been used in published works, either in Thai or in English. 

My hope is that extracts from these sources may be useful even for those who do not 

find my analysis in this dissertation compelling.  In addition, I include the original 

Thai bibliographic information, as well as English translations, for Thai-language 

works used in my bibliography.  The usual practice in English-language works about 

Thailand is to transliterate the names of Thai books and authors into Roman letters. 

Given that there is not one standard transliteration style, as a researcher I have 

sometimes found it difficult to locate the name of an author I read cited in someone 

else’s English-language work. By including the full bibliographic information in Thai 

I intend to avoid replicating this problem in my own work. Finally, in Thailand, dates 

are calculated in terms of the Buddhist Era (B.E.), which is Christian Era (C.E.) plus 

543 years. This means, for example, that 1973 C.E. is 2516 B.E.  Although I use C.E. 

dates in the main body of my text, when citing Thai-language sources, I first specify 

the B.E. publication date, and then include the C.E. date in brackets immediately 

following.  
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INTRODUCTION 
POLITICS AND TRANSGRESSION 

 

On 14 October 1973, thousands of citizens took to the streets in Thailand in 

unprecedented protests that ended nearly forty years of dictatorship.  In so doing, they 

simultaneously inaugurated a three-year period of incredible political possibility and 

change, one not matched before or since. Over the next three years, groups whose 

political action had been restricted under the dictatorship, particularly students, 

workers, and farmers, organized and protested in unprecedented numbers.  Progressive 

activists in and outside the streets imagined, wrote about, and worked toward a 

different, more just future Thai society. Yet, growing polarization into “right” and 

“left” in Thai society as well as fears that Thailand would follow its neighbors in 

transitioning to Communism led to a violent backlash from both state and para-state 

actors.  Throughout 1975 and 1976, progressive activists were subjected to growing 

harassment, intimidation, threats, and ultimately assassination. This violence 

culminated in a coup and massacre of students at Thammasat University in Bangkok 

on 6 October 1976. 

Thirty years later, this period of political possibility, and the imagination of a 

different, more just future for the mass of Thai society, and the demise of this 

possibility remain unresolved and understudied.  Existing analysis primarily addresses 

students and their organizing in Bangkok around the two apocryphal dates of 14 

October 1973 and 6 October 1976.  As Thongchai Winichakul (2002) has argued, the 

massacre of unarmed students at Thammasat University by right-wing state and para-

state forces on the morning of 6 October 1976 is an event that continues to be 

characterized by silence, ambivalence, and ambiguity, for those who survived the 

event as well as present-day Thai society.   Yet much of the 1973-1976 period remains 
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shrouded in silence, because there is not even the minimal circulation of information 

needed to produce ambivalence.   

Underscoring this point, during a lecture at Cornell University in March 2002, 

Thongchai Winichakul asked a room full of Thai and Southeast Asian Studies scholars 

if they had ever heard of the Phlappachai massacre.  Much remains unknown about the 

massacre, which began near the Phlappachai police station in Yaowarat, Bangkok’s 

ethnically Chinese district, on 4 July 1974.  Unrest between working-class residents 

and the police reportedly began after a police officer attempted to arrest a man for 

parking his taxi illegally.  Over the next three days, riots ensued between relatively 

unarmed male residents of Yaowarat and police armed with guns and other automatic 

weapons.  Rather than using tear gas or nightsticks, the police chose to use deadly 

force.  A state of emergency was declared and the government announced that “the 

rioters would be treated as ‘Communist terrorists’” (New York Times 5 July 1974: A3).  

Although students were demanding the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Thailand in 

protests on 4 July, their protests were reportedly not connected to the violence in 

Yaowarat.  Various sources cited ethnic tensions, inflation, and frustration about labor 

issues as the reasons behind the riots. By nightfall on 7 July 1974, twenty-eight 

residents of Yaowarat were dead, and 124 had been injured (New York Times 6 July 

1974: A2; New York Times 7 July 1974: A2; Prachachaat Weekly 1.35 [18 July 2517 

(1974)]: 7-18; Prachachaat Weekly 1.36 [25 July 2517 (1974)]: 10-11; Washington 

Post 6 July 1974: A11; Washington Post 7 July 1974: A13).      

Even though I was already in the early stages of graduate work on protest, 

resistance, and violence in twentieth-century Thailand, I had never heard of the 

massacre. The silence and blank stares that greeted Ajarn (Professor) Thongchai’s 

question indicated that I was not alone in my ignorance.  I initially thought that 

perhaps no one knew about the Phlappachai massacre because details of it had been 
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expunged from the historical record.  I quickly learned that this was not the case.  My 

discomfort at my own ignorance led me to the library, where I quickly found many 

Thai and foreign newspaper articles about the massacre, some of which I cited in my 

description above.  Then I began to wonder what other histories – stories of struggle, 

experiences of repression, and dreams for the future – of the 1973-1976 period 

remained marginalized. 

As I looked towards my dissertation field research, I proposed that by focusing 

on the events of 14 October 1973 and 6 October 1976 as they unfolded in Bangkok, 

scholars have further marginalized the actors, struggles, and violence existing outside 

these Bangkok dates.1  At the beginning, my strategy of writing against this 

marginalization seemed clear. In contrast to the Bangkok-centered accounts of student 

activism, I would place farmers and rural struggle at the center of my analysis.  

Despite the lengthy proposals I wrote, the initial question I wished to answer was 

simple: what happened in the northern province of Chiang Mai between October 1973 

and October 1976?  

Chiang Mai, in what is now known as northern Thailand, was established as 

the capital of the Lanna kingdom on the banks of the Ping River by King Mengrai in 

1292 C.E. (Wyatt 1984).  Although the Lanna kingdom was annexed by Siam in 1892, 

Chiang Mai city has remained a significant regional center up to the present.  Chiang 

Mai province is located 750 kilometers north of Bangkok, in the Ping River basin. The 

area of Chiang Mai province is 20,107 square kilometers and comprises 3.92% of 

Thailand’s total area.  Chiang Mai is comprised primarily of very fertile high-

producing, and thus valuable, rice paddy land.  Within Chiang Mai province, there are 

nineteen districts, including the urban district of Muang, which includes Chiang Mai 

                                                 
1 I discuss this further in Chapter One, but here I note that if one were to read Klima (2002), for 
example, one might think that Bangkok was the only place where there were protests on 14 October 
1973 and 6 October 1976. 
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city.  These nineteen districts are comprised of 179 sub-districts, which are further 

subdivided into 1462 villages (National Statistical Office 1981: 5). In 1976, the total 

population of Chiang Mai province was 1,100,325; the population of Muang district 

was 104,519 (National Statistical Office 1981: 62).   

Since the time of the Lanna kingdom, the (few) wealthy, landowning and 

(many) laboring residents of Chiang Mai and neighboring Lamphun and Lampang 

provinces have been tied together in a variety of intimate patron-client relationships.  

For many years, this relationship was one of lord and serf, and then later, landlord and 

tenant farmer.  While sometimes smooth, rebellions and other forms of noncompliance 

by northern peasants in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries marked a significant 

challenge to what may have appeared to be the seamless power of the lords (Anan 

1984, Tanabe 1984, Bowie 1988).  The relationship between Bangkok and Chiang Mai 

has likewise been relatively fraught with tension.  Even after the colonization of the 

Lanna kingdom by Siam, the relationship has not been a simple one of a periphery 

(Chiang Mai) defined by a center (Bangkok).  Instead, at different moments, the center 

of Bangkok has been destabilized by uncontrollable, and unknown, dissent in the 

periphery of Chiang Mai. 

In December 2003, I arrived in Chiang Mai to begin research about progressive 

activism and the state and para-state responses to it during the 1973-1976 period.  

Immediately, activist farmers, as well as the alliances that developed between farmers 

and students, emerged as significant and intriguing subjects signaling transformation.  

Once I began addressing my initial question of what happened, a new set of questions 

about the alliances between farmers and students and the forms of state repression 

began to unfold. Simultaneously, concerns about evidence, politics, and history – and 

how these categories are constituted – became unavoidable.  Rather than detracting 

from my work, the questioning of these categories has become an integral part of my 
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project.  Although I began by planning to address the October 1973-October 1976 

period, I quickly realized that in order to understand the incredible possibility felt by 

progressive activists, and the violence from conservative quarters with which it was 

met, one had to look backward, as well as forward in time.  

As I examined farmers’ struggles in Chiang Mai in the second half of the 

twentieth century, the struggle for land rent control emerged as the most contentious 

and full of possibility.  Land rent refers to the practice by which a tenant farmers 

plants, grows, and harvests the rice on land owned by a landlord in exchange for a 

share of the rice.  By the second half of the twentieth-century, the demand for arable 

rice-growing land and land rental rates were both increasing in northern Thailand.  In 

both the 1950s and the 1970s, farmers organized to challenge what they perceived as 

unjust practices which forced them to often give more than half the yearly rice harvest 

to the landlords from whom they rented land.  In the 1950s and again in the 1970s, 

tenant farmers attempted to secure land rent relief through legal reform.  While they 

were unsuccessful in the 1950s, in the changed context following 14 October 1973, the 

farmers’ movement was particularly strong and drew on a long history of experiences 

of injustice in their struggle.  In my analysis of the land rent control struggles in 1951, 

in which tenant farmers were unsuccessful in securing relief, I show how tenancy 

struggles brought farmers, landlords, and state officials into intimate conflict with one 

another. Landlords fought fiercely to defend their share of the rice, as well as their 

position and image in a crumbling patron-client system. 

One of the most significant results of the transformations wrought by the 

events of 14 October 1973 was that students, farmers, and workers allied themselves 

in solidarity with one another, both in what was known as the “three links” (สามประสาน), 

as well as in many other contingent alliances.  In Chiang Mai, students from Chiang 

Mai University (CMU), Teachers’ College, and other area schools organized into a 
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student solidarity group called the Farmer Project. The students of the Farmer Project 

joined with the farmers of the fledgling Farmers’ Federation of Thailand (FFT) to 

work for land rent relief.  Together, they worked to pass and then implement the 1974 

Land Rent Control Act.   

While landowners were able to use their influence to override farmers’ 

demands in 1951, the opponents of farmer and student action resorted to the far more 

violent strategies of harassment, intimidation and assassination in 1974-1975.  I 

analyze a string of public, brutal assassinations of farmer leaders in northern Thailand 

in 1975. Thirty years later, the assassins of the farmers have not been identified or 

prosecuted, although speculation by surviving activists identifies a combination of 

state, para-state, and elite landowning forces as those behind the assassinations.  I 

argue that the continuing inability to name the assassins has created a persistent 

climate of fear for those who challenge both state and private hegemonic forces in 

Thailand. By considering the varied Thai state responses of denial, inaction, and 

occasional solidarity following the assassinations of the farmers, I argue that states are 

necessarily heterogeneous. I trace this heterogeneity to its limit by examining a 

seemingly bizarre series of police protests following public outcry at state inaction at 

the height of the assassinations of farmer leaders. Insisting that they only wanted the 

return of the rule of law, the police protests resulted in the vandalism of the prime 

minister’s residence by uniformed police officers.  I conclude by opening another 

silence and offering the first critical analysis, in English or in Thai, of arbitrary 

detention and re-education of farmers, teachers, and other progressive activists 

following the 6 October 1976 coup. 

Throughout this dissertation, I take the social and historiographic silences 

surrounding the period between the 14 October 1973 movement for democracy and 

the 6 October 1976 coup as the context to my research in Thailand as well as a key 
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methodological imperative.  As I realized while conducting research and then writing 

about what I learned, interrogating silences is a constantly ongoing process. One never 

finishes. Here I begin with an analysis of land rent struggles in order to  intervene in 

interdisciplinary debates about state and para-state repression, the form of law, and 

progressive alliances across boundaries of class and space.  There are many other 

places I might have begun – and where I hope others will begin, again. In the 

remainder of this introduction I offer a few guidelines for the broader contexts of 

politics, transgression, and evidence in which my work gathers meaning.  

 

Recasting politics 

There is a rich body of work in the field of political anthropology, addressing 

topics as diverse as the everyday experiences of genocide and transitional justice in 

Guatemala (Sanford 2003), the forms of ideology and intellectual practice under 

socialism in Romania (Verdery 1991), and how structural adjustment is experienced in 

Bolivian shantytowns (Gill 2000).  Through my examination of the farmer and student 

movements, and state and para-state violence in Thailand in the mid-1970s, I 

contribute to the field by questioning what counts as politics, and what kinds of 

subjects populate the field(s) of politics. The absence of the many of the stories I relay 

here from most accounts of Thai activist history and politics forces us – as Thai and 

foreign scholars, critics, and activists – to develop new categories and strategies of 

analysis.  While this argument is one that I develop throughout this dissertation, I offer 

a few preliminary guidelines here.  In short, I first call for a radical opening of studies 

of politics to include subjects, actions, and sources not always considered to be within 

its realm.  Then I draw on Gramscian ideas of hegemony to propose a broad frame in 

which these various forms of politics become significant. Finally, I elaborate the form 

of relations among the subjects who populate the fields of politics.   
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In the most recent edition of the Royal Institute Dictionary , which is 

positioned as the official lexicon of the Thai language, politics (การเมือง) is defined as: 
 
Work related to the state or the nation, for example, the study of 
politics consists of the study of the state, the organization of the state, 
and the workings of the state; (2) Administration of the nation, 
particularly related to the policy of administration, for example, 
international politics consists of the workings of international policy; 
(3) Management or supervision of civil administration, for example, 
political positions have the duty of management (Cabinet) or the 
supervision (Parliament) of the national administration. (Spoken) To 
have a hidden point, for actions to have a hidden motive, for example, 
to pretend to be sick (Royal Institute 2542: 116).2

Many, but not all, scholars have adhered to a similar idea of politics in their 

academic work.3

 While my ultimate goal is to fully challenge this definition of politics, here I 

want to suggest that the study of provincial administration or international politics, for 

example, is more complicated than the idea indicated by the Royal Institute definition.  

In the Royal Institute definition, only states and the bureaucrats who populate them 

are written as actors.  In her groundbreaking feminist critiques of international 

relations, Cynthia Enloe (1990, 1993, 2000, 2004), has repeatedly urged scholars to 

examine the voices and experiences behind the broad relationships and conflicts which 

                                                 
2 “น. (๑) งานที่เกี่ยวกับรัฐหรือแผนดิน เชน วิชาการเมือง ไดแกวิชาดวยรัฐ การจัดสวนแหงรัฐ  และดําเนินการ
แหงรัฐ. (๒) การบริหารประเทศเฉพาะที่เกี่ยวกับนโยบายในการบริหารประเทศ เชน การเมืองระหวางประเทศ 
ไดแกการดําเนินนโยบายระหวางประเทศ.  (๓) กิจการอํานวยหรือควบคุมการบริหารราชการแผนดิน เชน 
ตําแหนงการเมือง ไดแกตําแหนงซึ่งมีหนาที่อํานวย (คณะรัฐมนตรี) หรือควบคุม (สภาผูแทนราษฎร) การบริหาร
แผนดิน.  (ปาก) ว. มีเงื่อนงํา, มีการกระทําอันมีเจตนาอื่นแอบแฝงอยู, เชน ปวยการเมือง”  (พจนานุกรมฉบับ
ราชบัณฑิตยสถาน, พ.ศ.๒๕๔๒, น.๑๑๖)     
3 This idea was prevalent in many of the early, foundational works on Thai politics, including Riggs 
(1966) and Wilson (1967), and state-focused work, such as Kullada (2004), remains important.  My 
intention here is not to devalue this work, but instead to insist that work on Thai politics must go 
further. Across the fields of history, anthropology, and political science, many scholars have written on 
other forms and modalities of Thai politics, including Attachak Sattayanurak’s (2549 [2006]) work on 
the discourse of the “third hand,” in Thai political life, Katherine Bowie’s (1997) work on the right-
wing Village Scouts, and Michael Kelly Connors’ (2003) work on the cultural politics of democracy.    
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define global politics.  In her most recent book, The Curious Feminist: searching for 

women in a new age of empire, Enloe critiques the failure of international relations 

scholars to engage those who populate “margins, silences, and bottom rungs,” and 

why and how they remain located as such (2004: 23).  At the core of her analysis is the 

question of power, and the failure of such analyses to comprehend “the actual amount 

and the amazing variety of power that are required to keep the voices on the margins 

from having the right language and enough volume to be heard at the center in ways 

that might send shivers up and down the ladder” (Enloe 2004: 23). By accounting for 

the voices and experiences which have been made marginal, scholars are instead able 

to understand the layers of power, negotiation and contention which comprise what 

may appear to be the seamless workings of diplomacy and international relations.   

While Enloe’s critiques were written in the context of international relations 

scholarship, they are broadly relevant to all studies of something called politics.  Yet it 

is not only important to broaden our conception of the actors of politics to include 

people located on the margins. Even if we understand politics as the rule (or the 

appearance of rule) by a state and the various forms of resistance to it, I propose that 

we operate with an idea that the actions which comprise rule and resistance far exceed 

state administration and protests in the streets.   Politics is both of those things, but it 

is also the actions off the streets which make those in the streets possible.  Politics is 

also the desire and will to imagine a different, more just society, and the courage to 

take the risks necessary to do so.4 For example, I argue that the collective actions 

taken by the farmers and students who animate my analysis in this dissertation 

represented the imagination of a different future. The risks taken to imagine this future 

                                                 
4 In Borderlands/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldua writes “Nothing happens in the ‘real’ world unless it 
first happens in the images in our heads” (1987: 109).  My development of this idea of politics was 
greatly aided by Parissara Liewkeat’s comments. 
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and the deadly costs which were exacted for its attempted implementation were 

explicitly political. 

I suggest that the various forms of politics which I discuss here become 

meaningful, and therefore consequential, as struggles for hegemony.  In Selections 

from the Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci explains hegemony in the following 

terms:  
 
A social group dominates antagonistic groups, which it tends to 
“liquidate”, or to subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads 
kindred and allied groups.  A social group can, and indeed must, 
already exercise “leadership” before winning governmental power (this 
indeed is one of the principal conditions for the winning of such 
power); it subsequently becomes dominant when it exercises power, 
but even if it holds it firmly in its grasp, it must continue to “lead” as 
well (1971: 57-58).   

Gramsci is clear that the resistant group’s struggle is not only to wrest hegemony from 

the dominant group, but to produce it as well.   

In the chapters that follow, I track these struggles as they develop between 

progressive activists and the Thai state, and between farmers and landowners in 

Chiang Mai.  In each moment of contention between these groups, the struggle is 

never only about the specific demand at issue, but is simultaneously about determining 

the very terms on which that demand is made and answered. For example, the 

struggles for land rent relief in Chiang Mai province were at once about the amount of 

rice that tenant farmers paid as land rent to landowners, as well as about who had the 

right to name and enforce the terms of land rental.  As farmers began to educate one 

another about their legal rights, and urge landowners to follow the new Land Rent 

Control Act in 1974 and 1975, landowners lost rice (in comparison to prior years) but 

they also lost their position as those who decided how much rice would be paid by 

farmers.  Raymond Williams elaborates Gramsci’s idea of hegemony in terms of how 

 10



 

one formulates the world and one and others’ positions within it. He writes that 

hegemony  
 
is not limited to matters of direct political control but seeks to describe 
a more general predominance which includes, as one of its key features, 
a particular way of seeing the world and human nature and 
relationships. It is different in this sense from the notion of ‘world-
view’, in that the ways of seeing the world and ourselves and others are 
not just intellectual but political facts, expressed over a range from 
institutions to relationships and consciousness (1976: 145). 

As I will show, how landowners and farmers came to perceive one another became 

deadly political by late 1975. 

If the ruling class no longer leads, but dominates through coercion, then what 

emerges is a “crisis of authority,” or what Gramsci also refers to as a “crisis of 

hegemony” (1971: 276, 210).  In a crisis of authority, he argues that 
 
the great masses have become detached from their traditional 
ideologies, and no longer believe what they used to believe previously, 
etc.  The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the 
new cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid 
symptoms appear (Gramsci 1971: 276, emphasis is added).   

I propose that we understand the period of assassinations of FFT leaders in 1975 as a 

crisis of hegemony. Within the new context of increased participation and activism 

following 14 October 1973, northern farmers were no longer willing to submit to the 

previous terms of land rental, or to inhabit their old positions as compliant or quietly 

dissenting subjects. By going out into the streets to protest, organizing with allied 

students, and becoming legal educators of one another, they directly challenged the 

ruling class – in the form of conservative landowning interests and their state allies. 

Similar challenges were launched by workers, teachers, students and other progressive 

groups. Their challenges to the old system and their robust imagination of a different 

Thai future were met with a violent backlash from conservative forces.  The morbid 

symptoms which appeared were harassment, intimidation, and assassination of 
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progressive activists. These actions signaled the importance of the progressive 

transformation being wrought, as they simultaneously attempted to stop its advance. 

I privilege these morbid symptoms as indicative of the unstable and shifting 

forms of Thai rural relations, urban-rural relations, and the Thai state.  Ernesto Laclau 

and Chantal Mouffe argue that for Gramsci, “‘hegemony’ becomes the key concept in 

understanding the very unity in a concrete social formation” (1985: 7).  Within their 

formulation, total unity in a social formation is impossible, and the hegemonic 

struggle is constituted by the (failed) attempt to achieve it.  In various theoretical 

formulations, the failed attempt to fix unity is marked by instability (Butler 1993), 

antagonism (Laclau and Mouffe 1985), and violence (Abrams 1988).  By privileging 

these moments the constituent fragility of the social formation in question is revealed.   

I read the state and para-state backlash against the farmer-student alliances, the 

6 October 1976 massacre, and the imposition of “order” that followed as a failed 

attempt by the Thai state to eliminate dissent and retain hegemony.  Within this 

hegemonic struggle, farmers, students, state actors, para-state actors and others are 

locked together as subjects contending and acting upon one another.  To be clear, I am 

not arguing that Thai state actors, conservative forces and dissenting subjects are 

analogous to one another. On the contrary, as I explicate below, their positions are 

grossly differentiated and unequal.  However, in conceptualizing activists, landowners, 

and the state as directly engaged with one another, I am able to closely analyze 

repressive forces as well as demonstrate their constituent fragility. 

 

Subjects of transgression 

 In what I read as a call for a critical anthropology of violence, Veena Das 

writes 
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Being able to draw a boundary itself raises the issue of the experience 
of limit. Then how should we see the violence of the events that frame 
the ethnography – should we regard the violence as that which 
exceeded the boundaries of the world, as it was known? These are 
complicated pictures of what it is to make and remake a world, bringing 
into question the pictures of totalities, parts, fragments, and boundaries 
that we may have. These pictures are tied up with questions of what it 
is to write an ethnography of violence – one that is not seen as bearing 
an objective witness to events as much as trying to locate the subject 
through the experience of such limits (2007: 4-5). 

As I explained in the previous section, I argue that politics is the terrain on which 

farmers, students, landowners, and state officials meet one another as subjects.  

Inspired by Das, I propose that these subjects are each constituted in relation to the 

violence born of exceeding boundaries, and in relation to one another.  Yet I am not 

only writing an ethnography of violence, I am also writing an ethnography of the 

tremendous social and political transformation both preceding and signaled by the 

emergent violence. In what follows, I contend that transgression was at the heart of 

both the transformation catalyzed by the farmers’ and students’ actions and the myriad 

forms of violent backlash to it. 

 To transgress is to violate a limit or boundary.  For Bataille, transgression 

exists as constitutive of what is forbidden, in the sense that “there is no prohibition 

that cannot be transgressed” (1962: 63).  Drawing largely on Bakhtin’s (1968) analysis 

of Rabelais and the carnivalesque, Peter Stallybrass and Allon White elaborate 

transgression as comprised of practices that stand in contradiction, inversion, or as 

alternatives to the status quo (1986: 17-18).  What makes the concept of transgression 

productive for my work is that it immediately raises the questions both of who 

maintains boundaries, and who crosses them. At the most basic level, I read the 

actions of farmers and students as crossing boundaries, and their opponents’ criticism 

and backlash as an attempt to maintain (or perhaps draw even sharper) boundaries.  I 

contend that through these processes of crossing, maintaining, and rebuilding 
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boundaries, farmers, students, landowners, and state officials transformed themselves 

as subjects. 

 In the chapters that follow, I trace the operations and effects of transgression in 

three registers. First, I trace how students and farmers transgressed their origins in 

order to become politicized subjects and work together.  Second, I argue that the 

combined organizing actions of farmers and students amounted to a transgression of 

existing rural relations of power that ordered interactions among farmers, landowners, 

and state officials. Paradoxically, by working within the terms of the system, farmers 

and students launched a challenge more destabilizing than an attempt to smash the 

system directly.  Finally, I trace the forms of violence which greeted farmer-student 

organizing as transgressions that at once exposed the transformations which had taken 

place, while simultaneously making return to the status quo impossible. 

 The collaboration between farmers and students at this time was marked by 

two kinds of transgression – those of class position and space. My conception of class 

is informed by Marxian and feminist analyses of capitalism as a process, rather than a 

totality (Gibson-Graham 1996; Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 2000; Gibson-

Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 2001).  By focusing on capitalism as a process, rather 

than a closed structure, they argue that class becomes unfixed as well. This therefore 

creates “the possibility of energetic and unconfined class identities, where the 

compelling question is not ‘What is my class belonging?’ but ‘What is my class 

becoming?’” (Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 2000: 11).  In turn, given that class 

is an identity that is continually produced (and re-produced), class then “becomes 

legible as a potential effect of politics, rather than merely its origin or ground. 

Commonality and community may be seen as produced, not simple expressed, through 

political mobilization” (Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 2001: 18-19). Rather 
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than privilege class as the primary marker of identity, I examine how it articulates with 

other aspects of identity, namely geographic location.5

 As I consider how farmers and students transgressed the boundaries between 

rural and urban spaces, or the village and the city, I begin by questioning these 

categories and the “seemingly unproblematic division of space” behind them (Gupta 

and Ferguson 1997: 33-34).  Rather than take the categories as fixed and natural, I am 

mindful that the division of space is constantly made and remade. Within this context, 

I cast the movement of farmers into city streets and students into villages as actions 

that challenges the existing divisions and relations between rural and urban spaces.  

News reports about farmer protests in the streets of Bangkok and Chiang Mai starkly 

reflected the anxieties produced by these crossings. 

Paradoxically, even as my discussion of transgression necessitates the 

recognition of boundaries, I want to be clear that as I understand and deploy them 

here, the categories of class and space are porous, fluid, and filled with diversity. In 

the analysis that follows, I am at pains to retain the range of class positions 

experienced by farmers. Similarly, I want to be clear that not all students were middle 

or upper-class.   Many were, but many were not.  Instead, resonant with J.K. Gibson-

Graham’s analysis, due to their access to higher education students possessed the 

possibility of a middle or upper-class future, no matter their class origins.   

                                                 
5 “We understand class processes as overdetermined, or constituted, by every other aspect of social life. 
By this we mean that we “think” the existence of class and of particular class processes by initially 
presuming overdetermination rather than by positing a necessary or privileged association between 
exploitation and some set of social processes (such as control over the labor process or consciousness or 
struggle or ownership, to rename the familiar few). In this initial presumption, class is constituted at the 
intersection of all social dimensions or processes – economic, political, cultural, natural – and class 
processes themselves participate in constituting these other dimensions of social existence. This mutual 
constitution of social processes generates an unending sequence of surprises or contradictions. As the 
term “process” is intended to suggest, class and other aspects of society are seen as existing in change 
and as continually undergoing novel and contradictory transformations” (J.K. Gibson-Graham 1996: 
55). 
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 While the individual actions of dissenting farmers and students caused anxiety 

and panic for many of their state, landholding, right-wing, and other opponents, the 

possible sum total of farmer and student actions were far more terrifying than the 

individual acts.  The short-term effect of the farmers’ struggle to first pass and then 

implement the 1974 Land Rent Control Act was that the landowners’ share of the 

yearly rice harvest diminished.  Yet behind this concrete, material loss was a much 

deeper transformation that was a result of the farmers’ decision to wage their struggle 

in the realm of law.  Instead of trying to smash the existing practices of land rental, in 

1951 and 1974 farmers attempted to transform the practices by calling for their legal 

regulation.   

In 1951, landowners were able to prevent the decree of the 1950 Land Rent 

Control Act in Chiang Mai province by contradicting the farmers’ claims to hunger 

and impoverishment.  By 1974, however, landowners could not silence the farmers’ 

call for land rent relief.  Against the backdrop of the failure of farmers to launch a 

similar transformation in 1951, the farmers’ success in 1974 challenged land rent 

practices as well as landowners’ positions as elites and decision-makers in rural 

northern life.   

In 1951, the farmers were subject to laws, but were unable to affect their 

contents or implementation.  By 1974, they presented themselves as subjects who 

should be part of drafting laws, as well as active agents of their implementation.  By 

using the law, which had previously been the province of the landowners, the farmers’ 

actions amounted to a transgression of existing rural relations of power.  Transgression 

does not destroy, but instead, as Mary Beth Tierney-Tello writes in her analysis of 

experimental fiction written by women living under Latin American dictatorships, 

transgression “can be seen as part of the quest to disarticulate dominant conventions 

and authoritarian modes (1996: 213).  By arguing that the previously informal, 
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unregulated landlord-tenant relationships needed to be subject to legal regulation, 

farmers exposed what they viewed as the unjust status quo.  By choosing the law as 

their weapon of disarticulation, their attack on landowners was particularly acute.   

 Katherine Bowie (1988) presents compelling evidence suggesting that the idea 

of peasants and lords co-existing happily in nineteenth-century Lanna was a myth.6  

Yet even in the 1950s and 1970s, the landlords, who were the descendants of the lords 

(figuratively if not always literally), believed this myth. They believed that they were 

like the fathers and older brothers of the farmers.  They viewed themselves as kind 

patrons who took care of the farmers.  This is not to say that landlords did not 

appreciate the benefits they accrued, but that they believed that they acted in a just, 

and even generous, manner towards the farmers. Many farmers disagreed.  The 

landlords were greatly destabilized by the outward expression of the farmers’ 

disagreement, i.e., their movement to pass and then implement land rent control 

measures.  In order to understand how landlords might become destabilized, let us 

consider the relationship between farmers and landlords as a dialectical one, one in 

which each was constituted in relation to one another.  The landlords retained their 

                                                 
6 Katherine Bowie frames her dissertation, Peasant Perspectives on the Political Economy of the 
Northern Thai Kingdom of Chiang Mai in the Nineteenth Century: Implications for the Understanding 
of Peasant Political Expression, with a critique of the inaccuracies and gaps in much earlier academic 
work about nineteenth-century northern Thai history.  She argues that many analyses falsely stress the 
self-sufficiency economy of the peasants, the kindnesses of the lords, and the relative hegemony 
operative in the Chiang Mai kingdom. Her research shows these descriptions to be at once erroneous 
representations of peasant life and a dangerous mode of historiography.  Bowie explains that when 
scholars have not found, or have missed, signs of “overt peasant political unrest,” they have taken this 
to mean that peasants were content (1988: 16). The unquestioned idea of comfortable peasants who 
participate in a subsistence economy “has a political content. The characterization encourages a view of 
the past as idyllic, harmonious, and happy” (Bowie 1988: 75).  In contrast to these representations, 
Bowie draws on extensive oral history and archival research to offer a different picture of peasant-lord 
relations as dynamic and fraught with struggle.  Bowie argues against a subsistence economy by tracing 
rice shortages, hardship, famine, begging, and the differential economic positions of peasants in 
nineteenth-century Chiang Mai in the Lannathai kingdom.  Peasants were not satisfied with the relations 
that left their bellies empty and lords’ full.  Bowie further notes that “peasants were not content with 
lordly extraction, nor did the ruling lords have much legitimacy in their eyes” (1988: 21).  Not only did 
the peasants view the lords as illegitimate, but Bowie’s oral histories revealed that they perceived them 
as “arbitrary, capricious, petty, greedy, and even cruel figures of power and potential torment” (1988: 
71). 
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power and position in no small part due to the rice and other support they received 

from tenant farmers. If the rice was withdrawn, and even more significant, if the 

farmers ceased to recognize the landlords as those with the power to determine the 

terms of tenancy relationships, then who were the landlords?  Even more significant, if 

the farmers claimed that they were not beneficently provided for by the landlords, 

could the landlords continue to perceive themselves this way?  The farmers’ actions 

constituted a withdrawal from their once interdependent relationship, while 

simultaneously calling into question its truly interdependent status.7  For a brief time, 

farmers and landlords seemed to be on a path towards becoming equal in the eyes of 

the law, each a partner in a contractual relationship outlined by the state.   

 There is a final, speculative note I wish to make about transgression and 

violence.  Had the farmers called for the destruction of the entire land rental system – 

and simply refused to pay rent – the landowners could have discounted their actions, 

and then used their relationships with state officials to force the farmers to pay.  

Instead, the farmers’ legal activism transgressed the existing system of rural relations 

of power by exposing it.  Their organizing was met with tremendous public 

harassment and violence, culminating in a series of assassinations of FFT leaders. 

Although thirty years have passed, no one has been accountable for the assassinations 

of the farmers.  Surviving farmer and student activists believe that elite right-wing and 
                                                 
7 Judith Butler’s (1997) interpretation of Hegel’s master-slave dialectic may be instructive here.  Butler 
writes: “To disavow one’s body, to render it ‘Other’ and then to establish the ‘Other’ as an effect of 
autonomy, is to produce one’s body in such a way that the activity of its production – and its essential 
relation to the lord – is denied.  This trick or ruse involves a double disavowal and an imperative that 
the ‘Other’ become complicit with this disavowal.  In order not to be the body that the lord presumably 
is, and in order to have the bondsman posture as if the body that he is belongs to himself – and not be 
the orchestrated projection of the lord – there must be a certain kind of exchange, a bargain or deal, in 
which ruses are enacted and transacted. In effect, the imperative to the bondsman consists in the 
following formulation: you be my body for me, but do not let me know that the body you are is my 
body. An injunction and contract are here performed in such a way that the moves which guarantee the 
fulfillment of the injunction and contract are here performed in such a way that the moves which 
guarantee the fulfillment of the injunction and the contract are immediately covered over and forgotten” 
(35).  The farmers’ organizing around land rent issues and the responses it provoked from landlords 
exposed the ruse.  
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landholding forces were behind the assassinations. While I cannot prove, and therefore 

do not allege, that the landlords were behind the killings of the farmers, it would not 

have been impossible. If the landowners were behind the killings of the farmers, 

however, it would represent a final, complete transgression of their own perceived role 

as beneficent patrons.  

 

Danger and the methodology of anonymity 

This dissertation is based on field research that I carried out in Chiang Mai and 

Bangkok between 2001 and 2006, as well as extensive research in Kroch Library at 

Cornell University.8  I draw on a wide range of sources, including oral histories, notes 

from events I attended, cremation volumes, newspapers and other published material, 

and documents from provincial and national government archives, university archives, 

and activist archives.  Each kind of source demanded various methodological 

considerations.  The contentious, unresolved nature of the histories of progressive 

activism and state and para-state violence in Thailand necessarily complicated these 

considerations.  Here I discuss the analytic and ethical concerns behind these 

considerations. In so doing, I offer the reader a logic for understanding the practices of 

citation and sources deployed. 

First, as I will explain in further detail in Chapter Seven, the possession of 

progressive or leftist documents was grounds for arrest following the 6 October 1976 

massacre.  By 9 October 1976, it was reported that over 1 million books and 

documents had been seized from bookstores and university campuses in Bangkok 

alone (Bangkok Post 9 October 1976: 3).  Nearly every former activist I met 

remembered the books and periodicals they once possessed, but were forced to 

                                                 
8 I made four trips to Thailand, comprising a total of twenty-five months (May 2001, June-August 2002, 
December 2003-August 2005, and September-October 2006). 
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discard, burn or otherwise destroy.  S., a former CMU student and Farmer Project 

activist, told me about how she buried her copies of the Thai translations of a book of 

Maxim Gorky’s stories (Gorky 2518 [1975]) and a book of Vietnamese short stories 

(Jit 2519 [1976]) along with other items behind her parent’s house following 6 

October.  S. then spent five years in the jungle with the CPT.  By the time she 

returned, the cumulative yearly flooding had saturated the ground so many times that 

she could not locate the books she buried years earlier.  Likewise, the offices of the 

Northern Student Center and the Farmers’ Federation of Thailand were destroyed in 

October 1976; today, there are no surviving public copies of Thai Farmer, the FFT’s 

newspaper.  This does not mean that nothing written from a progressive perspective 

survived. Much did survive and can now be found in various libraries as well as in 

many private collections – but it does mean that what survived is a fraction of what 

once existed. 

In the introduction to the second edition of Capitalism and Confrontation in 

Sumatra, Ann Stoler explains that lacking archival documents written from a peasant 

perspective about the Dutch colonial period in Indonesia, she intended “to write a 

history from the bottom up by reading upper class sources upside down” (1995: viii).  

Similarly, the relative lack of sources from a farmer or student perspective meant that I 

read between and against the lines of conservative newspapers, government 

periodicals, and government archival documents to aid in my reconstruction of farmer-

student solidarity.9  Given the anxiety that farmer-student solidarity provoked among 

                                                 
9 In my initial request for a foreign researcher permit, I asked for access to the National Archives, the 
archives of the Ministry of Interior, and the archives of the Metropolitan Police Bureau.  My application 
was returned to me, with the admonition that my request for access to the Ministry of Interior and 
Metropolitan Police Bureau records from 1969–1979 was inappropriate as the records dealt with 
matters of national security. While I made my request as a foreign researcher, not a citizen, the tone of 
response suggests the anxiety and concern surrounding the nondisclosure of records.  Once my revised 
request was approved, I was not surprised to learn that the index to public records in the Chiang Mai 
provincial archives abruptly stops in October 1976.  When I asked about more recent records, the 
archival administrator cited the slowness of her subordinates in cataloguing information. Whether it was 
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landholding and other elements in Chiang Mai, it is not surprising that conservative 

papers, such as Thai Niu and Thin Thai, meticulously documented the actions of 

farmer and student organizations.  In addition, I read personal recollections, Thai and 

international human rights documents, and Thai news accounts “upside down” in 

order to learn about detention and re-education under Order 22 following the 6 

October 1976 massacre.  To be clear, I do not position conservative, state, or the 

available printed sources from a progressive perspective, such as Athipat, the 

newspaper of the National Student Center of Thailand, as unquestioned sources of 

information.  Instead, I attend to the dissonance often present among various sources, 

and question what the discrepancies in accounts may tell us about how social change 

is understood by different actors.   

Conducting interviews with former activists, detainees, and other people 

challenged me to think about methodology, responsibility, and dissonance in another 

way. In every interview, I was forced to confront what is at stake, and for whom, in 

tracing the histories included in this dissertation.  While I cannot eliminate the stakes 

involved in making these histories public, I can limit the risks for the individuals 

involved. During the process of research and at the moment of this writing, I have 

taken specific steps to protect those involved.  I did not audio record any of the 

interviews I conducted, but immediately and copiously took notes following each 

conversation. Additionally, I guaranteed anonymity to each person I interviewed.  In 

the dissertation that follows, I do not identify anyone I spoke with by name or their 

current occupation. Instead, I identify people with a Roman alphabet letter, such as 

M., and by describing what they were doing between 1973 and 1976.  When using 

                                                                                                                                             
the speed of the cataloguers or a more specious anxiety which prevented the release of the recent 
documents, they were not available.  
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published sources or referring to people who are no longer alive, I use their real 

names.    

I waited until the end of my period of field research to ask people for 

individual interviews.  Many of the people I interviewed I knew well by the time we 

sat down for a formal conversation. Leading up to that point I was vetted (and 

continue to be!) many times and through multiple channels. Before anyone spoke with 

me, s/he wanted to ascertain that in fact I was who I claimed to be, and not an agent of 

the U.S. government or another malevolent force.10  Each interview conversation was 

predicated, from the beginning, on my not-recording the conversation and not using 

the interviewee’s name.  Even with these precautions, more than one conversation was 

carried out in whispers or in a secluded place. Many people spoke of the actions that 

they suffered pain for taking, and for which they worry they could suffer further. 

Others are still actively engaged in opposing the state or private capital, and are under 

direct threat today.  I do not doubt that many of the people I interviewed would have 

refused to speak to me if I had wanted to record our conversations. 

Yet the decision to purposefully provide a double-layered anonymity, in which 

names and current occupations are left unspecified, matters in another, perhaps less 

individual, register of political responsibility.  In the prefatory note to her memoir, 

Reading Lolita in Tehran, Azar Nafisi describes the extensive lengths she went to 

mask the identities of the women students who populated her underground literature 

course. This was to protect them from persecution at the hands of the Iranian state, 

“but also from those who read such narratives to discover who’s who and who did 

what to whom, thriving on and filling their own emptiness through others’ secrets” 

                                                 
10 At times laced with humor, but often deadly serious, upon learning that I was from the U.S., many 
people asked me directly if I worked for the Central Intelligence Agency or the National Security 
Agency. When I said no, the question of my political and class background arose.  Often my frankness 
about my middle-class family background and my own history of activism satisfied most queries. Due 
to the history of U.S. involvement in Thailand, the question was not an unreasonable one.    
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(Nafisi 2003: ix).  It is nearly impossible to have a discussion today about the recent 

radical past without someone bemoaning the former student activists who have 

become politicians, successful businesspeople, or who have taken up other 

occupations the speaker deems to contradict the activist’s radical youth.  While I think 

the expression of the sentiment is not insignificant, it has no place in my dissertation. 

First, it simply falls outside the realm of my project. Second, and to my mind, far more 

important, is that I think the activity verges on the contemptuous.  I listened to 

people’s stories and here attempt to transmit them.  But they are not mine to literally 

record and name: that right belongs to those who lived them. 

 

Chronology and map 

As will be clear from the following guide to chapters, I am primarily writing 

about a very short period of time in Thai history: 1973 until 1976. There are threads 

extending back to 1950 and to moments following 6 October 1976 until the present. 

When thinking about different ways of organizing my dissertation, I was initially very 

resistant to adhering to a chronology. I worried that in so doing I would necessarily 

impose linearity on a story which I think is anything but linear. However, by largely 

adhering to a chronology, I aim to facilitate my analysis of contention, contradiction, 

and other critical themes.  

 I begin in Chapter One with a methodological intervention calling for an 

analysis critical of events and cognizant of the roles of individuals in making social 

change. At the center of this chapter is a concern with how history is constituted, or 

how certain stories of events and change come to stand in as the only stories.  In 

particular, I examine how the oft-repeated accounts of 14 October 1973 and 6 October 

1976 in Bangkok elide other geographies and chronologies of progressive struggle in 

Thailand.  Drawing on interviews, as well as various newspapers and student 
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publications, I first examine the dominant stories of 14 October 1973 and 6 October 

1976 in Bangkok.  Then I turn to multiple perspectives on the two events as they 

unfolded in Chiang Mai. By placing these accounts side-by-side, I aim to illustrate the 

ways in which they bear on one another. What happened in Bangkok during the 

October events is inexplicable without knowing what was happening in Chiang Mai 

(and elsewhere) at the same time, and vice versa.  In considering the October events in 

Bangkok and Chiang Mai together, I am able to raise questions about how the local 

and national are constituted politically and historiographically (Appadurai 1996, 

Pandey 2001).  Next I trace the life stories of two individuals, Nisit Jirasophon and 

Ajarn Angun Malik, who were catalysts of progressive change in Chiang Mai.  Nisit 

was a student activist at Chiang Mai University (CMU) and a journalist in the late 

1960s and early 1970s. He was assassinated under unclear circumstances in April 

1975. Ajarn Angun was a maverick professor who taught in the Faculty of Humanities 

at CMU from the late 1960s until 1976. By presenting the lives of Ajarn Angun Malik 

and Nisit Jirasophon in tandem with my analysis of the October events, I advance the 

claim that our understanding of the period marked by the two October events is 

grossly distorted without the stories of their lives.   

Then in Chapter Two, I foreground the issue of land rent control in the north. I 

draw on provincial archival records to trace the contention over the 1950 Land Rent 

Control Act in Chiang Mai as a precursor to the movement for land rent relief in 1974.  

My analysis does not only historicize the struggles and violence which I discuss in the 

next chapters, but also contributes to creating an interpretive framework within which 

the contention in the 1970s becomes meaningful.  Grasping the significance of the 

farmers’ actions around land rent control demands an analysis of farmers as a specific 

kind of political subject.  By developing an optic which accounts for this farmer 

political subject, I extend and challenge earlier work about agrarian life and resistance 
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(Guha 1988, Scott 1985).  Yet the case of land tenancy does not only demand an idea 

of farmers as complex, political subjects, but a similarly nuanced conception of 

landowners as well.  Therefore, while Chapter One constituted an intervention into 

how to analytically assign significance to events and individuals who make political 

change, in this chapter I recast this intervention within the context of late twentieth-

century land tenancy in northern Thailand.    In addition, I question the connections 

between Bangkok and Chiang Mai by showing how the actions of the farmers to 

decree the 1950 Land Rent Control Act incited concerns at the highest levels of state 

administration and public life. The margin of Chiang Mai was significant precisely 

because it was so far from the presumed center of Bangkok.  Rather than functioning 

to make Chiang Mai irrelevant, the distance magnified the potential for uncontained, 

and uncontainable, problems. 

In Chapter Three, I turn to the 1970s and trace both the establishment of the 

Farmers’ Federation of Thailand (FFT) and the revitalization of the struggle for land 

rent control in Chiang Mai in 1974.  I contend that by joining with one another and 

bringing their protests from the countryside into the city streets, farmers 

fundamentally transformed themselves into a new kind of dissenting political subject.  

Of particular concern to me is how farmers addressed various parts of the Thai state, 

and how farmers in turn were perceived by state actors as well as by their supporters 

and critics.  Drawing on a range of newspapers and commemorative accounts, I begin 

by tracing the string of protests leading up to the establishment of the FFT in 

November 1974.  Then I turn to the land rent situation in Chiang Mai in late 1974. 

While some farmers from Chiang Mai and the neighboring provinces traveled to 

Bangkok to join the protests there, many remained in Chiang Mai and firmly 

demanded land rent relief.  In 1974, farmers revived the call for the decree of the 1950 

Act (whose non-decree I traced in Chapter Two). For various reasons, the government 
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instead decided to promulgate a new Land Rent Control Act at the end of 1974.  I 

conclude with a close reading of the two different Acts.   

In Chapter Four, I examine how the lives and fates of farmers and students 

came to be intertwined. I analyze the emergence of student-farmer solidarity in Chiang 

Mai following the 14 October 1973 movement.  Adapting a formulation of Paulo 

Freire’s (1970), I use the term pedagogy of solidarity to refer to the knowledge built 

through the farmers’ and students’ shared struggle and its implications.    I first 

provide a context for the development of the pedagogy of solidarity in Chiang Mai by 

examining how education and progressive politics were imbricated in one another in 

1970s Thailand.  Then I examine two predecessors to farmer-student solidarity: the 

Volunteer Development Assembly, a student volunteer development program at CMU 

active from the late 1960s, and the official Return to Rural Areas Program supported 

by the PM Sanya Thammasak government in 1974. I argue that these programs, and 

other similar ones, created a foundation for student solidarity with farmers.  Then I 

turn to the Farmer Project, which was a student group that worked in alliance with 

farmers in Chiang Mai and neighboring Lampang and Lamphun provinces, and the 

other organizing work students and farmers engaged in together in late 1974 and 1975.   

 Chapter Five is concerned with the violent backlash which greeted student and 

farmer actions. The sum total of the individual and collection actions around land rent 

control and other issues in the north in 1974 and 1975 effected a transformation at 

once personal and political, and at once material and social. I examine the backlash of 

criticism, harassment, intimidation and ultimately assassination with which the farmer 

and student organizing was greeted.  I first examine two stories of noncompliance by 

landlords that occurred shortly following the passage of the Land Rent Control Act on 

16 December 1974.   I then trace the fears that Thailand was going to be the next 

Communist domino to fall following Vietnam and Cambodia.  I place the 
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assassinations of FFT leaders within the context of a range of violence against farmer 

activists and other new political actors.  I then turn to the life and death of one 

important FFT leader, Intha Sribunruang.  Intha led the struggle to implement the 1974 

Land Rent Control Act in Chiang Mai and the neighboring provinces.  By examining 

his murder, I highlight how the political became devastatingly personal. Through 

exploring his life and death, I cast the assassinations of FFT leaders as part of a larger 

project to silence dissent. 

 In Chapter Six, I turn to a seemingly bizarre series of events catalyzed by 

Intha’s assassination. Following his assassination, students, farmers, teachers, 

workers, and other people across the country protested and demanded that the 

government address the assassinations and protect the farmers. Rather than arrest the 

assassins of the farmers, eight farmer activists and one student were arrested on 

trumped-up charges in Lamphun province (adjacent to Chiang Mai province).  When 

their arrests were met with intensified protests calling for state responsibility, local 

police officials, national police officials, provincial officials, Ministry of Interior 

officials in Bangkok and the Prime Minister, Kukrit Pramoj, all denied ordering the 

arrests.  The protests finally secured the release of the nine arrested activists. In short 

order, the police began protesting the release, which they viewed as indicating the 

breakdown of the rule of law. The protests by the police grew until they climaxed in 

the vandalism and sacking of PM Kukrit Pramoj’s house in Bangkok (Prachachaat 

Weekly, Special issue on the Farmers’ Crisis, 2.92 (21 August 2518 [1975])).  This 

series of events at first seems quite bizarre – there seemed to be no attempt, even at the 

level of the police, to hide the illegitimate nature of the arrests of the nine activists. 

Informed by Abrams (1988) and Corrigan and Sayer (1985), I frame my analysis of 

this series of events in relation to state formation (and state disintegration).  In 1975-

1976, different parts of the Thai state continually acted to deny the claims of activists, 
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obfuscated their own roles, and contradicted one another. The utter fiction of a unified 

state at this moment was undeniable. Yet, the Thai state continued to operate as a state 

for another year until its formal dissolution with the 6 October 1976 massacre and 

coup. Rather than viewing the apparent disunity of the Thai state as a temporary 

aberration, here I argue that it was constitutive of the violence carried out in the name 

of the state. 

 In Chapter Seven, I revisit the question of silence and the latent evidence of 

history with which I began. One week after the 6 October 1976 coup massacre at 

Thammasat University in Bangkok, the ruling junta, the National Administrative 

Reform Council (NARC), proclaimed Orders 22 and 34. In force until August 1979, 

these two measures delineated the terms of arbitrary, potentially infinite detention and 

“training” of nine categories of people deemed a “danger to society.”  Under Orders 

22 and 34, thousands of people across Thailand underwent “re-education” in “good 

citizenship,” including acceptance of “democracy with the king as head of state” as the 

only legitimate form of government.  Re-education was to take place at centers 

operated by the Department of Corrections; the locations of five such centers were 

widely reported in Siam Rat, Bangkok Post, Thai Niu, and Thai and English-language 

human rights reports.  Drawing on northern Thai newspaper accounts and interviews 

with former detainees, this chapter takes as its point of departure a historiography of 

the Karunyathep Center, a re-education center located in Chiang Mai omitted from the 

reports noted above.  Through close readings of Orders 22 and 34, the annual reports 

of the Department of Corrections for 1976 – 1979, a self-criticism written by a former 

detainee, and the life stories of two additional detainees and one former guard, I 

examine the emergence and disappearance of a new category of criminal promulgated 

in October 1976.  The former detainees were all quick to assure me that although they 

were held against their will, they were not physically mistreated. The Karunyathep 
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detainees’ lack of experience of physical mistreatment was surprising, given the legal 

terms under which they were held. Yet the tension between what actually happened 

and what might have happened emerges as both a strategy of state repression and a 

clarion call for critical analysis. 
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