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JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 29 No. 2

FROM THE EDITOR

This is our third issue on the democratization theme. it contains data and analyses of
the May 1992 Crisis and Uprising that must be considered another, perhaps major, turning point
in Thai democratization. An attempt to reverse the democratizing trend was averted and a new
sense of commitment to democracy was exhibited by the growing middie strata and, evenina
bolder and riskier fashion, by those in the lower strata.

All of the material, except for the last article, comes from the Symposium "The May 1992
Crisis the Rise of Civil Society for Democracy?” jointly organized by the "Forum on
Democratization” and Research Affairs Section of the Faculty of Political Science, Chulalongkorn
University, on 31 May 1993. The last article is a revised version of the one presented at a
January 1994 seminar organized by the Forum.

A transcription of the taped proceedings of the Symposium preceeds selected articles
from it. A summary is offered here in place of the abstracts of articles the journal usually
provides.

In the morning session, the social characteristics and activities of three groups of
people involved in the traumatic event, medical personnel, businessmen, the missing and the
dead, were examined. ‘M.A. student Kiatchai Sarnsawat observed that before the outbreak
of violence, individual health personnel were among those who played key roles in the
opposition to the constitution that allowed General Suchinda Kraprayoon to assume the prime
ministership. Collective or group action only occurred when medical personnel found the brutal
suppression and the denial of access to medical personnel irksome and contrary to their
professional and humanitarian tenets. In effect, it was professional ethics which mobilized the
often conservative and politically reticent medical personnel into political activity in opposition
to authoritarianism. A country-wide network was thus established and was expected to
contribute to democratization.

Preeyathip Devakul, another M.A. student in Sociology, found the same to be true for
businessmen. The early participants in the protests were individuals probably with experience
of political activism in the 1970s. While there was a broad current of business concern that a
more authoritarian trend would hinder economic growth and international trade, it was the
violent supperssion that catalyzed businessmen to action as groups and organizations which
demanded Suchinda’s resignation and new elections as the way to resolve the conflict and to
stabilize the situation.

Kritiya Archvanichkul, a lecturer from Mahidol University's Hotline Center set up to
help locate the missing and the dead, categorically observed that the dead, the wounded and



the missing were low income earners and in their twenties rather than members of the educated
middle strata. Thus, the role of the middle classes with saloon cars and mobile phones in the
protests may have been over-emphasized.

in the first part of the afternoon session, Lakana Klaikaew an M.A. student in Com-
munication Arts, Chulalongkorn University, found significant differences in the roles of the
government-owned Radio Thailand and the privately owned INN News Agency (butbroadcasting
through an Army-owned station) in radio news presentation during the events. While Radio
Thailand decidedly emphasized government news sources confirmed Suchinda's legitimacy
and helped it deny allegations of news censorship, INN presented both sides of the story, dug
deeper into the activities and emphasized the peaceful nature of the protests. The reasons for
these differences lay in the differential levels of controls, both past and present, exerted on the
newsmen, but in the last analysis a higher degree of professionalism exhibited by INN was aiso
an important factor

Ubolrat Siriyawasak, a lecturer in mass communicationsat Chulalongkorn, analyzed
that both media personnel and the public had reached a new height of consciousness about the
right to information. Media personnel were on the whole against censorship both by the
authorities and media owners and controllers. In any case the presence of international news
agencies which beamed news across the globe made censorship much more difficult. Most
noticeable was the way in which the public built its own news network by using faxes and mobile
phones and also engaged in manipulating the news by creating rumours favourable to the
people's side. She cautioned that once the authorities have caught up with i, the use of such
techniques will need to become more sophisticated. To promote democratization, the
electronic media should be privatized and also made accessible to communities and groups
of ordinary people.

In the second pant of the afternoon session, Serin Punnahitanond, a retired sociology
professor, drew on conflict theory, especially Jonathan Turner's , {0 analyze dimensions of
conflict and Neil Smelser's value added theory to analyze conflict and collective behavior
exhibited during the May events.

In the article "Black May and Post-State Politics", William Callahan pays attention to
the innovative method of organization for collective behavior and non-violent postures adopted
by NGOs during the May events and sees them as potentically capable of making political
breakthroughs.

Though the analyses vary in quality, it is hoped that this issue serves to inform
readers and to raise interesting questions about how the May 1992 Crisis may be under-
stood. Much serious scholarship remains to be done in this area. If by publishing the sym-
posium proceedings and the articles, interest and commitment to concerned scholarship is
generated, then the journal would have achieved its purpose.

Chulalongkorn University Prudhisan Jumbala
May 1994 Editor
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