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adjustment” sessions said they were asked to 
express their views on various issues, such as the 
monarchy, the recent coup and former premier 
Thaksin Shinawatra.

“They want to cause a climate of fear. It’s a psy-
chological war which not only affects the person 
but also their families,” said Mrs Puangthong, 
adding that the methods used will only increase 
in intensity to make the experience more fright-
ening for those who refuse to remain silent.

According to the Internet Dialogue on Law 
Reform (iLaw), as of last month, the NCPO has 
either summoned or visited the homes of at least 
782 individuals since last year’s coup. It justifies 
the practice with various euphemisms and vague 
explanations, such as that those individuals have 
made statements that are “not in line with the 
preservation of peace and order”. 

Representatives from various activist groups 
would be called in by the junta as a way of send-
ing a message to other group members and 
encouraging them to stop opposing military rule.

Mrs Puangthong, for instance, was the only 
representative called in from the Assembly for 
the Defence of Democracy, a group of inde-
pendent scholars set up in 2013 to oppose 
the anti-government People’s Democratic 
Reform Committee.

Mrs Puangthong was among the few individu-
als summoned who were not asked to sign an 
agreement letter after their release. Most were 
made to sign documents agreeing not to be 
involved in political activities, not to leave the 
country unless given permission by the NCPO 
and not to violate NCPO orders.

ARMY INTELLIGENCE
Kengkij Kitirianglarp, a lecturer at Chiang Mai 
University’s Faculty of Sociology and Anthro-
pology, was interrogated at the Army Club in 
Bangkok surrounded by 10 officials from the 
Ministry of Information and Communication 
Technology, military and police. Two soldiers 
stood behind him, holding rifles.

“We know everything about you,” Mr Kengkij 
recalled one of the men saying.

Mr Kengkij had taken part in a protest against 
the 2006 military coup which deposed the Thak-
sin government. “The military obtains informa-
tion from the Special Branch police, because 
they are the ones who monitor the protests,” 
Mr Kengkij said. 

But the NCPO has also made its own attempts 
to seek information through the internet, and 
several detainees were asked to open their 
email and Facebook accounts during their time 
in detention. Some were forced to supply their 
passwords to authorities.

“When they asked me about my job at Kaset-
sart University, I realised that they obtained 
this information from the internet and thought 
I still taught there,” Mr Kengkij said. “That 
means that in reality, military intelligence is 
not that accurate.”

THE GRAND SCHEME
The reason Mr Kengkij was called in to the Army 
Club was to help piece together a flowchart con-
taining an alleged network aiming to overthrow 
the monarchy. The chart was released publicly 
in April 2010 by then army spokesman Col San-
sern Kaewkamnerd. It contains the names of 
39 academics, politicians, businessmen and 
magazines, with former prime minister Thaksin 
Shinawatra at the centre. 

Mr Kengkij was asked about the role of cer-
tain individuals in the alleged network and what 
he thought of the chart. He was shown pictures 
and was asked to identify people he knew and 
what they did.

“I tried to explain that the chart does not 
reflect reality because not everyone is part of a 
network. Not everyone is related to or receives 
money from Thaksin,” he said.

“They said the army has previous experience 
in dealing with communists and that this move-
ment is no different in terms of its dependence 
on outside funding. I told them that this was 

a model from 30-40 years ago and they didn’t 
believe me.”

Mr Kengkij, who is also a member of the now 
defunct left-leaning activist group Iskra Group 
(Prakai Fai), was accused of writing The Wolf 
Bride, a university play that allegedly contained 
messages deemed critical of the monarchy and 
which led to the jailing of two young actors. He 
denied the accusations.

“They called me a liar,” he said. 
Tewarit, the Prachatai journalist, who is also 

a member of Iskra, was asked to identify indi-
viduals and their alleged connections with anti-
monarchy groups.

“Before the interrogation started, I was told 
that my friends [from Iskra] had cooperated, 
and that they expected me to do the same,” he 
said. “But when I didn’t give the right answer, 
they would say I was bad for not cooperating.”

Others, like Arisman Pongruangrong, a lead-
ing member of the red shirt United Front for 
Democracy against Dictatorship, were accused 
of being involved in armed groups.

Mr Arisman was interrogated by 15 military 
officers for seven days at what he believes to 
be an old garage equipped with an air condi-
tioner, TV and a single bed. The soldiers ques-
tioned him about his ties with Thaksin, and 
asked him to identify people from pictures and 
their whereabouts.

“We argued and used violent words. They said 
I was doing everything for the Pheu Thai Party 

and Thaksin,” he said. “But they didn’t listen to 
me. It’s like they closed the door on me and put 
three locks on it.”

‘THEY ARE VERY INSECURE’
Earlier this month, former Pheu Thai party MPs 
Pichai Naripthaphan and Karun Hosakul, as well 
as journalist Pravit Rojanaphruk were taken into 
the junta’s custody. All three had previously been 
summoned for attitude adjustment last year. This 
time, they were held in solitary confinement. 

“They must have thought I ought to have 
learned something the first time around,” said 
Pravit, who was kept for three days in a small 
windowless room. “I learned [this time] that they 
are very insecure, paranoid even.”

Mr Pichai was asked to report to the NCPO 
for his seventh attitude adjustment session 
because of his criticism of the regime’s eco-
nomic performance.

Since his release on Sept 15, he has declined 
to give media interviews on the economy or 
political impacts on it. 

According to a source familiar with the issue, 
the former energy minister was blindfolded and 
his head covered while he was driven for 90-120 
minutes to a military detention camp. 

The house he stayed in was old and dusty, 
consisting of a living room, bedroom and toilet. 
The door was locked from the outside and sheets 
of paper were used to block the view from out-
side the windows. >>
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The daily announcements on televi-
sion started on May 22 last year, the 
day of the coup. The names of indi-
viduals asked to report to the junta 
were read out and a sheet of paper 
outlining the date, location and time 

of their appointment was shown.
It was early June before journalist Tewarit 

Maneechai’s name was called, along with 27 
others. It was 9pm, and he was at a gym near his 
office at the online newspaper Prachatai. A friend 
called to notify him of the order.

“I was confused, and was trying to figure out 
what they would do to me because I never broke 
the law,” he said of the moment he received the call.

Those who were “invited” to report to the mili-
tary were known to undergo “attitude adjustment” 
sessions. The message was clear: do not criticise 
the junta.

By July, the public announcements had stopped. 
Instead, those who were on the junta’s radar were 
contacted individually, with some detained in 
undisclosed locations.

More than a year later, the junta has failed to 
silence its critics, and the latest round of “attitude 
adjustments” has increased in intensity. At the 
same time, the military government faces the chal-
lenge of winning approval from the international 
community as prime minister and coup leader 
Prayut Chan-o-cha is scheduled to speak at the 
United Nations General Assembly this week.

AN INVITATION
Puangthong Pawakapan, an associate professor 
at Chulalongkorn University’s Faculty of Political 
Science, was asked to report to the National Coun-
cil for Peace and Order last July, after the junta 
announced that it would stop summoning people.

She was interrogated by nine male offic-
ers from the National Intelligence Agency and 
police about her role as one of the members of 
a fact-finding committee investigating the 2010 
military crackdown on red shirt protesters. The 

committee’s 1,200-page report found that the army 
under the Abhisit Vejjajiva government had vio-
lated the rules of engagement in dispersing the 
red shirt protesters.

Although the report was issued in 2012, the 
military has remained silent on the issue.

“They said the meeting was to exchange ideas, 
but they didn’t listen to us at all. When I answered 
their questions concerning the fact-finding report, 
they said I was biased,” Mrs Puangthong said. 
“Although their voice sounded polite, it was aggres-
sive. I felt threatened.”

The majority of those who spoke to Spectrum 
about their experiences during the “attitude 
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those who have had their attitudes ‘adjusted’ say the tactics 
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grin and bear it: Former energy minister Pichai naripthaphan and his military escort.
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outnumbered: Cmu’s Kengkij Kitirianglarp.
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ConFused: Journalist tewarit maneechai.
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intimidated: Chulalongkorn academic 
Puangthong Pawakapan was accused of bias.

PH
OT

O
: w

w
w

.F
ac

eb
O

O
k.

cO
m

/P
ua

Ng
TH

O
Ng

 P
aw

ak
aP

aN

FaCing aCCusations: red shirt arisman 
Pongruangrong spent a week in detention.
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susPiCious: thammasat university political 
science lecturer Prajak Kongkirati.
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the 2006 military coup which deposed the Thak-
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they are the ones who monitor the protests,” 
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to seek information through the internet, and 
several detainees were asked to open their 
email and Facebook accounts during their time 
in detention. Some were forced to supply their 
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“When they asked me about my job at Kaset-
sart University, I realised that they obtained 
this information from the internet and thought 
I still taught there,” Mr Kengkij said. “That 
means that in reality, military intelligence is 
not that accurate.”
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in April 2010 by then army spokesman Col San-
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magazines, with former prime minister Thaksin 
Shinawatra at the centre. 

Mr Kengkij was asked about the role of cer-
tain individuals in the alleged network and what 
he thought of the chart. He was shown pictures 
and was asked to identify people he knew and 
what they did.

“I tried to explain that the chart does not 
reflect reality because not everyone is part of a 
network. Not everyone is related to or receives 
money from Thaksin,” he said.

“They said the army has previous experience 
in dealing with communists and that this move-
ment is no different in terms of its dependence 
on outside funding. I told them that this was 

a model from 30-40 years ago and they didn’t 
believe me.”

Mr Kengkij, who is also a member of the now 
defunct left-leaning activist group Iskra Group 
(Prakai Fai), was accused of writing The Wolf 
Bride, a university play that allegedly contained 
messages deemed critical of the monarchy and 
which led to the jailing of two young actors. He 
denied the accusations.

“They called me a liar,” he said. 
Tewarit, the Prachatai journalist, who is also 
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Democracy against Dictatorship, were accused 
of being involved in armed groups.

Mr Arisman was interrogated by 15 military 
officers for seven days at what he believes to 
be an old garage equipped with an air condi-
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I was doing everything for the Pheu Thai Party 
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“They must have thought I ought to have 
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are very insecure, paranoid even.”

Mr Pichai was asked to report to the NCPO 
for his seventh attitude adjustment session 
because of his criticism of the regime’s eco-
nomic performance.

Since his release on Sept 15, he has declined 
to give media interviews on the economy or 
political impacts on it. 
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the former energy minister was blindfolded and 
his head covered while he was driven for 90-120 
minutes to a military detention camp. 

The house he stayed in was old and dusty, 
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sessions. The message was clear: do not criticise 
the junta.

By July, the public announcements had stopped. 
Instead, those who were on the junta’s radar were 
contacted individually, with some detained in 
undisclosed locations.

More than a year later, the junta has failed to 
silence its critics, and the latest round of “attitude 
adjustments” has increased in intensity. At the 
same time, the military government faces the chal-
lenge of winning approval from the international 
community as prime minister and coup leader 
Prayut Chan-o-cha is scheduled to speak at the 
United Nations General Assembly this week.

AN INVITATION
Puangthong Pawakapan, an associate professor 
at Chulalongkorn University’s Faculty of Political 
Science, was asked to report to the National Coun-
cil for Peace and Order last July, after the junta 
announced that it would stop summoning people.

She was interrogated by nine male offic-
ers from the National Intelligence Agency and 
police about her role as one of the members of 
a fact-finding committee investigating the 2010 
military crackdown on red shirt protesters. The 

committee’s 1,200-page report found that the army 
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Although the report was issued in 2012, the 
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“They said the meeting was to exchange ideas, 
but they didn’t listen to us at all. When I answered 
their questions concerning the fact-finding report, 
they said I was biased,” Mrs Puangthong said. 
“Although their voice sounded polite, it was aggres-
sive. I felt threatened.”

The majority of those who spoke to Spectrum 
about their experiences during the “attitude 

Military mind games 
play out under 
strict insecurity

Amid claims the government is engaged in psychological warfare, 
those who have had their attitudes ‘adjusted’ say the tactics 

only show weakness By Nanchanok Wongsamuth

“They said the meeting 
was to exchange ideas, 
but they didn’t listen  
to us at all
PuangThong PawakaPan 
ChulalongkoRn  
univERsiTy

grin and bear it: Former energy minister Pichai naripthaphan and his military escort.
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outnumbered: Cmu’s Kengkij Kitirianglarp.
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ConFused: Journalist tewarit maneechai.
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intimidated: Chulalongkorn academic 
Puangthong Pawakapan was accused of bias.
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FaCing aCCusations: red shirt arisman 
Pongruangrong spent a week in detention.

PH
OT

O
: N

aN
cH

aN
O

k 
w

O
Ng

sa
m

uT
H

susPiCious: thammasat university political 
science lecturer Prajak Kongkirati.
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>> Although Mr Pichai was provided with a tv and 
some newspapers, he spent most of the week pray-
ing and meditating.

rather than being interrogated, Mr Pichai was 
told his previous interviews and comments on 
social media were seen as threatening and he was 
asked to stop criticising the government.

Upon his release, military officers threatened 
to file five charges against him if he violates NcPo 
orders, with each charge carrying a maximum pen-
alty of three years in prison.

According to Amnesty International, the 
authorities’ use of power to detain people with-
out charge or trial violates the right to liberty and 
constitutes arbitrary detention.

this is prohibited under the International cov-
enant on civil and Political rights, to which thai-
land is a state party.

“[Amnesty] has concerns that aspects of their 
conditions of detention and treatment by officials 
— including being held incommunicado with no 
idea of when and how they would be freed, psycho-
logical pressures placed on people to ‘cooperate’, 

and release only upon signing forced and restric-
tive conditions — may, at least in some cases, 
constitute cruel, inhuman or degrading treat-
ment or punishment,” a spokesperson said in an 
email interview.

Prajak Kongkirati, a lecturer at thammasat 
University’s political science faculty, called the 
latest round of attitude adjustments a “pre-emp-
tive move to silence critics”, and questioned the  
timing.

“there might be some internal conflict at the 
moment within the regime, or they might be afraid 
of a sudden change,” he said.

“Using tactics such as attitude adjustment 
means you are insecure.”

RIGHTS AND WRONGS
NcPo spokesman Winthai suvaree people were 
chosen to undergo “attitude adjustment” based 
on whether their actions implicate other people or 
organisations in a way that causes social disunity 
or disagreement.

“What we are doing is preventing the violation 

“They want to create a  
regime of fear to make 
sure that everyone is  
totally silent and  
submissive
PRajak kongkiRaTi

ThaMMasaT univERsiTy
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of rights of other individuals, which would lead 
to hatred and ultimately loss,” col Winthai 
told Spectrum.

“some [of those who have been detained] dis-
torted information in an attempt to blame others, 
and security officials need to seek measures to 
prevent this from reoccurring.”

He denied that the sessions violated human 
rights, and said such accusations are likely to 
come from those who wish to damage the NcPo’s 
credibility.      

Individuals are presented with a formal invita-
tion, he said, and are not regarded as wrongdoers.

several people who have declined the NcPo’s 
invitation, however, have been slapped with crimi-
nal charges for defying martial law.

“on the other hand, it is like having an oppor-
tunity to retreat for a period of time to reconsider 
and have enough concentration to accept various 
forms of information,” said col Winthai, adding 
that officials are not able to disclose the location 
of the talks for security reasons.  

“Please see it as exchanging views in a 

straightforward manner in order to have the same 
understanding for the sake of the country,” he said.

“It is not a violation of rights.”

‘A NEW PATTERN’
thailand has had 13 successful military coups 
since the 1932 siamese revolution, but military-
style interrogation was not widely conducted 
during the most recent of those, in 1991 and 2006.

During the first few days after the 2006 coup, a 
few ministers who had close connections to thak-
sin were asked to report to the military. But those 
targeted did not include academics, students and 
NGo workers.

“A new pattern has emerged [this time]; one that 
has not occurred for a long time,” Mr Prajak said.

“this shows that the coup-makers plan to stay 
for the long term, unlike the transitional regimes 
of the past. they want to create a regime of fear 
to make sure that everyone is totally silent and 
submissive, and that no one is against their long 
stay in power.”

Gen Prayut earlier this month suggested a 

further 20-month time frame for his stay in power, 
starting from constitutional drafting to prepara-
tions of the next general election. that would mean 
the current regime will be the longest-ruling coup-
installed government since the cold War.

the NcPo’s interrogation methods, said Mr 
Prajak, can be equated to the ones used by military 
governments in Latin America in the 1960s and 
’70s to extract information and suppress dissent, 
as well as by some governments against terrorist 
groups in the modern era.

But the junta’s aim is neither to extract informa-
tion nor to indoctrinate.

“the government knows they can’t brain-
wash these people,” Mr Prajak said. “the aim is 
to intimidate.”

that a large number of thais do not see arbi-
trary detention as a violation of human rights or a 
form of state coercion is a concern for Mr Prajak, 
who considers the failure of the middle class to 
question the government’s actions as a lack of 
concern for democratic principles.

“thais are not aware that we are unique in 

that we are the only country with a military coup-
installed government,” he said. “While a society 
with a military dictatorship is terrifying, a society 
with an authoritarian mindset is more terrifying.”

IDEOLOGY INTACT
v, who asked to be identified only by his nickname, 
was asked to report to the NcPo a day after the 
coup along with three other red shirt DJs in Khon 
Kaen province.

v was a DJ at an Isan radio station and a red 
shirt leader in Khon Kaen. A large number of com-
munity radio stations were shut down following 
the coup, with the military seizing broadcast-
ing equipment.

At a military camp in Khon Kaen, v was asked 
to sign an agreement promising to follow NcPo 
orders and refrain from involvement in politi-
cal movements.

Following the talks, soldiers frequently vis-
ited his restaurant and sought information from 
nearby vendors.

“they would ask [the vendors] what time I come 

and go, and what car I drive to work,” said v. “I don’t 
feel safe. I think my phone is tapped.”

Like other red shirt activists, v has since toned 
down his activities and criticism of the junta, but 
said the attempt to brainwash him has failed. 

“Deep down inside, the political views of those 
who call for democracy are still intact, regardless 
of any attitude adjustment,” he said. “right and 
wrong is in our conscience. It’s like when you touch 
something hot, you can’t say it’s cold.”

Mr Kengkij, the chiang Mai University lecturer, 
is still under close watch by the military, who 
attempt to seek information from other activists, 
students and artists in chiang Mai, and monitor 
his Facebook page.

“they call me a troublemaker. they say, ‘We 
can’t figure out what he’s up to, but we know he’s 
up to something,’ ” Mr Kengkij said.

“I was afraid when I was detained, because I 
didn’t know what they would do to me. But now I 
just think the military is very weak and insecure.

“My hatred towards them increases every single 
day.” n

clash of ideologies: Right, red 
shirt protesters clash with security 
forces in april 2010. The army 
has revisited the incident during 
its interrogations.
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The army camp creeps  
on to the uni campus 

Titipol Phakdeewanich does not 
discuss politics on Facebook. He 
was never “invited” by the military 
to undergo “attitude adjustment” 
sessions. His colleagues who teach 
at Ubon Ratchathani University 

describe him as not politically vocal, and his 
criticisms as not provocative or hostile, but 
within the boundaries determined by normal 
Thai politeness.

But even after his first unofficial meeting 
with military officers in December last year, 
the army’s continued presence in classrooms, 
seminars and events involving international 

organisations has left the political science lec-
turer feeling fear and concern.

“It’s because I teach political science, democ-
racy and human rights. They see it as a threat 
towards national security,” Mr Titipol said. “They 
wanted me to be careful when discussing these 
issues, despite being the same activities I partici-
pated in before the coup took place.”

In the northeastern province of Ubon Rat-
chathani, a key red shirt stronghold, Mr Titipol 
has been monitored at eight different events 
that he knows of, each involving an interna-
tional organisation. And yet, 18 months after 
the military coup, he is not the only academic >>  

The military has been using overt and covert means 
to influence academics, who fear their freedoms are 
being restricted By Nanchanok Wongsamuth
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STUDENTS OF DISCIPLINE: Titipol Phakdeewanich gets regular checks by military men at his faculty.



>> under army surveillance, who describe the 
threats, monitoring and psychological warfare 
as not only a violation of their privacy but also 
a threat to academic freedom.

FOREIGN AFFAIRS
For Mr Titipol, the army was concerned not only 
about his influence on the students, but possibly 
more so about his interactions with embassies 
and international organisations.

While the army has banned political gath-
erings of more than five people, it has often 
included seminars and academic discussions 
under that rule. Many event organisers are 
required to submit requests to authorities prior 
to staging a discussion. Most of the requests 
related to democracy, politics and lese majeste, 
however, have been rejected, often without 
any explanation.

On a rare occasion in December last year 

when Ubon Ratchathani University was given 
the green light to host an open forum on democ-
racy and human rights, together with representa-
tives from the European Union and the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), 
several military officers were present.

Before last year’s coup, Mr Titipol never 
thought he would be a target of the military 
because of his job teaching about democracy 
and human rights. For many years he has organ-
ised and taken part in events on those subjects 
as part of his job as a political science lecturer.

“My work does not involve opposition against 
the NCPO or the government,” Mr Titipol told 
army officers when he was invited, along with 
other faculty members and students, for a dis-
cussion in December at the 22nd Army Circle 
in Warin Chamrap district. “I introduced myself 
and one of the officers said, ‘Oh, so you’re Ajarn 
Boy’ [Mr Titipol’s nickname], which made me a 

bit shocked because it seemed like I was under 
his surveillance.”

Since then, army surveillance has continued 
in classrooms and seminars, including those 
attended by officials from the US Embassy, 
which regularly sends its staff to provide special 
lectures for the university’s American Studies 
Programme on topics ranging from corruption 
and scholarships to lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender (LGBT) rights.

In August, several military officers attended a 
group discussion on LGBT rights, where repre-
sentatives from non-governmental organisations 
and the US Embassy were present.

“The first question they [the officers] asked 
me was, ‘Ajarn, what exactly are they trying to 
lead you into believing today?’ ” recalled Mr 
Titipol, who is also deputy dean of administra-
tion at the political science faculty. “They saw 
everything in the context of the Vietnam War, 

but instead of communist propaganda, I think 
they now see democracy as propaganda and a 
threat to national security.”

The following evening, military officers 
arrived at the campus to take pictures of students 
at the political science faculty.

IN LINE WITH POLICY
Military officers still survey the campus on an 
almost daily basis, taking pictures. During an 
official visit by UNDP undersecretary-general 
Gina Casar in October, they listened in on Mr 
Titipol’s conversations with UN officials.

But topics such as LGBT rights and anti-cor-
ruption are hardly a threat to national security 
and are, in fact, part of the university’s initiatives 
that complement NCPO policies.

International cooperation and good gov-
ernance are among the issues taken up by the 
political science faculty as part of a government 
request, according to an official letter seen by 
Spectrum. Gen Prayut has made tackling cor-
ruption a national priority since the early days 
after the coup.

“I see it [the surveillance] as a violation of 
academic freedom,” Mr Titipol said. “They con-
sider my activities as a threat to national security, 
but this line of thinking is problematic as they 
broadly identify the term as anything that affects 
the stability of the NCPO or government.”

The NCPO did not respond to Spectrum’s 
requests for comment.

The US Embassy says it remains concerned 
by continued limitations on human rights and 
fundamental freedoms in Thailand, including 
undue restrictions on freedom of expression and 
peaceful assembly.

“We believe freedom of expression and 
assembly as well as academic freedom are 
essential to an open and robust public debate on 
Thailand’s future,” said US embassy spokesper-
son Melissa Sweeney. “That debate is critical to 
building the sustainable democratic institutions 
essential to ensuring a stable, secure and pros-
perous future for the Thai nation and people.”

Meanwhile, the climate of fear has extended 
into classrooms, where critical thinking is 
toned down and lecturers tell Spectrum they 
are reluctant to discuss “sensitive” issues, for 
fear of army surveillance. As well as overt means, 
there is also a fear that someone in a class may 
be spying or even reporting the content via 
family connections.

“We are concerned for our personal safety. 
Right now there is no guarantee that my life will 
be safe,” Mr Titipol said.

“One of the important things for Thailand to 
note, then, is that if a participatory role for the 
population is not somehow re-established, then 
the social tensions and threats to cohesion are 
only likely to persist, or even sadly worsen — and 
this worsening predicament is something that I 
am very concerned to help Thailand to avoid.”

STUDENT ACTIVISM
After a series of unofficial and informal invita-
tions to meet senior military officials, Mr Titipol 
was officially invited by the NCPO to another 
meeting in July to understand their work-
ing process.

Ubon Ratchathani University was one of four 
universities in the province which received such 
invitations — they were sent with the expectation 
their academics, acting as university representa-
tives, would be in attendance.

The focus of the meeting was to seek assur-
ances that the various universities will closely 
monitor the activities of their students, and it was 
made expressly clear that this was a consequence 
of the activities of the Dao Din movement. 

Army concerns over student opposition in 
Thailand’s northeast, considered a red shirt 
stronghold, were heightened after seven stu-
dent members of the Dao Din group of anti-coup 
protesters from Khon Kaen University failed to 
report to the police in June.

The students were among 14 arrested on May 
22, the first anniversary of the military coup, 
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UNDER WATCH: Titipol Phakdeewanich at a lecture on fighting corruption with US embassy officials. He has been monitored on at least eight occasions.

OFF-CAMPUS ACTIVISM: Fourteen student activists, including seven members of Khon Kaen’s Dao Din movement, were released in June.
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members. They were asked not to oppose the 
coup and were threatened with being tried in a 
military court if they were arrested.

Last month, an army colonel and his subor-
dinates held a meeting at the university with Mr 
Vinai, the faculty dean and vice-dean.

“I told them I would not stop posting about 
politics on Facebook,” Mr Vinai said. “The 
colonel threatened me that this would be his 
last request, but refused to tell me what would 
happen if I violated his rule.”

Mr Vinai was among the first of 118 people to 
sign a petition to amend the lese majeste law in 
2011, with many of his Facebook posts showing 
his stance to amend or abolish Article 112 of the 
Criminal Code. 

But in classrooms, when teaching Thai poli-
tics, he is careful when discussing the monar-
chy and instead uses obscure references. A staff 
member from the student affairs division had 
attended one of his lectures and the universi-
ty’s legal adviser also attempted to add him as a 
Facebook friend.

“They [the army] said they have a spy in the 
university watching over me,” he said.

‘NOT A MILITARY CAMP’
Following a cabinet meeting on Oct 27, Gen 
Prayut denounced university lecturers as having 
instigated rebellious thoughts and actions 
among students. 

Four days later, a network of university pro-
fessors delivered a statement titled “universities 
are not military camps” at a press conference in 
Chiang Mai, calling for the support of freedom 
of expression and critical thinking in educa-
tional institutions.

“We jointly declare that in order to bring Thai-
land out of the conflict … there is a need for the 
creation of a society that has tolerance towards 
differences of opinion, transparency in solving 
conflicts and a fair and accountable judicial 
system,” the statement read. “Such a society is 
one that is governed under a liberal democracy 
… and educational institutions have a direct role 
in creating a democratic society.”

Following the event, Chiang Mai police issued 
summonses for Chiang Mai University history 
professor Attachak Sattayanurak and law asso-
ciate professor Somchai Preechasilapakul to 
report on Tuesday and hear charges of violating 
an NCPO order which bans political gatherings 
of more than five people.

Chaiyan Rajchaigool, the dean of Ubon Rat-
chathani University’s political science faculty, 
call the military’s constant campus patrols “bar-
baric”. He said they intimidated students and 
faculty members, likening it to treating them as 
if they were guilty of thoughtcrime.

“It’s like if I fail my students for having the 
opposite opinion — would that be the right thing 
to do?” he asked. “Instead of [soldiers] driving 
around the campus, they should spend their 
time reading and meditating.”

Although university professors by and large 
have not been directly pressured by their institu-
tions, the academics interviewed by Spectrum 
are under the impression their employers have 
not done enough to support them.

INTIMIDATION TACTICS
According to the Internet Dialogue on Law 
Reform (iLaw), as of last month the NCPO had 
either summoned or visited the homes of at least 
790 individuals since last year’s coup. Of that 
total, at least 65 are academics.

Sawatree Suksri, an assistant professor of law 
at Thammasat University, has had monthly visits 
to her house by three to five army officers who 
arrive in pickup trucks, with each visit lasting no 
more than 15 minutes.

The officers generally speak in a polite and 
friendly manner with academics, as opposed 
to their tough attitude when dealing with politi-
cians and activists. But those who spoke to Spec-
trum described the meetings as intimidating, 
despite the lack of rudeness and discussions 
over general issues. 

“Regardless of their manner, I don’t think the 
presence of military officers at home is consid-
ered normal,” Ms Sawatree said. “It is a form of 
intimidation. It is sending the signal that we are 
no longer free.”

Ms Sawatree and Worachet Pakeerut, also 
from the same faculty, are core members of 
Thammasat University’s Enlightened Jurists 
Group, known as Nitirat. The group faced heavy 
criticism over its 2012 campaign to amend the 
lese majeste law.

Both were summoned by the NCPO just after 
the coup, with Mr Worachet, an expert in admin-
istrative law, asked to attend an “attitude adjust-
ment” session. They are required not to express 
their opinions on politics in public and need to 
get permission to travel overseas. A violation 
would result in facing charges and having their 
assets seized.

The end result was that instead of holding 
press conferences on the constitution, Nitirat 
members had to issue written statements or 
give personal interviews instead. Mr Worachet’s 
attendance at public seminars since the coup 
has been limited to three — much less than he 
would have been to in the past.

Mr Worachet was indicted by military prose-
cutors on Aug 4 last year for defying NCPO orders 
to report to the military council. Since then, three 
to five officers meet him at the faculty every one 
to two months in what he describes as a “very 
polite” manner.

“I asked them why I still had to be moni-
tored when I am already required to report to 
the court. They couldn’t provide me with an 
answer,” he said.

“Having people check on us all the time is like 
having ‘Big Brother’ watching over you. And for 
what? They are wasting their time, but on the 
other hand it is probably a psychological act.” n

during a protest at the democracy monument 
in Khon Kaen province.

When Gen Prayut paid a visit to Ubon Rat-
chathani earlier this month, Mr Titipol received a 
phone call from national security officers asking 
whether students were planning to organise 
any activities.

“The army is afraid that our political science 
students would conduct similar activities [to the 
Dao Din group],” he said. The military was also 
concerned about any financial support that stu-
dent activities may get — especially from foreign 
donors such as the UN and/or other interna-
tional organisations.

“We have been informed that we must act to 
ensure that any and all of the financial support 
that the students receive is first approved by their 
respective universities, and that the military are 
then fully informed. We were told this approach 
is necessary because such activities relate to 
national security.”

The military also expressed concern about 
the communications of those students who are 
either sympathetic towards or actively support 
the Dao Din group — including through social 
media such as Facebook and Line. The military 
argued such activities may interfere with the 
NCPO’s reform process, and that universities 
must track such information as part of their 
cooperation with the NCPO.

A BAD INFLUENCE
Anti-government banners and posters printed 
with the phrase “Down with dictatorship. 
Democracy must prevail” were seen scattered 
around universities throughout the country after 
the coup. The phrase — which is still commonly 
used today as a Twitter hashtag — gained popu-
larity after authorities seized a similar banner 
from Thammasat University students before 
the annual football match with Chulalongkorn 
University in February.

In the same month, it made its way to bulletin 
boards, tables, bus doors, windows and even the 
walls of Chulalongkorn — the oldest and one of 
the most prestigious universities in the country.

When Vinai Poncharoen shared a picture of a 
banner in Ubon Ratchathani province, military 
officers mistook it as the same one printed on a 
white banner hanging in front of Mahasarakham 
University last year. As an associate professor at 
Mahasarakham University’s College of Politics 
and Governance, Mr Vinai was wrongly assumed 
to be the culprit.

“They thought I was influencing the students,” 
said Mr Vinai, who has met with military officers 
and police in Maha Sarakham province eight 
times since the coup.

His participation in several democracy-
related activities, such as a campaign to promote 
elections, was thought to have caught the eye of 
officers even before the coup. So it did not come 
as a surprise when he was told he was on a list of 
people who had to report to the military in the 
days after the coup, along with four other faculty 
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Thammasat University’s Worachet Pakeerut.

Thammasat law lecturer Sawatree Suksri.
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“Having people check 
on us all the time 
is like having ‘Big 
Brother’ watching 
over you
WORACHET PAKEERUT 
NITIRAT GROUP

SIGN OF THE TIMES: A banner condemning dictatorship at Mahasarakham University.

ESCORTS: Mr Titipol was overtly monitored during a visit by the UNDP undersecretary.
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under watch: the university teachers network holds a press conference at the Ibis hotel in chiang Mai to highlight their concerns over freedom of expression.
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In the halls of higher learning, some aca-
demics believe the thai military is waging 
a war against teachers who encourage 
their students to think critically. Attachak 
sattayanurak, an economics and political 
history professor at chiang Mai Univer-

sity, says the ruling junta is engaging in orwel-
lian “thought control” and trying to produce a 
generation of “stupid” students.

Mr Attachak has already felt the wrath of the 
prayut chan-o-cha administration. Notified 

twice by the junta since last year’s coup to come 
in for “attitude adjustment”, he refused to con-
form and told the military men if they wanted 
to talk they should see him in person.

But on oct 29, two days before a joint research 
team lead by Mr Attachak was due to meet in 
chiang Mai to discuss democracy in rural areas, 
Gen prayut forced the academics to act.

the prime minister stated that university 
professors should change the way they teach 
their students.

“Why can’t they teach their students to be 
good people and not break the law? teach 
them the way a good teacher should. Don’t agi-
tate them.”

two days later, Mr Attachak and his counter-
parts from universities in the North, Northeast 
and south hastily organised themselves as the 
University teachers Network. they invited the 
media to a press conference in chiang Mai’s 
ibis hotel where they expressed concern over 
freedom of expression in their academic work.

they also drafted an open letter to Gen prayut 
entitled “Universities are not military camps”.

“We all agreed that universities play an impor-
tant role shaping the way people think and giving 
them better understanding,” Mr Attachak said. 
“We are not here to take anyone’s orders like in 
a military camp.”

But the military was not in a listening mood. 
six of the academics were later charged with 
violating the National council for peace and 
order’s ban on political gatherings of five >> 

A network of lecturers is determined to fight military 
intervention in academia despite facing jail terms 
for making a stand By Chaiyot Yongcharoenchai
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The teachers 
at risk of 
detention

‘no entry, controlled area’: Soldiers and police control a part of thammasat university to 
prevent anti-coup students from defying a ban on political gatherings.
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>> or more people and face the prospect of six 
months’ jail if found guilty.

CLOSED TO CRITICISM
the Ncpo issued the summons on Nov 10 and 
two weeks later the six accused and their sup-
porters showed up at chang puek police station 
to report. they denied the charges.

Among the supporters was Booncherd Nuim 
from Burapha University. Mr Booncherd, an 
assistant professor of sociology who teaches 
community development, had been at the oct 
31 press conference but was not charged.

Despite Mr Booncherd not being on the 
junta’s radar, he believes it’s important his stu-
dents are encouraged to think critically about 
social problems. “if i don’t teach my students 
to criticise politics, then it will be difficult for 
them to understand what i am trying to teach,” 
Mr Booncherd said. “i can’t shut their eyes and 
ears. it’s normal to debate and interact in the 
classroom with rational reasoning.”

Mr Booncherd is part of Mr Attachak’s nation-
wide research team looking at democratic 
change in rural areas, heading up the eastern 
region of the project. Although he wasn’t sum-
moned, his position is no different from the 
other academics.

“We have to be able to criticise anyone based 
on fact,” he said. “i am speaking for everyone, not 
for academics only. We have the right to criticise 
the government and we shouldn’t have to be 
scared of being controlled by anyone’s order.”  

IT GETS BETTER?
since the coup last May, somchai preechasilpa-
kul, an associate professor of constitutional law 
at chiang Mai University, believes free speech 
and the ability to express opinions, especially 
those opposing the Ncpo, has become narrower.

Mr somchai, who has been lecturing since 
1993, was one of the academics charged by 
the Ncpo.

“one propaganda message that the 

government likes to say is that our country will 
get better and the situation will be better,” Mr 
somchai said. “it has been more than a year but 
nothing has changed.”

Mr somchai said far from the country moving 
forward, it was going backwards when it came to 
freedom of expression in academic areas.

He said the military had often sent him letters 
asking for his “cooperation” not to hold a semi-
nar, regardless of what issue was up for discus-
sion. He said as long as his name appeared on 
the list of speakers, the conference was either 
cancelled or heavily monitored by the military.

“one time i was invited to be the guest speaker 
on the issue of lGBt rights,” he told Spectrum. 
“As soon as the military saw my name on the 
list, they sent someone to monitor me and make 
sure that i didn’t say anything they didn’t want 
me to say.

“Do they even know what lGBt is? i don’t 
think so. they are just being paranoid.”

Mr somchai said he had been monitored by 
Somchai Preechasilpakul.
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Attachak Sattayanurak.

crAcking down: Left and above, 
soldiers and police move in to 
Thammasat University after learning 
that students were preparing to defy a 
ban on political gatherings.
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authorities since the 2006 coup which ousted 
former prime minister Thaksin Shinawatra.

But the surveillance under the current junta 
was far more intense and compared to the time 
after the 2006 coup he felt there was no intention 
to quickly return power to the people.

He also believes the political turmoil of 
the past decade will only worsen after the 
military government steps down as the public 
will be emboldened to state their grievances 
and problems.

“As soon as we have no longer have guns 
pointing at us, there will be a lot more people 
come out to state their struggles and difficul-
ties, especially farmers all over Thailand,” Mr 
Somchai said.

AT RISK
On Nov 24, the Scholars at Risk Network sent an 
open letter to Maj Gen Kosol Pratumchart, the 
commander of the 33rd Military Circle, and Pol Lt 
Gen Thanitsak Thirasawat, the Provincial Bureau 

5 commissioner in Chiang Mai, asking them to 
drop the charges against the six academics.

Scholars at Risk is an international network 
of more than 400 universities and colleges in 
39 countries dedicated to promoting academic 
freedom and its constituent freedoms of thought, 
opinion, expression, association and travel.

The group said the facts of the case indicated 
the academics had been charged as a result of 
non-violently exercising their rights to freedom 
of expression, freedom of association and aca-
demic freedom. It said these rights were pro-
tected under international human rights instru-
ments including the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, to which Thailand 
has acceded.

The charges not only raise serious doubts 
about the ability of intellectuals in Thailand to 
exercise their right to academic freedom, but 
could also impact the future quality of the coun-
try’s research and education sectors.

Under the umbrella of the Thai Academics 
for Civil Rights (TACR), a Change.org campaign 
has also been set up calling for the NCPO to stop 
violating academics’ human rights.

The group says that as the junta assumed 
power through illegitimate means which vio-
lated the constitution and Thailand was a party 
to the International Covenant of Civil and Politi-
cal Rights, the intimidation and prosecution of 
those who do not share their views is “uncon-
stitutional and illegitimate”.

“The military government and the NCPO 
must return power to the people and stop draft-
ing a constitution with hidden agendas to create 
unjust conditions via an unacceptable consti-
tutional drafting process in order to prolong its 
rule,” the TACR said in a statement.

“The military government must accept the 
fact that after a year, people have realised that 
it is not capable.”

Gen Prayut’s only response to the charges 
against the academics was to say “if they are not 
afraid of the law, it’s up to them”.

“If people follow these activities, they will be 
in trouble. Well, it’s up to them. Some might find 
guns or bombs to attack them. It’s up to them, 
but I won’t do that of course,” he said.

DON’T FOLLOW ORDERS
Mr Attachak said he never experienced the mili-
tary interfering in the classroom or at any of his 
seminars. However, he said there were some 

attempts to control the content of what he can 
and can’t teach in the classroom.

The situation was not as bad as Thamma-
sat University in Bangkok when the military 
stopped an academic seminar by cutting the 
power and water to the auditorium or cancelled 
academic meetings.

Mr Attachak said he sees no point in following 
military orders as he is not a cadet.

“It is such an uneasy and uncomfortable feel-
ing to be forced to do what is deemed right for 
us,” Mr Attachak said. “It’s like we have no free-
dom to breathe all the way in.”

In the past, Mr Attachak has organised semi-
nars with more controversial topics. Over the 
past 30 years he has criticised all governments 
when he believes they have erred, irrespective 
of their political persuasion.

Mr Somchai thinks every group in society 
should enjoy freedom of expression, and one 
of the reasons he became an academic was to get 
this message across to the public via his students.

“We are not going to tell our students to turn 
left or right or do what we want them to do,” 
he said.

“I want them to be able to think and analyse 
whether or not they want to do what we suggest. 
That is the most successful way for university 
students to learn.

“We are never ever going to tell our students 
to listen to the government and follow their 
instructions.” n

“we are not here to 
take anyone’s orders 
like in a military camp
attaChak 
sattayanuRak 
Chiang Mai univERsity

Booncherd nuim.


	SP270915S01
	SP270915S10 reduce size
	SP270915S11 reduce size
	SP270915S12 reduce size
	SP221115S01
	SP221115S03
	SP221115S04
	SP221115S05
	SP061215S03
	SP061215S04
	SP061215S05

