Scholars, Writers and Thinkers
Call for Academic Freedom

in Thailand

OVER NINE MONTHS AFTER THAILAND’S 12th military coup since
the end of the absolute monarchy in 1932 was launched by the National
Council for Peace and Order (NCPO), 238 scholars, writers and thinkers,
issued a call in support of academic freedom in Thailand in solidarity
with colleagues inside the country who did so the week before. Catalyzed
by the summary firing of prominent historian Dr. Somsak Jeamteerasakul
by Thammasat University, they note that there has been a sharp decline in
protection of freedom of expression in Thailand since the coup. They are
critical of the summary dismissal of Dr. Somsak and comment that it is an
example of alignment between the NCPO and Thammasat University.

They do not privilege academic freedom, but note that attacks on it
during dictatorship are particularly dangerous as this “prevents students
and scholars, those whose daily job is to think about knowledge and its
implications, from imagining and working to return to a democratic regime
founded on the protection of rights and liberties.”

The scholars are from 19 countries, including Australia, Austria,
Canada, Colombia, Denmark, France, Germany, Japan, Malaysia,
Netherlands, the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Sweden, Taiwan,
Thailand, Turkey, United Kingdom, and the United States. They conclude
with a request for Thammasat University and all universities in Thailand,
“to take an active and leading role in support of academic freedom and
freedom of expression in a broad sense.” They link academic freedom
with freedom of thought and human rights more broadly, and note that,
“To think differently is not a crime. If one cannot do so within the walls of
the university, spaces of learning and the pursuit of truth, then the space
to do so outside those walls will dwindle as well.”
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A Call for the Protection of Academic Freedom in Thailand

As concerned international observers of Thailand, we stand in
solidarity with our colleagues who have condemned the summary dismissal
of Dr. Somsak Jeamteerasakul by Thammasat University on 23 February
2015. We have watched with growing concern as the space for freedom of
expression has shrunk precipitously in Thailand since the 22 May 2014
coup by the National Council for Peace and Order (NCPO). By choosing
to join with the NCPO to attack Dr. Somsak Jeamteerasakul, the
Thammasat University administration has abdicated its responsibility to
protect academic freedom and nurture critical thinking. While academic
freedom is not worthy of protection greater than that of the right to freedom
of expression of all citizens, the impact of its destruction during a time of
dictatorship is particularly severe as it “prevents students and scholars,
those whose daily job is to think about knowledge and its implications,
from imagining and working to return to a democratic regime founded on
the protection of rights and liberties.”

For more than twenty years, Dr. Somsak Jeamteerasakul has been a
lecturer in the Department of History and has trained and inspired many
students at Thammasat University. As a public intellectual, he has produced
a significant body of work in modern Thai history that has impacted and
challenged Thai society beyond the walls of the university. His critical
stance has made those in power uncomfortable, and in 2011 he faced an
accusation from the Army of violating Article 112, the section of the
Criminal Code that addresses alleged lése majesté. In February 2014,
there was an attempt on his life when armed gunmen shot at his house
and car with automatic weapons. Concerned about his life and liberty
following the May 2014 coup, Dr. Somsak fled the country. He was
subsequently summoned to report by the junta, and when he did not, the
NCPO issued a warrant for his arrest and appearance in military court, as
examination of violations of the junta’s orders was placed within the
jurisdiction of the military court following the coup. In December 2014,
he submitted his resignation. However, rather than accept his resignation,
Thammasat University fired Dr. Somsak.
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We stand in solidarity with our colleagues who note that, at the very
least, Dr. Somsak Jeamteerasakul should be permitted to appeal the
decision by Thammasat University to summarily dismiss him. In addition,
he should be permitted to fight any legal charges against him in the civilian
criminal court, not the military court. We further call on Thammasat
University and all universities in Thailand to take an active and leading
role in support of academic freedom and freedom of expression in a broad
sense. To think differently is not a crime. If one cannot do so within the
walls of the university, spaces of learning and the pursuit of truth, then
the space to do so outside those walls will dwindle as well.

(This statement was signed by 238 scholars, activists, and/or public intellectuals. The
names were not included here for spatial considerations. - Eds.)
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