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Pridi Banomyong
and Thammasat University

! by Charnvit Kasefsiri
‘ Translated by Michael Wright

| with assitance by Benedict Anderson




Introduction

Pridi Banomyong (aka Luang Pradit Manutham) was born on

1T May 1900 and died on 2 May 1983. He had his secondary education
at a school in Ayutthaya, and entered the Law School of the Ministry of
Justice in 1917 where he graduated in 1919 while still less than 20 years
old. Between 1920 and 1926 a scholarship enabled him to continue his
education in France where he became Docteur en Droit et Sciences
Juridiques and earned the Diglome d'Etudes Superieures d'Economie

Politique.

On 24 June 1932, he and over 100 other civil and military
officials who had formed the People’s Party staged a revolution that put
an end to the absolute monarchy and introduced a constitutional
monarchical system. Thereafter he served as a member of the Consti-
fution Drafting Committee, and proposer of the 1933 new 'Economic
Plan’, and became successively Minister of the Interior, Foreign Affairs,
and Finance. During World War Il he acted as Regent while heading
the underground Free Thai Movement that helped to restore Thailand'’s
sovereignty. He was declared Elder Statesman and served as Prime
Minister. ~ After the crisis of 1947-48 he went into exile in China, moving

to France in 1970 where he lived until his death in 1983,

While Minister of the Interior in 1933-34, he founded a univer-
sity, Thailand’s first “knowledge market”: The University of Moral and
Political Sciences (UMPS., Thammasat), with special emphasis on politics

and the national destiny, constitutionalism and democracy. This paper
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is infended to describe the creation and early development of Thammasat,

a necessary point of departure for the planning of the University’s future.

In early 1983 a group of lecturers and researchers at
Thammasat decided to write “A History of Thammasat University”, As
Vice Rector and assistant director of the Thai Khadi Studies Institute, |
contacted the Benefactor, Pridi Banomyong, in Paris to request a per-
sonal intferview. He accepted, set a date, and also gave me some
homework to do: that | should prepare myself by studying: -

1. His speeches concerning Thammasat given while Dr. Puey

Ungpakorn was Rector,
2. The history of how land changed hands in the Tha Phra
Chan area.

3. The curricula for Bachelor, Mater, and Doctoral degrees,

and

4. The curriculum for pre-Thammasat (pre UMPS., or senior high)

However, Pridi died less than one week before our appoint-
ment, so instead of interviewing him | aftended his simple, dignified
cremation in Paris, the cremation of "a good man whom Thailand did
not want', who fled the dark powers of the state to die in exile like

Rector Dr. Puey Ungpakorn, in 1999, 16 years later.

Though | had no interview with the Benefactor, Pridi, the four
points of the "homework” that he set provided me with a starting point
for the history of Thammasat, which | shall confine to the period 1934 to

1949 which includes the military coup of 1947 and the so-called”Palace



Revolt” of 1949 or what Pridi called the “Democratic Movement to
Restore Democracy”. During this period of about 15 years, Pridi was

directly involved in Thammasat University and its development.

Thereafter, when dictatorship had displaced democracy, the
University changed in character. “Moral and Political Sciences” was
expunged from its name, and dictators appointed themselves or their

henchmen as rectors.

The history of the first 15 years of Thammasat University over
which Pridi Banomyong presided may best be described under three
headings, namely : -

1. The philosophy under which it was conceived

2. The administration of studies and examinations

3. The life and spirit of the institution
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The Foundational Philosophy of the University
of Moral and Political Sciences

It is popularly supposed that Thammasat University grew out

of the Law School of the Ministry of Justice, just as Chulalongkorn
University emerged from the School for Civil Officials of the Interior

Ministry.

However “ancestral history” des not apply to Thammasat
which arose as a new and unique institution in the history of Siamese/
Thai education, growing out of the revolution of 1932 without which it
could not have come into being in 1934. “The Announcement of the
People’s Party” stated that the people had been despised as stupid
(unfit for democracy) “because they had been denied education which
the nobility had kept to itsel”. Therefore one of the policies or “Six
Principles” of the People’s Party was “The people must be provided with
a full education”. This was the principle on which Thammasat University
was founded. With new political circumstances a new form of educa-
tional institution was needed, one based on the principle of openness to
the people in the broadest sense, with clear rules that applied to all,
one the most vital aspects of democracy, in contrast to the exclusive-

ness that is characteristic of absolutism and dictatorship.

With regard to openness and freedom | should like to quote
the words of Thammasat's first woman graduate (1935), Khunying Banleng
Jayanama, who was interviewed in 1984. She was asked what had

impressed her while she was studying at Thammasat. She replied:




“It's hard to say. | may have been struck most by the
freedom in one’s studies. This “knowledge market” gave
both liberty and equadlity, letting us study whatever we wanted
to know. There was no social class division or anything like
that. One felt at ease there. At some institutions there were
elite cliques, but at Thammasat all were equal and comfort-
able with one another, and the subjects we studied were

those we enjoyed.”

In his speech at the founding of Thammasat on 27 June

1934, Pridi had the following to say:

“The establishment of educational institutions like a uni-
versity is both evidence of, and a necessity for, the progress
of a nation. The people of Siam will grow in civilization
through study at all levels. Therefore, to meet the aspiration
and needs of the people today we must have educational

institutions complete at all levels.”

He went on to say:

“A university is like a pool of water to quench the thirst
of people seeking knowledge, which is their right and has to
be met according to the principle of freedom of education.
The government and parliament recognized this necessity

and so passed legislation to establish this university.”
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In short Thammasat University was a byproduct of the 1932

revolution that corresponded with the aspiration of students of the Law
School who wanted their school upgraded to an Open University and
‘knowledge market”. An interesting point is that as soon as the univer-
sity opened in 1934, as many as 7,094 people applied for admission.
Some of these were transfers from Chulalongkorn University or had been
students of the Law School, but most had just finished their secondary
education and were eligible for immediate acceptance. Others eligible
included civil servants from clerk up, members of parliament and district
officials. This gave rise to a huge expansion of higher education such as

never occurred before.

We should note that between 1932 and 1932, Siam (which

did not change its name fo Thailand until 1939) had a population of 12



million. Out of 794,602 children (less than 7 % of the total population)
who were enrolled in primary and secondary schools, only 2,206 were in
the last two years of senior high-schools-an extremely low figure. At that
fime the population of Bangkok was only 500,000 but Chulalongkorn was
only graduating 68 people a year around that time. From this the initial
enrolment in Thammasat of 7,094 must be considered an event of huge

importance for Thai education.

In addition to emphasizing democratic principles, the Univer-
sity philosophy also favored the rule of law because the revolution of
1932 had set out to establish the primacy of the constitution over the
rulers.  As the University had partly emerged from the Law School, its
early emphasis was on law studies, at first with a two-year diploma

course, later changed to a three-year degree program.

Originally in Siam educational institutions had been estab-
lished by government agencies in order to train personnel to staff them,
each teaching a specialty like civil administration, agriculture, arts and
craffs, medicine, and military science, most of which were later up-
graded. Thammasat, derived from the Law School, had a similar back-

ground, but it developed in new and unique ways.

Thammasat’s emphasis on the study of law in general, and
civil and criminal law in particular, was of great importance at that time
when the nation was striving to move from the pre-modern to the

modern age. Those who have studied social change in the late 19th
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and early 20th centuries will have noted the problems of adapting to
modern ways. The old legal system had been feudal, involving trial by
water and by fire, harsh imprisonment and questioning under torture, If
the country were to be accepted as equal by other nations, it needed

a completely new legal system.

This was why Thammasat at first emphasized legal studies.
However, a new element was constitutional law. Under the absolute
monarchy, constitutional law had scarcely existed but now it could be
identified as a subject for study in its own right. In addition, other once
forbidden subjects were added to the curriculum, including economics
and economic ideologies.

When it opened on 27 June 1934 Thammasat offered only a
bachelor’s degree in law. However, in its brochure it also planned

master's and doctoral degrees.

Thus, from the start, Thammasat intended to offer much
more than what it had in hand, and steps were soon taken to provide
this. In a short time master’s degree courses were offered in law, politi-
cal science, and economics; and a doctoral degree courses in law,
political science, economics and diplomacy. Bachelor's and master’s
degree courses were taught, while doctoral degree courses were re-

searched from English and French sources.

It seems extraordinary that Thammasat could develop its

curricula to the doctoral level so quickly, but it is regrettable that these



were soon dropped for reasons unknown and are only being revived

tfoday.

Why was so much emphasis placed on law? | believe that
the Benefactor Pridi established Thammasat with the intention of strength-
ening the roots of constitutionalism. He wanted to do away with the
arbitrariness of rule by personality and clique, and replaced it by rules
or, to use the fraditional term, Dharma, an impersonal social rule imper-
vious to individual whim. It is thus inspiring that the word Dharma occurs
in the name of Thammasat (Dharmashastra) University, and reverberates

in its anthem and symbolism.

Alas, | failed to interview the Benefactor about his personal
reasons for his choice of name and symbolism, so fo explain them |
have had to depend on what records we have. It seems that from very
ancient times Dharma implied an impersonal social contract, the idea
of which Pridi wished to adapt for modern times. Thammasat University
was the first to publish the Law of the Three Seals once a secret
document collated in the late 18th. cenfury from ancient sources. The
heart of this document was the Dharmashastra, which might be trans-
lated “Essence of Law” though today it means no more than “legislation”

in general.

The legislation establishing a scholarly institution called the
Royal Academy in 1933 divided ifs functions into three fields, namely

Dharmashastra and Politics, Science, and Arts.
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It is thus apparent that the term “Dharmashastra and Politics”
was in use before the University was founded. Pridi may have been
inspired in part by his studies in France, as the Institut de France had five
departments, namely:

1.  Académie Francaise
Academie des Sciences
Académie des Sciences Morales et Politiques

Académie des Beaux-Arts

S SR SN

Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres

The name of the third department is of particular interest, as
the original English name of our university was not “Thammasat” but
“University of Moral and Political Sciences”, corresponding precisely to

the “Sciences Morales et Politiques” of the French.



Administration and Studies

N

With regard to its administration, it seems that Thammasat

was the first university to be independent from the start (though it was
latter to be captured by the bureaucracy). It came under no govern-
ment agency and funded itself from the beginning, as can be seen

from its earliest receipt and expense accounts.

While the Benefactor was in charge, its income exceeded
expenditure though its fees were lower than those of both secondary
schools and Chulalongkom, the only other university. Despite its low
fees, Thammasat's income was sufficient to keep it afloat, in part be-
cause it had its own assets in the form of land and buildings acquired
through the fees paid by the 7,094 students that joined it in its first year,
rendering it independent from the bureaucracy. It was only later that
Thammasat was taken over by the bureaucracy and became a closed
university after 1957 in the “development” era initiated military dictator-
ship of Sarit Thanarat. However, between 1934 and 1957 the University
was independent and ahead of its time in organization and administra-

tion.

Who were the early instructors and where did they come
from? At first there were very few tenured professors. Most instructors
were highly qualified people who offered their services for the love of

imparting knowledge and out of a sense of idealism.
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The University produced its own scholarly Journal, Nitisan,
and produced its own instructional texts that it sold to students who did
not have time to attend classes. This was the origin of Thammasat’s
publishing house, when Pridi Banomyong donated his printing facilities to

the University.

What must life in Thammasat have felt like in 1934-35-36? It
must have been very different from the busy scene we know today.
The University was at first very quiet with about 100 students turning up
each morning while the afternoons were even quieter. Most of the
thousands of students, many of whom lived in the provinces, did their
studying at home. Khun Somkhit Sisangkhom, a Thammasat graduate of
that era says that he never actually studied at Thammasat. He once
went to see a candidate for parliament electioneering and was highly
struck by the graduation gown he wore for the occasion, so he enrolled
at Thammasat, which sent the required reading material to his home in
lsan.  There he studied and finally graduated. He got a job in the
Ministry if Interior and later won a scholarship to study in England. His

story was repeated by innumerable others.

It was generally peaceful. The Bodhi Tree had not yet grown
big. though it was very leafy. There were Champaka trees at the
water’'s edge, and rows of pines. The riverside was an open area where
the “Dome” building (designed by Khun Miu Aphaiwong) stood in splen-
did isolation. The Benefactor had purchased the 25-rai plot from the

Army, which was moving out. On the plot stood four western-style



pbuildings in a row. Instead of puling them down and building some-
thing new, as is the custom today, the architect joined them together
under one long roof, which he crowned with a spire (mysteriously called

a "dome”), which became the pride and symbol of Thammasat.

The transfer of the land from the Army to Thammasat gave
rise fo a question being asked in parliament about the method of
transferring state property to “a juristic person established in isolation
from organs of government”, thus confirming the University’s entirely

private, non-governmental nature.

In the first year (1934) 19 students who had transferred from
other institutions graduated from Thammasat, compared to 82 from
Chulalongkorn, and in 1935 when Khunying Banleng Jayanama was the
first woman graduate, graduates numbered 137 compared to
Chulalongkorn’s 116. In 1942 the figures were respectively 250 and 255.
These figures are not particularly surprising, but they reflect the new
change brought about by the revolution of 1932 and Thammasat's
revolutionary approach to education. Under the absolute monarchy
each government ministry had produced the number of graduates it
expected to need and no more. From the start, however, Thammasat
was dedicated to offering a higher education to whomsoever demanded
it, to enable people to find employment where they could or create
their own employment. In accordance with modern and democratic
principles, the Benefactor was determined that all members of the public

should have the chance of studying according to their individual ability.
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The Life and Spirit of Thammasat

N

| would characterize the 1934-1947/1949 era as “when buds

opened and the Bodhi Tree grew fall at Tha Phra Chan by the Chao
Phraya River” as Thammasat developed a life of its own. Inferviews with
most of the first graduates reveal no particular commitment to the
University, but a few years later one senses a distinct life and spirit as the
University created its own culture and symbolism with which students
and graduate could identify.  For this purpose the Benefactor, Pridi,

chose the best architects, composers, writers and other artists of his day.

The symbolism was of two sorts, official and natural.  For
instance, the official symbol of the university was the Dharmachakra
(Wheel of the Buddhist Law and the Constitution on an offering bowl),
but the students made the “dome” their natural symbol. In every case
the natural symbols proved much more powerful than the official ones

chosen by the authorities.

Another factor in the development of the University’s life and
spirit was the sefting up of a dormitory (where the Faculty of Political
Science now stands) in 1935. From 30 residents the number grew to a
hundred until the dormitory was closed in 1941. That, too, helped to

create a sense of belonging for many.

Yet another factor was the establishment of pre-Thammasat

(tfo.mo.tho.ko or pre-university classes) that flourished from 1942 until its




closure in 1947. It proved immensely popular and created deep solidar-
ity among its students, to the extent that some old folks are still active
in ifs alumni association. They studied Thai, Pali, ethics, archaeology,
and music, English, French, shorthand and typing, among many other
subjects. Such a broad curriculum is still exemplary today provided one
replace shorthand and typing with computer science. This breadth and
depth was part of the ethos of Thammasat from its early days and

helped to mould its special identity.

Today graduates have their degrees bestowed upon them in
a grand ceremony, but from 1938 fill some years after World War Il they
were required to go through a rigorous 15-day residential course before
graduation. The course involved manners, morals, politics, social respon-
sibility and cultural consciousness. Pridi himself and his colleagues used
sometimes fo enfer info residence with the students during these courses,
waking with them at 530 a.m., and retfiing at 10 p.m. after having
lectured them and taken them to tour distilleries, waterworks, the mint,
parliament, mental hospitals, prisons, post offices, factories. Thus Thammasart
graduates were infroduced directly to the life and business of the

nation.

During the early years, from Thammasat's foundation in 1934,
the Benefactor's relationship with his institution and students though
warm but was not that close, since 1943 Pridi was successively Minister
of Interior, Foreign Affairs, and Finance, Regent, and finally Prime Minis-

ter, so he had no time to lecture on a regular basis. However, speeches,
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intferviews and memoirs indicate his constant interest in the University

and its students, many of who went to him for advice and guidance

and always found him ready to help.

The students’ faith in and respect for him was based both on
his personal magnetism and on his remarkable achievements. He had
studied abroad and earned a doctorate in his youth and became a
government minister when he was 32. But his greatest attraction was his
knowledge. Evidence of the student’s affection and respect is appar-
ent in old photographs of them cheering and bearing him shoulder high

from the gate to the Dome.




Another source of reverence and affection for Pridi was his
love of peace and freedom. His leadership of the Free Thai Movement
in World War Il is a special source of pride for Thammasat, as the Dome

building was one of the Movement’s headquarters.

As far as Thammasat students were concerned, in addition
to being Benefactor, wise man and guide, Pridi's greatest role was as a
man of peace. Early in World War Il when demands were being made
for the retun of territory from French Indochina in an era of right-wing
nationalism, Pridi constantly urged the use of peaceful means, not arms,
for if Thailand invaded Indochina then Japan would invade Thailand

and we would be unable to maintain sovereignty.

The film, The King of the White Elephant, which he made
shortly before the war, is evidence of his attitude towards war and
peace. A Thammasat student played the heroine of the fim, and Pridi
did his casting under the Dome. The fact that throughout the war he
stood discreetly on the side of the Allies rather than the Axis powers
enabled the Allies to see Thailand in a more friendly light after they had

won the war.

The many-facetted role of Pridi Banomyong continued until
the coup of 1947 when he was falsely accused of involvement in the
death of King Rama VIl and had to leave Thailand and Thammasat,
though he remained in many hearts as the Benefactor of the University’s

life and spirit.  Furthermore, affer 14 October 1973 Student Uprising
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when the fruth could once more be spoken, Pridi again became ac-
ceptable to Thai society as hero of the common people, though it had
taken almost a quarter of a century of lies and vilification (“communist”,

“regicide”) before the truth resurfaced.

| would like to end with a quote from an anonymous memoir

published in Dharmachakra, 11 May 1950 recalling the end of an era:

“When the coup came on 8 November 1947, the Bene-
factor of the University fled into exile abroad. Professors
were imprisoned and examinations were disrupted as stacks
of answer papers had been used as targets for bayonet
practice. It was end of term, when the University was usually
quiet, but that time the gloom was intense. However brightly
the sun shone, it gave no cheer to students who entered the
campus and looked upon the proud Dome that now seemed
to commiserate with them, and they realized instinctively
that a time had come for keeping our mouths shut as the

storm raged over us”.
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"A university is like a pool of water
to quench the thirst of people
seeking knowledge,

which is their right, and

has to be met according

fo the principle of freedom of education.”

Pridi Banomyong

27 June 1934
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