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On the Ideological Flexibility of the

Cultural Common(s):

The Many Lives of Thailand’s Art Lane
Unchalee Anantawat, Ariane Sutthavong,

Lara van Meeteren, Bart Wissink

In May 2022, we received an announcement from the Institute of Commoning (InCom-
mons) introducing a “taster course” for its new Masters in Commons Administration
(MCA).! Bringing together an impressive group of scholars, activists, and organizers
“who want to understand the world better in order to be able to change it,* this
initiative reflects a growing dissatisfaction with the state of our late-capitalist world, as
well as with the complicity of academia in its functioning. It is increasingly clear that
states and markets are unable—or unwilling—to respond successfully to the many
crises that we face today, so the initiators argue.’ Instead, governments, corporations,
think tanks, and opinion-makers provide “solutions” that keep them in power and in
profit. However, the initiators continue, this status quo is now challenged by people
(re)discovering new ways of working together and creating and sustaining commons.
The Institute of Commoning aims to support such initiatives by “offering a programme
of study for any adult learner who wants to explore the commons as an alternative and
challenge to markets, the capitalist state and colonization™ Rejecting the privileging of
self-interest, competition, and extraction in contemporary MBA programs—which aim
to meet the needs of capital and produce “good workers”—the alternative MCA
program is provided outside of the formal education system. In contrast to the
exorbitant fees that most universities extract from students, the program is free of
charge.

The Masters in Commons Administration is but one of many recent initiatives that pit
the common(s) against states and the market. Recurrently, these initiatives discuss the
potential of the common(s) in response to the many crises of our times.” And time and
again, these discussions reference the destructive role of neoliberal capitalism. For
instance, in her analysis of contemporary crises, The Old is Dying and the New Cannot
be Born, Nancy Fraser observes that various “forces have been grinding away at our
social order for quite some time without producing a political earthquake® Now,
however, she finds a widespread rejection of politics as usual, as “an objective system-
wide crisis has found its subjective political voice. It is this atmosphere that has
ushered in the re-evaluation of existing practices in all institutional domains, on a par
with the education initiative of the Institute for Commoning. New common practices
are now debated and created as a means for realizing more hopeful futures.”

Of course, as is widely acknowledged, the writing on the common(s) has various
strands, each with their own assumptions and critical potential.® Within this literature,
the perspective of the Institute for Commoning, which presents commoning as a third
way of social organizing next to the state and market, is relatively new. Highlighting its
potential to produce practices and institutions that can help realize a non-capitalist
future,’ this view centers on that idea that the common—in the singular—can be a
means to “reassert participatory control over the urban commonwealth” vis-a-vis
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states and markets.”” In recent years the literature that starts from this view increas-
ingly pays attention to “cultural commoning” as well."* On the one hand, this attention
relates to the observation that states and markets have radically appropriated the
cultural domain, stimulating interest in the consequences of that development, and in
possibilities for “freeing” culture of interference by states and markets.'” On the other
hand, following Antonio Gramsci’s recognition that culture is a central battlefield for
social struggle over domination, cultural commoning emerges as a place where
structural social change can be initiated as well." Inspired by these possibilities, here
we will reflect on the political nature of cultural commoning from the vantage point of
common cultural initiatives aligned with social movements in Thailand.

Ideological Flexibility

The starting point for our discussion is the observation by various authors that the
common as a distinct domain next to the state and market is inherently political.*
Chantal Mouffe, for instance, is outspoken in her opposition to perspectives on the
common that postulate “a conception of multiplicity that is free from negativity and
antagonism.'® She argues that the public sphere will always be a “battlefield on which
hegemonic projects confront one another, with no possibility of a final reconciliation.™
By extension, this is also true for a common world, devoid of states and markets.
Chantal Mouffe therefore stresses that “‘commoning” practices should be conceptual-
ized from a political model that recognizes that society is divided and that every order
is hegemonically structured."” Lauren Berlant similarly criticizes views on the common
that somehow downplay antagonism, observing that “[t]he recently ‘resuscitated’
fantasy of the commons articulates many desires for a social world unbound by
structural antagonism."® The alternative antagonistic view acknowledges that the
cultural common is based on sharing and circulation, but it also stresses that there are
boundaries to such sharing, resulting in diverse commons that reflect cultural
oppositions. And while some of these commons might be anti-hierarchical and strive
for openness and inclusion, others can be exclusionary and de facto function as “clubs.
Similarly, while some commons might aim to counter existing hegemonies, and thus
support structural transformation of social, political, and economic practices, others
might actually support existing hegemonies and thereby resist change. In short, the
counter-hegemonic nature of a common is an empirical question.

6

With others, we have argued that the role of artists and cultural organizations must be
understood from this perspective of hegemonic struggle.” Chantal Mouffe highlights
that artistic practices can be a vehicle for counter-hegemonic struggle, as they can
support the emergence of alternative subjectivities.”” Meanwhile, Jonas Staal pleads for
a “propaganda art” of the left that can help to assemble a new “us’® However, an
antagonistic perspective suggests that leaderless mass movements and the commons
to which these are linked can point in many directions, and can thus support existing
hegemonies as well.?? In Kill All Normies, Angela Nagle has thus for instance shown
that in online culture, the alt-right has appropriated transgression for non-inclusive
aims.” And in two essays—written more than twenty years apart—that were recently
published on e-flux Notes, Hito Steyerl and Igor Gulin criticize the idea that art is an
inherently progressive or pacifist force; it can be otherwise as well.** In other words,
cultural commoning is “ideologically flexible” For this reason, it is critically important
to analyze the role of artists and artistic practices within the cultural commons
vis-a-vis hegemony empirically. An analysis of several art events in Thailand under the
heading Art Lane can help to illustrate this point.
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Contemporary Art and Hegemony in Thailand

Contemporary art practices in Thailand operate within a context of a decades-long
hegemonic struggle that—as is well-documented—has been resulting in recurrent
coups d’état.” This struggle is an expression of radically opposing views of the Thai
nation.” The dominant view centers on an imagined uniform Thai society, bound by
ethnolinguistic homogeneity and by so-called “Thainess,” a Buddhist religion, and a
monarchy that is protected by strict laws, like the “112” royal defamation law and the
Computer Crime Act.*” According to this view, it is the task of the state—with support
of the bureaucracy, monarchy, and army—to educate people in the “right” way, and to
defend this imagined Thai unity against internal and external threats.” This conviction
has gone hand in hand with the production of dramatic economic and political
inequalities. From this hegemonic view, art is an instrument to create the “right”
public culture by educating citizens.” This has translated in the development of
institutions such as Silpakorn University, National Exhibitions, and National Artists
that have obtained a monopoly on the interpretation and production of Thai culture.

Art education has played a crucial role in this appropriation of contemporary art in the
name of Thailand’s hegemony. For a long time, Silpakorn University—the offspring of a
national art academy founded in 1933 by Italian Corrado Feroci, or Silpa Bhirasri—was
at the core of this education. This University and its professors would go on to exercise
an iron grip on all facets of Thai art practices for decades to come, regulating access to
teaching jobs, annual National Exhibitions, state commissions, and competitions
sponsored by banks and insurance companies. Anybody wanting to become an artist
therefore needed to succeed within this system, to abide by its rules and expectations,
and—crucially—to appease its teachers.

Only in the 1980s did an alternative art scene start to develop.® This art scene in part
aligned with a radically different view of Thai society, situating sovereignty in the
people rather than the palace. Embracing the nation’s diversity, in this view the state
should improve the well-being of all, and diminish political, social, and economic
inequalities.”» While these ideas certainly translated into counter-hegemonic cultural
practices, at the same time, most contemporary artists were reluctant to speak out
about issues of human rights, freedom of expression, political justice, or the monarchy
in Thailand. Remarkably, such issues—including discussions surrounding the monar-
chy and the “112” law—have become an important part of the counter-hegemonic
agenda in recent years and—as we will see—they are now finding expression in many
alternative art practices.”

Meanwhile, an influential third view of contemporary art grounded in the Thai
corporate world emerged as well. At the core of this view are economic conglomerates
that have gained considerable influence on the state and are at the same time willing
to leave its core ideas of unity, religion, and the monarchy intact. Following their
discovery of the potential of contemporary art for stimulating consumption and
enriching real estate, corporations have started to engage with contemporary art,
domesticating radical views and appropriating artworks seemingly critical of the
existing hegemony along the way.* This coincided with the emergence of a new
generation of contemporary art visitors, for whom consumerist imaginations of the
‘good life” are aspirational.*

In parallel with the emergence of these new views on contemporary art, the educa-

tional system has changed dramatically as well. New art schools—at Chiang Mai
University and elsewhere—and study periods abroad have brought Thai students in
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conversation with alternatives to the state’s view of art. Meanwhile, a growing number
of art spaces have introduced platforms for a variety of new practices, thereby
supporting imaginations of another Thailand. With these developments, art was
increasingly wrested free from the “Silpakorn system.* However, the Silpakorn appara-
tus continues to influence views of what art should be, while structuring opportunities
to work within its system. The conflicting common(s) initiatives under the banner

Art Lane, which took place first in 2014, and later in 2020 and beyond, are clear
expressions of these different views of contemporary art.

ArtLane 2014

Art Lane was first introduced to reference a collection of artist-led events that took
place in early 2014, both within and in support of the “Shutdown Bangkok” street
protests, organized by the self-styled People’s Democratic Reform Committee (PDRC)
against Thailand’s Yingluck Shinawatra government. These protests extended a period
of mass-mobilizations, both in favor of and against the country’s highly divisive Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra—Yingluck’s elder brother—who had come to power in
2001.* Campaigning with populist measures that attracted rural voters, Thaksin won
various democratic elections in landslide victories. The policies of this businessman
cum politician “combined aggressive neo-liberalization with capitalist cronyism, and
absolutist counter-reform politics with populist social policy, to radically transform
the existing patterns of power relationships and elite resource allocation.* Support for
Thaksin’s administration from the rural electorate was enormous. However, the
questionable, anti-democratic nature of many of his policies—which included a violent
military campaign in the Deep South, extra-judicial killings during a war against
alleged drug dealers, the tax-free sale of his almost $2 billion corporation to Singapore,
attacks on the legal system, and increased media censorship—meant that he was
detested by the old elite, inhabitants in the Deep South, and the urban population—
intelligentsia included—alike. After his ouster in a military coup on September 19,
2006, enduring popular support for Thaksin meant that political parties aligned with
him continued to win subsequent elections, eventually putting his sister Yingluck in
power. The PDRC was set up in November 2013 by ultra-nationalist and pro-royalist
Suthep Thaugsuban with the aim of unseating Yingluck and ridding Thailand once and
for all of Thaksin’s influence.® Its months-long demonstrations eventually paved the
road for the May 22, 2014 military takeover of the country.*

In late 2013, professors at Silpakorn University with help of students—voluntarily or
not—started to use art as a means of political expression to show their support for the
PDRC movement. Activities took place at the university’s Wang Tha Phra campus on
Rattanakosin Island—the capital’s old town—and its vicinity, including a rally on
November 11, 2013, in which signs produced by students with anti-government
slogans were carried from Silpakorn University to Democracy Monument on Ratchad-
amnoen Klang Road. On January 11, 2014, these professors joined other artists, again
at Democracy Monument, where they produced forty-two anti-government paint-
ings.* These paintings were subsequently put on view in a show called Silpa Karawa
Prachatham (Art in Praise of the Masses) at the DOB Hualamphong Gallery on Rama
IV Road, where they were sold to generate funds for the PDRC. Asked about their
motivation to participate in these political activities, associate professor Thavorn
Ko-Udomvit who managed the exhibition stated that, “[a]s artists who think differently
from the government, we agreed to take action and call for political reform through
our artistic skills™! Other Silpakorn professors stressed that they couldn't stay silent.*
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In light of these initial activities, it is not surprising that Silpakorn professors again
contributed to various protest events under the name Art Lane, organized in the
context of the “Shutdown Bangkok” campaign which started on January 13, 2014. This
campaign did not only aim to block major intersections in the capital, but also
government offices and—in the run-up to the February 2014 general election—polling
stations, effectively preventing voters from exercising their democratic right.* Instead,
the PDRC called for the formation of an unelected government appointed by the
king.* Despite such ominous goals, PDRC protests were viewed by many as colorful
and ebullient manifestations, closer in appearance to festive fairs. Speeches were not
the only attractions, as these were often accompanied by concerts, street art, and
market stalls. At the protest sites, functional objects such as umbrellas, goodies,
clothing items, and accessories with designs featuring the Thai flag were being sold
around the clock. In hindsight, the organizers of Ar¢ Lane were instrumental in the
creation of such a convivial facade for the PDRC.*

Established by a network of artists, designers, and cultural workers, Ar¢ Lane operated
outside of formal cultural institutions, bringing creative organizing initiatives to the
street**—specifically around the Chidlom intersection in central Bangkok. Art Lane’s
commoning nature was captured in the documentaries Bangkok Joyride: Chapter I -
How We Became Superheroes (2017) and Bangkok Joyride: Chapter 2 - Shutdown Bangkok
(2017) by filmmaker Ing Kanjanavanit—herself a fervent PDRC supporter. Positioning
her camera within the crowd, Ing’s footage—edited without commentary—grants
viewers unmediated access to a street-level view of the movement, thus highlighting
its “popular” aspect. The film’s credits read: “Starring The Ordinary People of Thailand”
The heterogenous contributions of artists to the protests are depicted in the second
opus, in which a performer about to appear on the political rally’s stage says to her
troupe: “What we can do? [...] We don’t have to become soldiers or fight anyone; we
don't have to be businessmen, but we can raise the people’s morale [...],” highlighting
the key role of artists in sustaining the protests’ momentum.”” In the 2020 pro-democ-
racy movement, Free Arts—a network of artists and cultural workers opposing
dictatorship in Thailand—would perform a similar role, organizing alongside the
standard flash mobs and succession of speeches, events of a different nature—be they
concerts, fashion shows, performances, or participative street art—aiming to maintain
steadfastness among protesters.”

The instigators of the 2014 Art Lane included several well-established Thai artists—
many with a Silpakorn affiliation; chief among these were Vasan Sitthiket, Sutee
Kunavichayanont, and Amrit Chusuwan.® Vasan and Sutee were part of the generation
of artists who, in the 1990s, became “standout players” according to David Teh,
“putting Thai contemporary art on the international map.* Their works were critical
of the era’s consumerist craze and of the negative consequences of neoliberal globali-
zation. Then, in the early 2000s, Vasan became known for his biting, often bawdy,
depictions of Thai political life, as well as conceptual works that denounced Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatras crony capitalism. Amrit, who represented Thailand at
the 52nd Venice Biennale in 2007, was dean of Silpakorn University’s Fine Arts
Department and enlisted his students to partake in Ar¢ Lane activities.” Sutee would
see his work Thai Uprising (2013-2014), mainly composed of agitprop, t-shirts, and
placards that he designed for the “Shutdown Bangkok” campaign mired in controversy
two years later, when it was included in a group show at the Gwangju Museum of Art.”
The exhibition, marking the 36th anniversary of the Gwangju Uprising, celebrated
peace, human rights, and democratic values in Asia. However, as Thai critics pointed
out in an open letter to the museum and curator, the PDRC were no guardians of
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democracy.”® Aided by artists participating in Art Lane, this movement had effectively
dispatched a representative government—problematic as it might have been itself—
and prompted as much as welcomed a military coup.

Whether Silpakorn students participated in the 2014 Ar¢ Lane of their own volition
and based on their personal political beliefs or were pressured by faculty members into
assisting more senior artists with labor-intensive tasks is yet to be determined on a
case-by-case basis. Tom’s Yard (a pseudonym for a former Silpakorn student, then in
his second year) says the “SOTUS” system—the acronym for Seniority, Order, Tradi-
tion, Unity, Spirit—that exists in many Thai universities but is particularly dominant in
Silpakorn's Fine Arts department made it difficult for students to refuse their seniors’
requests.” Faculty members were using university resources to make objects that
would be sold to profit the PDRC, he added. These resources included students’ free
labor, but also supplies and materials provided by the university’s shop that were
acquired with revenues coming from students’ tuition fees. Students were asked in
their free time to screen-print t-shirts or make objects and goodies following their
professors’ or senior artists’ templates—a far cry from the creative outpour of 2020-
2021, when artists and makers each brought their own designs to the pro-democracy
protests. According to Toms's Yard, most students who took part in Art Lane-related
activities at the time—himself included—did not have a fully formed political opinion
of the PDRC. “We did what we were asked to do, but didn't necessarily realise that we
were part of something bigger, a movement that was essentially destroying Thai
democracy”

The original Art Lane events were indisputably a cultural commoning initiative, albeit
one that supported the existing Thai hegemony. Its productions were not limited to
traditional art objects, but encompassed a variety of media and practices suggesting a
“leveling of art to a more general sense of creativity, a tendency which Yates McKee
observed in the Occupy Wall Street movement in New York as well.*® Many Art Lane
activities, such as graffiti, mural and pavement painting, t-shirt screen-printing,
politics-themed games, as well as the sale of art objects and posters, would not have
seemed out of place in the more recent 2020 pro-democracy protests in Thailand
either, despite—as we will see—the two movements’ conflicting ideologies and
messages. However, unlike Occupy-affiliated cultural workers, or those involved in
Thailand’s democratic faction today, original Art Lane participants often placed
emphasis on their artist identity—which they defined by their “skill” or institutional
recognition—rather than letting it be subsumed in the general protest movement and
wider protester or citizen identities. By doing so, not only were the artists making the
PDRC seem more palatable and appealing, but they created cultural value, which was
then transformed into financial value when their works were auctioned at the
exclusive Pacific City Club.*® The proceeds from these sales, in turn, were donated to
PDRC leaders. David Graeber understood creative direct action as an autonomous,
non-mediated action, but also one “in which the ruling order is challenged even as a
new world is ‘prefigured,” adding that “collective resistance and collective invention
are inseparable™ In the case of the original Art Lane event in 2014, the Thai society
that its participants prefigured was rooted in inequality and aligned with the existing
hegemony.
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Vasan Sitthiket—well-known socio-politically engaged Thai artist and
PDRC supporter—stands in front of Bangkok’s Democracy Monument
during a run-up event to Art Lane, holding a painting depicting himself as
part of the PDRC-led anti-government protests, and the occupation of
central locations in the city, known as “Shutdown Bangkok”, that would
start on 13 January 2014 (Image from https://www.facebook.com/
Vasan-Sitthiket-240212462671471/photos/803156999710345, January 2014).
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In an event pre-dating Art Lane, Sutee Kunavichayanont—Silpakorn
University professor and well-known Thai artist—paints ousted Prime
Minister Thaksin Shinawatra riding a red crab that clutches Thailand in
one of its claws, referencing Thaksin's sister and then Prime Minister
Yingluck Shinawatra, whose nickname Pu means crab in Thai (Image
from http://www.rama9art.org/sutee/visual.html, 2013).

Stenciled poster at the first Art Lane event on 13 January 2014, the start
date of the “Shutdown Bangkok” campaign, reading gnfudszinalne [Take
back Thailand]. Ar¢ Lane was situated near the Chidlom rally site of the
anti-government protests, from Soi Ton Son to the Chidlom intersection
(Image anonymous, January 2014).

Sutee Kunavichayanont produces spray painted t-shirts and posters at
the first Art Lane event in front of Central Chidlom on Phloen Chit Road.
Some of these were later auctioned at the exclusive Pacific City Club
benefiting the PDRC; another batch was displayed in 2016 as 7hai
Uprising in the Gwangju Museum of Art (Image anonymous, January
2014).
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ArtLane 2020

In 2020, a new Art Lane saw the light of day, this time under very different circum-
stances and carrying contrasting goals and allegiances. The context for this project
was the coup d’état of May 22, 2014 that followed the PDRC protests and its after-
math—the five-year rule of the National Council for Peace and Order, a junta led by
general Prayut Chan-o-Cha. From the outset, the coup leaders instituted a ban on
political gatherings, resulting in the forced de-politicization of all institutional settings
in Thailand, including education, for more than five years. Meanwhile, they pushed
through a new constitution in 2017, which according to critics instituted far-reaching
limitations to the functioning of democracy in Thailand.*® Political activities only
became possible again when the ban on political gatherings was lifted just three
months before the first post-coup elections in March 2019, which strongly favored the
coup-leaders. Eventually, the election resulted in a civilian government under coup-
leader Prayut Chan-o-Cha. Further conflict emerged a year after these long-awaited
elections, when the new and successful Future Forward Party—extremely popular with
young people—was dissolved on questionable grounds, while the party’s founder—
Thanathorn Juangroongruangkit—was prosecuted. This was one of the triggers for
widespread pro-democracy and monarchy-reform protests in 2020-2021.%°

It was in this setting that Art Lane returned in the summer of 2020. The initiator and
organizer behind this event was Atom Pavarit, a fourth-year Fine Arts student at
Silpakorn University’s campus in Nakhon Pathom. Customarily, students display their
work during the end-of-year presentation at the university’s art gallery. However, Atom
decided to put out an open call under the name Art Lane 2020, asking anyone—stu-
dents, artists, and others—to send in works. The spark for the open call was a conver-
sation with one of his teachers, who had been adamant that art and politics should be
kept separate. In the highly charged environment of 2020, when many students were
active participants in the pro-democracy protests—with all the risks involved—that
position did not sit well with Atom. His unease further escalated when he found
material online, documenting this teacher’s active involvement in Art Lane 2014, which
visibly and vocally supported “Shutdown Bangkok™ and the PDRC, and by extension
was complicit to the years of military rule that followed. Apparently, art and politics
should only be separated in certain circumstances.

It can thus be said that Art Lane 2020 started out as a parody. However, it functioned
as a serious indictment of Silpakorn’s teachers as well. In 2014, these teachers had
entered the political arena with their professional artist and teacher identities. But
subsequently, they stayed silent about the many injustices—the decline of democracy,
enforced disappearances, rising inequality—under the junta leaders that they helped
to put in power. According to the Art Lane 2020 open call, “Thailand deteriorated in
every aspect except the wealth of the capitalists, generals and feudal men™® Atom
therefore explicitly questioned his Silpakorn teachers: “Before, you were part of it [the
political protests] and now there are many problems that arise from these actions;
what are you doing now? There is more injustice in society; why are you quiet about it
now?”

Art Lane was revived to address such double standards of various Silpakorn teachers.
According to a recent open call for a yet to be organized Art Lane 2022, the event aims
“to be a space for everyone’s freedom; a space to criticize and remove society’s fears
[about expressing yourself politically]™ So, whereas Art Lane 2014 had a conservative
inclination, was hierarchically structured, and supported the existing Thai hegemony,
these new iterations are counter-hegemonic. They emphasize accessibility for
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everyone and result in the display of many heterodox voices—a radical act in a setting
where access to presentation spaces is still fundamentally restricted.®> When asked if
he applied for permission to display these pieces at the university gallery’s end-of-year
presentation for the first Art Lane 2020 iteration, Atom chuckled, responding: “No, I
didn't ask for any permission, because I knew that if I asked, they would not have let
me do it”

Atom’s own contribution to Art Lane 2020 consisted of portraits, stenciled on newspa-
per pages, depicting victims of enforced disappearance by the Thai state over the years.
In response to his open call, he also received some 100 other works, about half of
which were text-based. These, for instance, included banners from activists and
grievances written by high school students. This inclusion of high school student work
reflects a broader emergence of middle and high school student activism, also
exemplified by political protests under the banner “Bad Students” (n5ewian).** Rallying
against the rigid structure and rules of the Thai education system, which for instance
mandates a strict dress code and the forced cutting of hair, this group demanded an
overhaul of the old-fashioned curriculum.® In one widely reported event in August
2020, a group of over 500 students marched to the Ministry of Education to protest
restrictions on political expression in schools. There, they made the hurriedly sum-
moned Minister of Education wait for his turn to speak, chanting that he had to “get in
line™ an unheard-of affront in Thailand’s hierarchical society, where one is expected to
defer to people in power, be they teachers or government officials.®

One of the contributing groups to Art Lane 2020 was PrachathipaType, a self-described
collective of “designers who use the art of typography to communicate political
issues’® They sent in various works, some using a typeface that they had designed
called “missing head” (#ws). This typeface was created in response to the Senate’s
rejection of the “people’s draft” for an amended constitution, proposed by free speech
watchdog iLaw.®’ Starting out with font TH Sarabun New, which is used by the Thai
state in official documents, they cut out the round headers that are part of Thai script.
According to PrachathipaType, the resulting typeface symbolizes the fact that the Thai
state “‘doesn’t see the people’s heads™ Other works that the collective sent in refer-
enced rare comments by the Thai king in English to a foreign reporter, who asked the
king’s opinion about protesters who had been on the streets asking for reform. The
king’s answers—“We love them all the same” and “Thailand is the land of compro-
mise”—attracted widespread attention; they were also immediately repurposed in the
protests, and re-emerged under many guises.” Next to such text-based works, the
submissions included many political illustrations as well—for instance, those by
Bangkokgag and Sina Wittayawiroje. The latter is an alumnus of Silpakorn University,
critical of his alma mater’s functioning. At the height of the political protests, Sina
shared a new political illustration almost daily with his more than 35,000 followers via
Facebook.™

The reactions to Art Lane 2020's controversial collection of works and to the hijacking
of Silpakorn University’s art gallery were as expected: teachers disapproved and
deemed the project inappropriate. They were especially bothered by references to the
monarchy. And while fellow students did comment with customary responses—“be
careful” and “take care of yourself "—by and large they remained quiet. According to
Atom, “Nobody talked about it. Most of my friends were afraid of the teachers. They
don't want to have any problems with them”. However, like-minded peers responded as
well. At the request of a fellow student who had just graduated from Silpakorn
University, the Art Lane 2020 collection was once more exhibited at Light my Fire, a
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bar-restaurant in Nakhon Pathom, in late November 2020. Art Lane then made a brief
third appearance in December of the same year, when others joined Atom as organiz-
ers. This time, new works were shown in the streets of Nakhon Pathom, outside of
faculty buildings with the university’s walls as canvases and exhibition spaces. The
works mainly referenced well-known symbols of the pro-democracy protest move-
ment, such as rubber ducks, the people’s plaque and calls for an end to dictatorship. As
Atom recalls, the teachers were furious, and the walls were scrubbed clean in a matter
of days.

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, there have been no further Art Lane exhibitions at the
time of writing. However, this hiatus is most likely to be temporary. Art Lane is set to
return at the end of 2022, as a call for new works has been put out for a next edition—
to be held at Kinjai Contemporary, a gallery that is part of a new wave of spaces
enabling people to show works that express alternative, non-hegemonic political positions.
For Atom, this is part of a wider transformation process: “T think most of my friends [...]
have changed their opinion about Thai art. Before, they used to do contest work, and
you know, if you paint a Thai flag or Buddha or the king you would get the prize. They
have stopped doing this. [...] I think that more than before, they focus on social issues
in their work. Maybe it is hard to sell those works, but I think it is a better way.’
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Works by Atom Pavarit (left) and PrachathipaType (right) at the second
Art Lane 2020 exhibition at Light my Fire. Atom’s work refers to the many
victims of enforced disappearance by the Thai state. PrachathipaType
repurposes words of the Thai king, “We love them all the same” and
“Thailand is the land of compromise”, uttered in response to an
unexpected British reporter’s question about the protests during a staged
walkabout amongst thousands of royalists (Image Art Lane 2020,
November/December 2020).

Iustration by Sina Wittayawiroje referencing Art Lane 2020. It depicts
part of a statue of Silpakorn University’s founder, Silpa Bhirasri, that
stands in a central square at the university’s Wang Tha Phra campus. In
the illustration, the statue is “defaced” by graffiti and stickers, referring to
current struggles and controversies at the university, as well as a playful
reversal of “Shutdown Bangkok” into “Turn on Bangkok”. The university’s
motto “Ars Longa Vita Brevis” is also evoked, but reworked to a critique of
the country’s dictatorial leaders (Image Sina Wittayawiroje, June 2021).
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Installation view of the second Art Lane 2020 at Light my Fire in Nakhon
Pathom. The banner reads “When injustice becomes law, resistance
becomes duty” and belongs to prominent political activist Jatupat “Pai”
Boonpattararaksa, also known as “Pai Dao Din”. Since 2016, Pai has been
charged and imprisoned several times, including a 2,5-year prison
sentence following a secret trial after an Article 112 charge, based on
sharing a BBC profile of king Vajiralongkorn on social media. The people
portrayed on the red flags are pro-democracy and monarchy-reform
activists, amongst which student protest leaders Parit “Penguin”
Chiwarak and Panusaya “Rung” Sithijirawattanakul, and human rights
lawyer Anon Nampa, all imprisoned on royal defamation and other
protest-related charges (Image Art Lane 2020, November/December
2020).

Mural by RUDE reading “Shutdown Dictatorship”—an obvious play on
“Shutdown Bangkok™—on a Silpakorn University wall at its Nakhon-
Pathom campus, during the third Art Lane 2020 (Image Art Lane 2020,
December 2020).

Objects from #issinusiansieywu (Museum of Popular History), displayed at the
“Uprisings Exhibition” at Sakon Nakhon Rajabhat University. In line with
the museum’s aim of collecting objects from all popular movements
across the political spectrum, next to artefacts from Thailand, it contains
a cap from Trump’s “Make America Great Again” campaign and a poster
from Hong Kong’s protest movement reading 7 & A Jii{ifi [Hong Kong
People Add Oil] (Image #iissfusiansieysu Museum of Popular History, 2020).
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Beyond Ideological Flexibility?

The various Art Lane events illustrate that common art events can have highly
contrasting allegiances. While these initiatives have used the same type of com-
mon(s)-related arguments to justify their actions, and are each indisputably cultural
commoning initiatives, they support radically opposing goals, thus highlighting the
ideological flexibility of the common. While this might seem a relatively obvious
conclusion for those interested in political activism, against the background of a broad
literature that presents the common as a solution for the appropriation of the cultural
domain by states and markets, it is important nonetheless. The Art Lane events
suggest that common initiatives cannot provide a final reconciliation for the short-
comings of states and markets, because the cultural commons itself will always be
political, made up as it is by various opposing voices. Instead of presenting the
common as solution, we have therefore argued for a perspective that pays precise
attention to the actual alliances of a certain common; and we have argued that this
should especially focus on the relation of those alliances to hegemony.

The importance of attention for the relation between a common and hegemony is
underlined when seeing their different reception. While Ar¢ Lane 2014 received a
favorable response from within the existing hegemony, the organizers of Art Lane 2020
had to struggle against institutional constraints, including the university system.
Furthermore, the Silpakorn University system has clearly supported the retelling of
certain views of past commons, while restricting the retelling of others. It is not
surprising therefore, that one objective of the Art Lane 2022 initiative is “to study the
past so that it doesn't happen in the future’” This harks back to a remark of one the
teachers in response to Art Lane 2020 in the university art gallery: “The past is the past,
we should forget it and start again.” However, in Thailand, up until now, the past is not
forgotten at all, and one hegemonic side has had a monopoly on the writing of history.
However, illustrating Kodwo Eshun’s attention for the importance of “counter-memo-
ries, ™ this monopoly is recurrently challenged, most recently—as we have seen—by
protesters and commons initiatives like Art Lane 2020. The common-based Museum of
Popular History—a topic for discussion in its own right—is another example of a
common initiative that challenges the control over memory by one hegemonic side.
Collecting objects from popular movements across Thailand’s political divide, the
initiator behind this museum wants to accommodate the conservation and develop-
ment of counter-memories.” Aiming to fill the gap left by Thai museums and their
history-telling, the museum targets the preservation of all political expressions, so that
future audiences may make up their own mind. This at least ensures that we remain
aware of all political activities of old, and that we continue asking Atom’s crucial
question: “Why are you quiet about it now?”
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