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ABSTRACT

The research project "Criticism as an Intellectual Force in Contemporary
Society” under the aegis of the Thailand Research Fund (TRF) was undertaken from 4
January 1999 to 3 January 2002. Its objectives were to build up a body of knowledge in
the_ criticism of literature, visual arts, drama and music; develop critical skills for those
involved or interested in criticism; promote networks of creative artists, critics, scholars
and the general public; and create possibilities for the criticism of the arts to reinforce
the intellectual and critical culture of contemporary Thai society.

The methodologies employed for the research included investigation and
appraisal of documentary sources; interviews; teaching experiments at various levels;
workshops in criticism based on commissioned works; and promotion of critical activities
in co-operation with various media and educational institutions.

The research results confirm that criticism in Thai society still remains part of an
oral culture, and many practisting artists themselves are receptive only to the informal
mode of criticism at the personal level. Criticism does not yet belong fully to the public
domain. Compared with social and political criticism, criticism of the arts remains a
peripheral activity and is not yet in a position to lend strength to artistic creation. With
the present economic crisis, the majority of media are giving less and less importance
to the arts. Moreover, academia is not paying sufficient attention to constructing a firm
basis for the academic study of the arts, and such disciplines as literary studies, art
history, theatre studies and musical studies are too weak to function as a reliable
companion to the creative arts of the present.

In spite of the aforementioned limitations, the researchers have been able to
select from a very broad base of materials a number of critical works to constitute the
Anthologies in the four areas, which are accompanied by critical commentaries and
analytical introductions. The majority of the contributions are drawn from Thai sources,
supplemented by some foreign works as deemed appropriate. it is without any doubt
that there exists a small group of serious-minded critics at work in contemporary
Thailand, although some of themn chose to write at their leisure without much continuity,
and it is still too early to speak of critical impacts at the institutional level. These critics
are well aware of the potential of criticism as a discipline of values and as a voice of
conscience to society. Besides, it has been possible for the researchers to formulate

theoretical conclusions out of Thai cultural environment, such as the mutual illumination
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of the arts, the horizontal relationships in Thai artistic community and the role of “non-
verbal” criticism. It is gratifying to note that foreign scholars have shown interest in the
research results as well as the theoretical propositions, and suggestions have been
made as to the desirability of applying these results to inter-cultural studies at the
international level.

In fact, the total picture of the criticism of the arts in Thailand may not appear to
be very bright, especially when compared with societies with a solid written culture.
Nevertheless, an analysis at a deeper levei has revealed an immense potential within
Thai culture that may turn criticism into an intellectual force of contemporary society.
Those who have been involved in the activities initiated by the research project share
the common belief that the research will create a long-term impact, especially if applied
to the development of educational processes in the framework of both formal and
informal education. Besides, the strengths and weaknesses in Thai critical culture, as
identified by the research, will help propel these educational processes. Follow-up
actions can take various forms. such as the writing of manuals of criticism, the support
for critical journals and magazines, the organization of workshops and training
programmes on a continuous and systematic basis, and the creation of networks at the

personal level as well as through the various media.
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