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Abstract

The TRF Research Program entitled, “Creative Folklore: Dynamics and Application of
Folklore in Contemporary Thai society” aims to collect and study field data conceming the
phenomena of “creative folklore” in the context of contemporary Thai society, to analyze and
synthesize the ways of Thai thinking in applying traditional folklore to serve new purposes in
contemporary social context, and also to open Thai folklore research area in studying the
dynamics and the application of folklore.

In 2011, the research program consisted of 10 research projects and in 2012, it included 4
more projects. In 2016, after the program launched its findings and introducing the “Theory of
Creative Folklore” to Thai academia, it then included 6 more projects in which the researchers
intend to apply the “Theory of Creative Folklore” as a conceptual framework to analyze their
filed data. All in all, the research program consists of 20 research projects. Some projects are
interested in studying the application of folktales, a genre in verbal folklore, in present day
context but most of the projects are interested in studying the application of rituals and
traditions, performing folklore, while certain projects study several other genres of folklore as
well, e.g.,, food, costume, folk songs, folk performances as their data. Regarding the social
contexts behind the creative folklore data, they include creative economy, capitalism, tourism
and also transnationalism.

The research findings are as follows : (1) Folklore is significant “cultural capital” that has
been used to apply to serve new purposes in new social context, especially the context of
creative economy and tourism. (2) Thai ways of thinking in applying folklore as “cultural capital”
are: application, integration, creation, creating new meaning of traditional folklore with new
purposes. (3) Thai way of thinking is operated by referring to and based on Thai cultural root,
e.g., Thai folktale, legend, Buddhist narratives, local history. If it is a newly created story to
promote a cultural product, the story will sound in such a way that it can be traced to “the
historical past.”

It is found that (4) many traditional folktales are being used in the context of creative
economy, capitalism, Buddhist commercialism and tourism, particularly as reference in creating
local products, souvenirs and sacred objects. (5) In applying folktale/folk narrative to be used in

new social contexts, the methods include : the use of the names of the tales, the tales’



characters and behaviors and the motifs in the tales. And, in certain cases, certain episodes or
certain stories are selected to be used for certain purposes. Interestingly, it is also found that
new tradition is created to conducf ritual to worship certain tale characters and certain magical
objects from folktales.

Regarding the application of folk traditions, (6) Thai ways of thinking concern : applying old
traditions to present in new context, combining or integrating several traditions together,
borrowing tradition from another region, reviving old tradition, and creating new tradition though
based on old belief. (7) it can be observed that tourism is a significant factor that enhances the
“creative tradition.” {(8) Many new traditions are created by claiming that they are “Buddhist
tradition”; this then confirms that Buddhism is a significant source of reference in creating
traditions. Other “creative traditions” are created by applying the transmitted local tradition,
such as the Isan calendrical rites, and put them in contemporary social context. This reflects
Thai wisdom in applying and re-interpreting old traditions in new context.

Concerning the use of folklore to express ethnic identity in the transnationalism context,
(9) it is found that the ethnic groups who migrated to live in Thailand attempt to use folklore,
e.g., folk narrative, literature, song, game, performance, food, textile, ethnic costume, as the
cultural mechanism in transmitting their ethnic identity. In the meantime, it is also found that
there is an attempt to integrate with Thai culture and that they present their new identity of
being under the Thai royal patronage and under the Thai State.

Overall, (10) it can be indicated that the global and Thai social context, namely,
globalization, capitalism, materialism, tourism and transnationalism are the significant factors
enabling and enhancing the phenomena of “creative folklore.” In other words, the phenomena
of “creative folklore” has to be perceived and analyzed in relation to these social contexts. It is
further analyzed that Thai culture itself; first, that being an oral culture having the potentiality
of improvisation thus easily applying and re-presenting new things; second, the past patron and
client social system which transformed into today state system ordering top-down to provincial
people under its official authority to construct provincial traditions; third, Thai ritual culture in
which people tend to depend upon the supernatural power thus producing the kinds of today
ritual traditions and fourth, new social media culture; all of these cultural factors are analyzed

to be behind present day “creative folklore” phenomena.



In sum, (12) it can be stated that Thai people are very good at improvising, applying,
adapting, combining, and creating things in interesting ways. Although it may seem that Thai
people are conservative, they are “creatively conservative” since they have creative ways in

applying cultural past as a resource to serve present day purposes and contexts.



