( femk 1)

Pakwan Boonyakanchana

SRS L (U 5e) K4 o
(Pinitkitjawat)

The Politics of Knowledge Production in Thailand:

Institutions and Methodological Interventions

gL\ EIE

e T
I & T R A A—)

G TN DES)

The Ph.D. thesis by Pakwan Pinitkitjawat (the Candidate) makes a significant methodological
intervention into the study of modern, cross-cultural intellectual history through a critical
examination of the development of the field of ‘Thai Studies’ in Thailand over the second half
of the twentieth century. In particular, it foregrounds heretofore under-appreciated institutional
dimensions of the formation and development of Thai Studies through politically and socially
contextualized investigations of the work of the Thai Khadi Research Institute (TKRI) at
Thammasat University and the Institute of Thai Studies (ITS) at Chulalongkorn University.
Moving across the diverse frames of reference spanning the knowledge production of ‘home
scholars’ and overseas academics the thesis, the Candidate develops what she has characterized
as an agent—context approach, emphasizing the interplay between individual agency and

institutional dynamics.

This approach is used to interpret an impressive dataset of publications and archival sources
related to the work of the two institutions, which she has organized and coded to facilitate both
qualitative and quantitative analyses. While the former tracks the production of papers and other
publications by each institution over time, the latter allows the Candidate to make deeper dives
into the substance of those publications, which are then analyzed in light of the work of a range
of critical scholars including Huizinga, La Capra, Althusser, Gramsci, and Bourdieu. Changes in
the knowledge production of Thai Studies scholarship are traced chronologically across a series

of reconfigurations of political contexts over the latter decades of the twentieth century.

Chapter 1 frames the discussion that follows by introducing the importance the heretofore
unacknowledged institutional dimensions of intellectual history that informed the formation of
‘Thai Studies’ as a distinct academic field in Thailand. This is framed in relation to state agendas
knowledge production in the service of national consciousness. It also highlights the importance
of advanced research to support state projects of economic development. Chapter 2 then provides
a chronological foundation for that story by mapping the landscape of academic work on
Thailand in relation to early twentieth-century institutions including the Siam Society and the
Borankhadi Samosorn, and narrates the transformation of that landscape through the period from

the revolution of 1932 and the start of the Cold War in Southeast Asia.

With that foundation established, Chapter 3 then introduces the story of two major institutions




that emerged in the early 1970s as the nexus of Thai academia and state agendas of anti-
communist nationalism: The Thai Khadi Research Institute (TKRI) at Thammasat University and
the Institute of Thai Studies at Chulalongkorn University (ITS). From there Chapter 4 chronicles
the shift in emphasis from literary and cultural topics in the work of Chit Phumisak and Neon
Snidwongse in the early 1970s to a turn toward the social sciences in the later 1970s and a heavier
emphasis on economic development through the 1980s as evidenced in the careers of scholars
including Akin Rabibhadana, Piyanart Bunnag, and Rangsan Thanaphonphan. The social and
political contexts of the Thai economic boom of the 1990s are then discussed as reflected in the
work of Sumit Pitiphat and Amara Prasithrathsint, with a coda on the new modality of Thai

Studies which took shape in the wake of the 1997 financial crisis.

Chapter 5 then pulls back from the historical narrative to offer a new interpretive perspective on
those developments. This is built through a methodological approach of ‘Agent-Context
Analysis’ that serves to establish a more nuanced historiological framework that avoids the
shortcomings of ‘great thinkers’ models of intellectual history, as well the problematics of
reducing the history of scholarship to merely a reflection on trends in nationalist ideology and
geopolitical concerns. In doing this the thesis attends to the complex ways in which institutional
configurations in dynamic interactions with the diverse interests of individual academics
contributed to a blurring of earlier boundaries erected between the etic perspective of colonial-
era scholarship on Southeast Asian societies and the emic discourses of researchers from the
region. These particular developments in modern Thailand are, moreover, presented in ways
making the material accessible to broader audiences beyond that of specialist Thai Studies, thus
facilitating the contribution of this thesis to wider circles of scholarship interested in cross-

cultural dynamics of modern global intellectual history.
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