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ABSTRACT

“Poetry as an Intellectual and Spiritual Force in Contemporary Society: Experiences
from Thai, British-Irish, American, French and German Literatures.”
(British Poetry)
'

This report is part of a research project the principal aim of which is to examine the
status of poetry as an intellectual and spiritual force in contemporary society. By “intellectual
and spiritual force”, the report adheres to a working definition agreed to by all members of the
research project, namely that the force of poetry consists in “the knowledge and thoughts that
lead to a profound understanding of the world and humanity, and which at the same time may
awaken an awareness conducive to the sustenance of the world and humanity.” The report
seeks to show that contemporary British and Irish poetry is a force in Britain, and that its
strengths can also be appreciated and understood in cross-cultural contexts. The research
methodology relies on secondary critical materials, as well as on interviews with poets,
academics and concerned parties in the poetry world conducted on short visits to Britain. As for
the poems, some had been introduced to Thai university students to find out their responses.

The report consists of two parts. Part one is a critical analysis of the ways in which
poetry may be perceived as a force in society. Part Two is an anthology of fifty poems with
translations and commentaries.

The analysis gives an account of the contexts — cultural, political, historical, and
literary — necessary for the understanding of British poetry. One characteristic of British poetry
is that it is intimately related to the cdltural and social contexts out of which it grows and with
which it engages. Like other poetries of other cultures, British poetry addresses issues that are
of fundamental human concerns: possibilities of spiritual value and fulfilment, social criticism,
and concerns for the well-being of man and his environment. Yet in the specifically pluralistic
context of contemporary British poetry, these concerns take on distinctive nuances. A deep
sense of history, cultural and literary tradjtions, and of the richness and subtlety of language
informs British poetry, and provides means of engagement -- and even of resistance —- with
which the poets address questions of identity, history, values that are of primary importance in
contemporary society. Indeed, it must be said that these acts of engagement are what inspires

the innovativeness of British poetry today.
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In brief, then, there appears to be no question as to the strengths of poetry in Britain. If
these strengths seem still inadequately recognised, the problems may lie with the processes of
dissemination and conditions of reception. Active and sustained promotional efforts, growing
interest in poetry in schools and universities, and concerted drives at dissemination, may yet
provide some of the impetus needed. Nor does the prior requirement of contextual knowledge

seem to impose insurmountable constraints on cross-cultural understanding and comparison.



