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Back in the Spotlight: An Analysis of Recent Thai Gay Movies

Serhat Uenaldi, Humboldt University 

Starting in 1997, the "New Wave" of Thai Cinema brought back into the spotlight a genre that already had been present in 1980's Thai cinema: queer movies. The huge commercial success of "Iron Ladies" (satree lek) in the year 2000 triggered a whole series of gay-related movies with diverse story lines and contents. It is the aim of the paper to examine selected films and to trace the development and changes of Thai gay movies over the past years. It will become clear that many movies differ a lot from their Western counterparts. Instead of celebrating - or even depicting - everyday gay life and promoting political rights, many are operating within the sphere of the nation and the family. A longing for an inclusion into mainstream society is often pervasive. However, in contrast to commercial kathoey "feel good" movies, the increasing number of dramas mainly watched by a gay audience hints at a new direction in Thai gay cinema. Whereas in the past, funny kathoey characters dominated the scene, now gender normative homosexuals are becoming increasingly visible on screen.

Performative Places: Producing Thai Gay Identity in Bangkok

Nikos Dacanay, University of the Philippines
The discursive constructions of gay identity in Southeast Asia formulate this social identity as largely conforming to, rebelling against, or hybridizing Western aesthetics.  This paper argues that this is all too simple a distinction and introduces the idea that Thai gay men construct an identity based on their practice of place.  Drawing from three years of ethnographic research in the saunas, disco bars, and other gay establishments in Bangkok as part of my MA thesis, this paper views gay-identified Thai men in Bangkok as  products, and at the same time producers, of homoerotic places in the metropolis, seeing how these places configure and reconfigure this gay identity as much as being configured and reconfigured by Thai gays themselves.  Bangkok is largely (re)presented in the global media as an “erotic theme park”, and much of what constitutes the city is influenced by economic and cultural transnational operations.  At the same time, Bangkok also figures in media as “authentic” Orient, where residents persistently and insistently infuse the so-called traditional and local Thai cultures in the city.  The distinct characteristics that make up Bangkok are manifested in the establishment and operation of places popularly known as gay places.  These places are neither foreign, local, or both but uniquely Bangkok.  In this sense, the dichotomy between foreign and local cultures in these places are erased as they are mediated by interactions between people who navigate these places, events, and history.  Thai gay men are therefore constructed by and construct Bangkok in a structuration process.

Self-Designed Sexual Relationship/Cohabitation and Sexual Diversity among Students in One Western Province of Thailand

Khemika Yamarat, Mahidol University
This cohabitation study was conducted among students in one province in the west of Thailand between 2006 and 2007, using the ethnography approach. Data was collected among College and University students who had experienced sexual relationship with both the same sex and with the opposite sex, including bisexual activity.  This study focuses on the meaning, process, patterns and context of cohabitation among unmarried students. The study found some people in relationships lived in the same dormitory/place, while some lived in separate dormitories/places. Only a few students and their partner live in the same place with one of the parents.  The process of relationship/cohabitant are the same in any  sexual diversity; getting to know each other, dating, falling in love or accepting a lover, having sexual relationships and in some cases, cohabitation. Length and sequence of each courtship varied between couples. Transvestites were the exception as many of them do not have a steady partner. The sexuality, and even the gender, of these students, is dynamic and fluid. Some move from heterosexual to homosexual, while others move from homosexual to heterosexual relationships. Some change their sexual role and identity from feminine to masculine or vice versa. The meaning of cohabitation is also quite loose and fluid with regard to length of time and reasons for being together. Relationships can be based on friendship, the need for a lover or a partner, for physical, psychological, economic, or educational support. Relationships began through friendship, falling in love, influence of friends, or even rape. Sexual attraction, curiosity and sexual drive started many relationships. Female students have more opportunity to explore their sexuality in the same time they have to suffer form the traditional value form family and also their partners. Thai cohabitants differ from their western counterparts In the West people often live together in trial marriages or as an alternative to marriage. In Thailand, students tend to cohabitate as an alternative to living alone or to have sexual relationships while they are studying.  

Diversity within Bisexuality in Thailand

Prempreeda Pramoj na Ayutthaya, Coordinator, the Thai Queer Resources Centre Project

Herdt and Boxer (1995) repeat that it is widely believed in the United States that “bisexual” is what gay men and lesbians call themselves before they come out as being homosexual. In this sense it seems that whoever identifies him or herself as bisexual intends to hide their homosexuality, whether as gay or as lesbian, in order to survive in a homophobic society.  

However, in understanding sexual identity we cannot ignore the sociocultural factors that influence the meaning of gender and sexual identity. Indeed, the meaning of “bisexuality” may differ in different cultures and societies. Furthermore, even in the same society the meaning of bisexuality may also change through history.

In this context, it is quite challenging to explore the self-understanding of people who identify themselves as bisexual, especially those who have no intention to change their sexual identity to be either gay or lesbian. It will be interesting to find out what factors lead people to either identify or disidentify themselves as bisexual.

In this paper I will look at how people in Thailand who label themselves as bisexual understand the meaning and practices of bisexuality (seau bai). Furthermore, I will consider what arguments they put forward to explain why they are not closeted homosexuals who will eventually identify as open gay men or lesbians after they “come out”.

Transpeople in Thailand: Acceptance or Oppression?
Sam Winter, University of Hong Kong

Gender identity variance, a person’s identification as belonging to a gender other than that into which he or she was allocated at birth, is a universal and timeless aspect of the human diversity. Gender identity variant people (often called transgendered people or transpeople) are to be found in most if not all cultures, and are the victims of prejudice, discrimination and systematic oppression in many. Thailand is home to a large and vibrant community of transpeople and has a reputation for being tolerant, indeed accepting, towards them. In this paper I want to draw on eight years of research into transpeople in Thailand, and examine their position in contemporary Thai society. I will argue that Thailand, though in some respects a tolerant society for transpeople, is a place in which some of transpeople’s fundamental rights are denied. I will ask why this state of affairs persists. 

