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Abstract

Even though they lack any legal rights, #shoey also known asadyboys have great social
relevance in Thailand. We face a different way adking at homosexuality, starting with a
more tolerant consideration from the religious pahview thanks to the way it is conceived
through karma. The successful releasdtod Iron LadiegThongkonthun, dir., 2000) initiated
the production of an increasing number of gay fiimshailand. Choosing the standpoint of
queer theory, this paper attempts to put acrossetigons behind the success these films have
found, studying the way Thai culture, particulaitty cinema, depicts the various homosexual
factions: the portrayal of thkathoeyas a role model; an approach to the boom of male
homosexuality in films; an investigation of the ueé stereotypes; the evolution of the
commercial gay comedy or the upsurge of dramasdcaahbomosexual audiences.
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Resumen

A pesar de que carecen de derechos legalekatbsey también conocidos comadyboys
tienen una gran relevancia social en Tailandia. &m®ntramos ante una forma diferente de ver
la homosexualidad, mas tolerante en determinadastiones, gracias a la vision que ofrece el
budismo partiendo de una serie de preceptos funtades en el karma. El éxito alcanzado por
la peliculaThe Iron Ladies(Thongkonthun, dir. 2000) dio paso a un crecienieneéro de
producciones cinematogréficas de tematica homosexud ailandia. Partiendo de la teoria
queer este trabajo intenta explicar las razones quaeaxien el incremento alcanzado por este
tipo de peliculas, para ello es necesario hacestudio de la cultura tailandesa, en particular su
cinematografia, y como se representan las difesdotenas de entender la homosexualidad: la
imagen de logathoeycomo un modelo a seguir, el auge de la homosexdhfitasculina en las
peliculas, el uso de estereotipos, la evolucidla @emedia comercial homosexual o el aumento
de dramas cinematogréficos dirigidos a un publiealpminantemente homosexual.
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1. Introduction: The Kathoey

Anyone who wants to study the subject of homosétyuad Thailand should
first learn at least a few things about the languaigthe country. The main problem we
found was that in Thailand the separation betwesmlgr and sex is almost nonexistent.
Historically, the categories of sex and gender wdad included in the terphet These
categories are threphu-chaito refer to male/mamhu-yingfor female/woman; and an
intermediate category that is knownkashoey

The word kathoey denotes a person (man or woman) that expresses
hermaphroditism or exhibits behaviours that arecooisidered appropriate to their sex.
Thekathoeysare called the third sex both in the academicdpeaad in a more popular
context. This word is not only used to refer toldgocal males but also includes male
women (tomboys) and their female partners (deen fiaxly), bisexuals, queens, kings,
ladyboys and any other words that refer to homaoséyuJackson & Sullivan, 1999:
4).

The idea that the terkathoeymeans a specific type of homosexual is wrong,
possibly influenced by the Western dichotomy betwte two genders (Brummelhuis,
1999: 122-123). The words queer &mthoeyare very similar: both terms were used
pejoratively towards people who were hermaphroddesvhose sexual orientations
were other than those established by heteronorenaociety. The term queer has
traditionally meant strange or unusual and is aaset with the gay community:
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people. @wva, the two words, queer and
kathoey have underwent a series of semantic transformattbat have made them
move away from their originally negative connotato

The entry of the western wogdy in Thai society is fairly recent, but its use in
Thailand has relegated the wok@thoeyto what we understand as transgender,
transvestites and transgender, and specificallysed on merKathoeywould become
what we know as Ladyboy. Also, the word lesbian tadled to be accepted by Thai
society because it is very difficult to translameoi the Thai language (Jackson, 2001:
16-17).

In studies on sexuality in Thailand there is ndedénce between transgender
and homoeroticism or between homosexual behaviadridentity according to the
research conducted by Peter Jackson, a gay acivisa Thai history researcher from
the Australian National University (Jackson & Sudin 1999: 5-6).
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However, in western research about Queer Theoryetli® a separation
between gender and sexuality which is one of thghlights of these studies. As
mentioned by Donald Morton, “the separation of sdity from gender... mark the
birth of queer theory” (1997: 14); and Eve Sedgwacfues that “the question of gender
and the question of sexuality are not the sametigmég1991: 30) But in the Thai case
these distinctions are not viable, so we shouldhdeview of western Queer Theory.
Dennis Altman (1996) for example, presents the mleeglobal queering» as there is a
homogenization of homosexuality from the perspectl western archetypes. Models
created in the West are later used to find sintiéeriwith the rest of the world in a way
that generalizes the subject of a study proviniget@n inappropriate method, as Altman

said.

2. Religion

Another important aspect of Thailand is that & isation heavily influenced by
Buddhism. Within the Buddhist scriptures in thepitaka, we find the Vinaya or
monastic disciplinary code of Theravada Buddhidm, iranch of Buddhism followed
in this country. The Vinaya is understood as tHesgoverning the order and must be
practiced by Buddhist monks who form tBangha or community. Four types of
sex/gender are described within these texts. Rinste is the category of men and
women; plus two additional categories calldshatobyanjanakand pandaka which
refer to hermaphroditism and homosexuality, respelgt According to Bunmi
Methangkun (1986) both concepts have been tradsiate Thai akathoeys

Buddhism has a great power within this country whée three pillars of Thai
identity are: the ideas of nation, religion and @mwa@hy. Buddhism began as an order of
celibate men who lived in a community, sangha Within the texts of Theravada
Buddhism there are a number of references to hastiodsehaviour. The problem is
that these texts are set in a period over two #rodiyears ago, so it is very difficult to
contextualize them in the present time.

To Buddhist monks control over their desire, whetbexual or otherwise, is
very important. Hence, that any monk who has sadefeated on his road to Nirvana.
The control and the extinction of desire is theidvder ending the suffering and

attaining salvation, so gay men are seen as tlthesis of the spiritual process.
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Buddhism explains that beingkathoeyis akin to some kind of punishment, a
karmic consequence of having done evil deeds inegiqus life. These wrong deeds
often are violations of a sexual nature, such adabk of sexual control. Former monk
Isaramuni (1989: 3-4) and Phra Ratchaworamuni welidat homosexuality comes
from this lack of control which is beyond normality

According to Bunmi anyone can becomé&ahoeyor has been one in some
previous live, so everyone should be tolerant erthBunmi raises the question: How
many times may we b&athoeysin the future? (Bunmi Methangkun reported in
Jackson, 1998). Thus, Buddhism tends to be toldmamteople who are attracted to
others of the same sex, but also exerts a strotiggay influence. When AIDS was
expanding all over the world some Buddhist writgasticipated in the stigmatization of
homosexuals. Their texts were based on certain lstitkachings that contributed to
spread of fear and repudiation of homosexuals hat liecame the first cause of the
propagation of this disease. At present time, sabimts allow transvestites kathoeys
to be ordained as monks because they believe thathwuld judge people on their

mental state and not on their exterior appearance.

3. Thai Society

From the outside Thailand seems to be free otigiegs about homosexuality,
to some extent because of their great sex tourigmkeh in this country. But in reality
this vision is partially incorrect. Usually it isue difficult for Thai people to openly
declare themselves homosexual because homosexstdlityas a negative connotation.
Maybe there are not direct sanctions against hoxuadge but in their social
environment they can experience emotional damagessallts of insults and gossips.
This is one of the reasons why homosexuals ar@@std and they only act openly
within a circle of extremely close people (Sinn@&99: 102).

Paradoxically, in Thai society some sectors of bsexuals are not hidden, but,
quite the opposite, they are fairly visible, astle case of transvestites, who have
become the institutional images kdthoey On the other hand, the case of the Tom or
Lesbians is more problematical because they dfeatisidered taboo and Thai society
remains reluctant to accept female homosexualityn(@t, 1999: 102).

It is also worthy of remark the perpetuation of aiiage stereotypes, by both
heterosexuals and homosexuals, as reflected innihss media such as television and
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the press, as well as cinema. In some cases hooasgday as supporting characters
to the heroes and heroines as assistants andsatsmac relief. Thai cinema not only

promote the stories if gay in this society as tre@mtharacters but also communicate
the need to recognise the dignity of gay peopleumsan being even when working with

stereotypes (Sungsri, 2008: 233).

Stereotypes are constantly moving in all cultufést example, in Western
societies since the late nineteenth century and d¢hely twentieth century,
homosexuality and the homosexual condition haven beloth academically and
popularly— linked to some kind of illness or laleellas immoral or perverse behaviour.
The problem is the myth that homosexuals are sickvd people who are by nature
insatiable sex predators still survives in someiedms and keeps on leading to
punishment and repression nowadays.

In his bookHistory of SexualityFoucault declares that possibly there have
always been homosexuals but the «character» hascbested by recent medical —more
specifically, psychiatric— discourse since the seéchalf of the nineteenth century
(Foucault, 1976). In Thailand the attitude of th&laie class plays a very influential
role in the public opinion aboukathoey Amongst the representatives of that
professional middle class are psychologists or luaygsts whose ideologies tend to be
anti-gay or anti-homosexual. Thus, it is quite iddft for a kathoeyto enter the
professional middle class, and they may even ma®edrouble in certain sectors of
education. For those reasons they hide their secaraition in the public domain. The
Thai tendency to avoid loss of face and painful camications nobody talks about it.
Ten Brummelhuis has called this idea of “everybdahpws but nobody talks” and
called it the «Conspiracy of Silence» (BrummelR&islerdt, 1995).

The spread of AIDS in the early 1980s further gjtbeaned homosexual
repression. Thailand opted for denial and silelBsfore the boom of the contagion of
the virus, Thais believed Asian people were gealyigmmune to STDs and only the
farang, a term used to refer to foreigners, shoubdry about them. But in the 80s
homosexual men, prostitutes and Western touristsThailand were accused of
spreading AIDS. They became the biggest threat ublip health in the eyes of
politicians, physicians, the mass media, and ophdalic figures, including Buddhist

monks, which caused a big cultural impact on TimailaAs Jackson says:
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Gay men in contemporary Thailand are in the prooésggotiating this ambiguous
psycho-cultural space and, in general, are atteigppt overcome the stigma that
attaches to homosexuality by aligning themselveh tie gender-normative status of
«men» and distancing themselves from gender dekathbey. (Jackson, 1995: 186-
187)

4. Thai Cinema: Gay Films

Next, | will explore the field of gay films: how it type of cinema has
increased since 2000; what its main themes aretypes of characters and the
stereotypes associated with them.

| will begin with a short introduction to Thai cim&. The film culture in this
country starts with the beginnings of the cinemeeiion when a group of Parisians
arrived in Thailand to exhibit their films. The @msion of Hollywood blockbusters
during the 80’s and the 90’s compromised the preslip strong national industry,
which had to resort to creating films for a new iande, the teenagers. Student
comedies and dramas, action films and horror filarsteenagers became so common
that they hardly left place to any other film ge(@engsri, 2008: 157-158).

From an annual production of 200 titles in the 7Qlee number of films
produced decreased to just a nine titles in theseoaf the 90’s (Sungsri, 2008: 131).
However, a new phase in the history of the Than fihdustry started in 1997 when a
group of filmmakers migrated from the world of adigng and TV to the film
industry: the debut of Penek Ratanaruang, NonzeelhNir and the arrival of Hong
Kongese Oxide Pang (Chaiworaporn, 2001: 159-16@GeyTwere also joined by
advertisers Apichatpong Weerasethakul and Yongybohgkonthun, whose debut was
the gay comedyhelron Ladiesin 2000. This phenomenon coincided with socio-aéxu
progressiveness triggered by the empowerment of soeiety that found ever more
spaces in the growing private sector to expresdf.ithh the course of these changes a
new genre was established whose success few peagl@nticipatedkathoeyfilms.

Also, old directors that had been set aside byptteelominance of films for
teenagers returned when the industry was open#etoew Thai proposals. Under the
label of New Thai Cinema there was a mixture of rfidwmakers with news ideas, old
filmmakers that had picked up their careers anchrfibkers that had already been
working during the 90s and continued doing comedmesror and action for young
people. This phenomenon led to an increase in timeber of Thai productions since
2000.
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If we make an assessment of the most popular fénrep in Thailand the first
place would be for horror, followed by comedy. Ith&d position would be the films
that treat the gay theme, whose popularity staned the national and international
success offhelron Ladies whichis based on real events: in 1996 the male team that
won the Thai national championship of volleyballsnamost completely integrated by
gays, transvestites and transsexuals. The filns t#le story of two young male
volleyball players, Mon and Jung, who are contilyua¢jected by different coaches
because they are homosexual. Finally, a new caacthié case, a lesbian) who is to
create a team that represents the province inatienal championships decides to give
them an opportunity, which causes the departuthefest of the team (heterosexual),
except one.

Mon and Jung are forced to bring into the team rsdvigiends of theirs,
including a gay sergeant, a transsexual cabar&irpegr and a gay Chinese, along with
other players the coach has found and who alsoemaggpbe gay. In real life this team
of twelve players became a focus of attention beeaaf the appearance of the six
homosexual ones, with their pony-tail hairdos, lyeanake-up and effeminate screams
and gestures. Both the film and the real facts shmavdiversity of opinions about
homosexuality that exist in this country. On ongesihere is a sector of society that
believes this team is a disgrace to the nation stmmlld be disqualified; then, an
apparently more tolerant second sector sees th&nagua simple entertainment, having
fun with the way they play; and finally, there #inese who identify themselves with the
players and see this team as a way to break iietgpa model to follow.

The Thai government decided to expel two of the dsewual players from the
national team to prevent them from competing onnérnational level for fear of the
perception of Thailand they could generate abroad.

There was a sequel to this filmhelron Ladies 2(Thongkonthun, dir., 2003),
but it was not as successful as the first one. $acond film tells of how the two main
characters first met and what they did after comgeanh the national league in 1996. In
both films we find a lot of stereotypes which régorhumour.

If we analyze the characters, we find a transsexualious crossdressing
homosexuals and two gays. The first stereotypleat &s expected of a transsexual, this
character works as lkathoeyin a kathoeycabaret, and then also, throughout the story,
the character prefers to be referred aSexond Type of Womamr Transformed
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GoddessDespite attracting mekathoeydelieve that they are not entirely female and
will never be able to consider themselves true wanTde film also reflects another
problem facing transsexuals: Thai legislation affly bans the sex change, in the birth
certificate and in the passport, for that reasdnganumber ofkathoeysgo abroad in
order to acquire a passport in which their sex ghas recorded.

The crossdressing characters are the centre oimihekery because their
behaviours and aesthetics are so stereotypedhbgtquickly become the subject of
jokes and ridicule. Maybe the most finely elabadatbaracters are the men who simply
like other men. A very common gay problem in Thailas that homosexual men, for
fear of social criticism and rejection or due tanfly pressure, marry women with
whom they maintain a normal life while hiding thélomosexuality. That happens to
the Chinese member of the team in the film.

If we look at the entire production kéthoeyfilms since the release ohelron
Ladiesin 2000 until 2008, we can find more than twenffedent titles. In the Thai film
industry this genre that makes use of transveseistranssexuals has become a very
fruitful business in which almost anything goes. dl@f the more commercially
successful and mainstream films are light comeiti@smake fun of homosexuality, but
at the same time attempt to send a message of stadéing and acceptance to the
community. We can consider it as a strange mix @tkary and tolerance.

Amongst the most commercial comedies there aestglich aSpicy Beauty
Queen Of BangkogArnon, dir., 2004), the story of a transsexual vidhdenied a bank
loan for a sex change operation, so he decidesbt@ bank along with three ladyboys,
the four of them dressed as girls. Things get carad when the plan does not come
together as expected because there is another gfoggung people trying to rob the
bank at the same time. Other films worth mentioniage The Odd Couple
(Puttarattamamane, dir., 200RMetrosexual(Thongkonthun, dir., 2006)Cheerleader
Queen(Arnon, dir., 2003) andkung Fu TootsigMokjok, dir., 2007), the story of the
power struggle between three Cantonese mafias. Wherof them is on the verge of
beating the others, their leader is seriously eguand he is replaced by his homosexual
twin brother. The latter has lived with his motlsgmce he was a child and is fond of
women’s clothes and dressing up just like a gielelren invents his own fighting style:
lady boxing.The word «tootsie» in the title alludes to the fi8Brdney Pollack directed

in 1982 about an unemployed actor who, in desperatiecides to pass as a woman in
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order to get a female role in a soap opera. Ifithien of Pollack’s film the protagonist
becomes a huge television celebrity in his trartgeegersona though, in exchange for
success, he has to conceal the fact that he ialgceuman from everyone. We should
also mention that there are also gay horror comseltke Haunting Me(Arnon, dir.,
2007) in which foulkathoeydry to exorcise ghosts because this is the only twadelp
one of the ghosts to avenge their deaths.

Besides so many comedies there are some commigitemwhich are closer to
romantic drama, though they are very unusual imdastry that, as mentioned earlier,
concentrates on horror, comedy and action (hetevade One of those rare films is
Me... Myself(Wachirabunjong, dir., 2007) in which a boy suffdrem a kind of
amnesia after a girl knocked him down. Both of thkeave gone through emotional
break-ups but over time love begins to emerge betvieem. The problem is when he
starts recovering his memory he remembers he usd® takathoeywho acted in a
cabaret, but he cannot help loving the girl, whh have to decide whether she wants to
be a transvestite’s girlfriend. Eventually, the sagge of the film is the stereotype that
someone will become homosexual if he is surrourmedhomosexuals and the same
thing goes for transvestites. Other important damwa should mention areove of
Siam (Sakveerakul, dir., 2007) arBiangkok Love StorgArnon, dir., 2007). Both of
them approach the feelings that arise when two looytsvo men fall in love. In the
couple there is always one that keeps denyingdaiknigs until he finally accepts what
he truly feels. Also there is usually a relative aifriend with an anti-homosexual
attitude who opposes the same-sex relationshipewthédre is also another character in
the opposite extreme, more tolerant and permissinag,helps the protagonists to make
up their mindsLove of Sianprovoked great controversy because it was preseaga
teenage romance without mentioning its homosexoatent. Some sectors of society
attacked it as a mere gay film while others praidezl openness with which people
talked about teenage sexuality and how love islindted to physical attraction but
evolves toward the emotional plane.

Beside the aforementioned commercial films there@ehalso been some
independent productions. Apitchapong Weerasethaklifopical Malady (2004)
focuses on the homosexual relationship betweenbiwys. Although it undertakes the
theme of homosexuality, this film is important aball because its director belongs in
what we might be considered avant gardefiimmaker. He also directedhe
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Adventures of Iron Puss@Weerasethakul and Shaowanasi, dirs., 2003), aionact
musical comedy in which the hero is a transvesgt@et agent. This film is a tribute to
the films this director saw in the 70s. The facittthe heroes and the assistants of the
heroes are transvestites or transsexuals is vequént in Thai films, as we can see, for
example, in other films such &host Delivery(Moeithaisong, dir., 2003). Finally,
titled after Bangkok's gay scene and based on a #$tory, the filmSilom Soi 2
(Rangsitienchi, dir., 2006) focuses on the problem AIDS in a homosexual
relationship. As foRainbow Boys... RungSiwanukrow, dir., 2005) it is an adaptation
to Thai society of the novel by Alex Sanchez whstlows the dilemma of coming out
of the closet in this country, the difficulties afegrs it involves.

But, possibly, the film that best reflects Thai istg with regard to
homosexuality while treating more aspects of thihject is Beautiful Boxer
(Uekrongtham, dir., 2003). Based on real life esgiittells the story of a Muay Thai
fighter called Nong Toom who has felt feminine snce was a little boy and is
convinced that he was born in the wrong body. Tilnsis a long walk through the life
of the protagonist, from his childhood with the Blagst monks, which shows how this
institution treats homosexuals: transvestite behasi will be punished in this and in
other lives. Also, when the protagonist is stiltlald, his mother tells him that if he
dresses or makes himself up as a woman other paadplaugh at him, though, later,
his mother becomes his greatest supporter. Thal@emannot accept the fact that a
member of their family is homosexual and will prefe hide the truth.

Nong Toom finds his place in the world of Muay Tlight, first because he
earns enough to support his family and also becaiséhe only way he can save some
money to pay for his sex change operation. In Bhndilthis operation is so expensive
that it is the last step in his process of sex ghdor almost anikathoey.They can have
many health problems because of self-administrabbnhormones to look more
feminine without knowing exactly what they are takior the possible side effects they
may have on their bodies. This problem is refledtetthe film too.

We can see the different reactions people have ey discover the true
sexuality of the fighter —some of them reject hitneneas others support him— and the
process the protagonist undergoes to accept himsglfhe goes to a fight wearing his

feminine makeup.
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This character brings together the strength andthglity involved in Muay
Thai with the beauty and feminine sensuality exggdshrough feminine make-up and
clothing. The live of Nong Toom unfolds as the gugle for self-improvement of
someone who has discovered of his true sexualitgent

A very common theme in Thai cinema is the oppasitisban versus rural.
Rural areas are presided by a series of connosatooh as the traditional idea of the
foundation of Thai society on basic principles @irhony between man and nature.
Conversely, in the urban environment of the citgppe forget their origins and set
themselves free from tradition, embracing the iefice of modernity and extravagant
behaviours. In most of the films mentioned abdathoeymigrate from the countryside
to cities where they come out of the closet anelyrexpress their so-called sexual
deviation.

In conclusion | can assert that a significant nundfegay-themed films have
been produced in Thailand recently. We may contbatithey mark the beginning of
an open homosexual discourse within Thai sociatyglternately they may be just an
economic phenomenon in the local film industry. Wisaclear is that some of these
films help the audience think or understand théecdkht issues related to gender or
homoeroticism; and, at the same time, gay viewars See some positive images of
homosexuals in contrast with the negative imagey ttave to suffer daily, due to the
institutionalization of certain stereotypes in Thaciety.
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