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ABSTRACT

Major Asian cities like Hong Kong, Taipel and Bangkok have been constantly on the verge of
rapid transformation, whether politically, socially, and particularly sexually, due to the process of
capitalisation, modernisation, and globalisation over the last decade. In response to the impact of
the transformation on the historical and traditional space of the city, the region’s unique cultural and
historical background has produced certain conditions of urban arrangements that may have put
into disarray the traditional relationship between binary oppositions, whether tradiion/modernity,
old/new, global/local, heterosexual/homosexual, and the like. It is a kind of in-between condition
that manifests itself through different scales and different levels, physically and metaphorncally, of
space. Itis when the old meaning of spaces has been unfixed and the new one has not yet emerged
fully that it leads to a multiplicity of meanings and functions that at times derive from contradictory
ideclogies.

Although much research has been undertaken on the new urban landscapes in Asia by urbanists and
social geographers, thera is still an area that needs to be further explored, particularly how these new
urban landscapes and their conditions anticipate the process of generating creativity and alternative
ways of living and thinking resulting from destabilised boundaries, in particular the sexual cne. Itis
therefore the aim of this thesis to attempt to grasp, explain and interpret the contemporary urban
conditions. In my effort to understand this rather unorthodox and complex condition that cannot be
simply explained by the dominant mode of thinking based on binary cpposition, I am aided by the Thai
term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, literally meaning "sometimes closed-sometimes open”, inspirad by Thai
ideclogy regarding space that is less fixated on physical boundaries, as well as a few influential ideas
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concerned with the nature of otherness’, parbicularly Michel Foucault's "heterotopia’. Nevertheless,
it 1s not the intention of this project to establish another term te describe the contemporary urban
conditions. The term is used as an initial attempt to cpen up an alternative way of thinking beyond
the binary opposition. It also signifies the unsettling process of arranging onesslf or a subject on any
particular side of the binary. My use of the term will continue to guestion: what is left beyond if the
relationship between spaces that has been set up by the fixed dualism of centre/penphery has been
disrupted and possibly broken up? How can we build identity around such conditions? How can the
various forces of power and their complex relationships be revealed and broken down through the
understanding of the conditions?

I use lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd as both 3 means to explore and a terminolegy for these conditions
manifesting themselves through different kinds of spaces, including the spaces of the city of Bangkok,
the katoey body of the transvestite boxer, a2 group of queer Asian cinema, as well other related spaces
within urban landscapes. 1 adopt different thecnes and methods in order to create a new paradigm
of understanding, including artistic and non-artistic approaches, such as wnting, photographing,
mapping, video-making, curating, etc. In 2 sense, they will make of this thesis 2 metaphorical
space, a platform for expressing, testing and reflecting ideas that are constantly shifting when new
elements are added, as in the case of the new urban conditions.



u\.-'-
’r
Tl
Car

S

e
2 . "y
Eﬁ}{? 5

[

o
it A

g

'y

T
[LLINTIS
Uk wERSITE|

£ 7ME Malmb Bst Acadarey Luad University

LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD
contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

ROAD MAP

The research project "Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd” is an art research that has been done in and through
arts in the area of spatial representation in relaticn to homosexuality. It intends to become a platform
for producing and testing out different modes of thinking in visual fields. The following is the road
map to take you to different phases of my research journey from October 1997 to the year 2006.
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DEPARTURE

There are films where you can't discover anything, where there’s nothing to be discovered,
because everything in them is completely unambiguous and obvious. And then there are other films,
where you're continually noticing little details, films that leave room for all kind of possibifities.

Wim Wenders, The Logic of Images, p. 3

Right at the beginning of what was to become almost a decade of my life, I did not think much about
how 1t might turn out to be, apart from a few hundred pages of wrniting, and then life would go back
to normal, of not sitting in front of the computer for hours and hours. However, it turned out to
be a long journey of thinking, living and breathing through the two obvious subjects of my study:
space and homosexuality, with some filmmaking, photographing, wnting, teaching and curating
in between. Itis a long way from my first thought of the thesis in which the films of 19705 New
German Cinema director Wim Wenders would play a significant part, though I believe it is still his
influence that leads me to search further into images that may inspire my imagination of space, as
space I1s such a prominent feature in his films. With their vast landscapes and alienated characters
on endless journeys, his films have brought back memornes of my year in Utah when I was 15
years cld and living with an elderly couple, where anywhere I went the Rocky Mountains were
overwhelming. The vast landscapes were in opposition to my upbringing in the busy city of Bangkok.
It was the first time I had the feeling of being misplaced, and the landscapes had an impact on me
psychologically and geographically. Wenders” films reminded me of that very feeling again, though
I may never understand or identify completely with his characters and filmic landscapes because of
their associations with masculinity, which are too overpowerning and dominant for me, in the same
way that I do not feel comfortable watching Western genre films despite offering the same vast

Uk YERNITEI
£ 7B Malmb Aot Lcadamry Luad University



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban condltions with special reference to thal homosexuality

landscapes.

It was not long before I began my research that I discovered the films of Taiwanese director Tsai
Ming-Liang, which depict similar subjects to Wenders” films but brought them closer to home. He
portrayed the city of Taipei and its people when there had been a radical change in the 1990s due
to its economic success in Taiwan. Instead of the German and Amencan landscapes in Wenders'
films, Ming-Liang’s landscapes are the city of Taipei, where the built-up environments dominate
the characters whose desires are often unfulfilled. His films often depict such spaces as the vacant
modearn apartment amidst high-rise builldings that the three unrelated characters frequent (Vive
l'gmour, 1994), the family flat with a persisting leaking problem (The River, 1997), and the vacant
lot of flats after the evacuation of residents due to an unknown virus (The Hole, 2000). Though his
spaces often refer to the space of the family, many of them are no longer possessed of the same
meaning as they are rather dysfunctional or, at worst, signify an absence from the space. The cld
meaning Is in the process of deconstruction, as in Fran Martin’s use of the term "emptying out, and
offers a new space where the meaning neads to be reconfigured, with the concept of homosaxuality
co-existing within the traditionzal space of the family and offering the possibility of new forms of
relationship.®

Ming-Liang’s films were not an isolated phenomenon, considering the 19905 became a decade where
many places around the world went through the process of remapping their social and physical
terrain, with the increasing visibility of homosexuals which in a way was part of the globalisation
1 Fran Martin, Sifuafing Scwalines: Queer Representation in Taiwanese Fiction, Film and Public Culiure, Hong Eong: Hong
Kone Universitv Press. 20035, p. 167.
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process. There was also a group of films, gueer Asian cnema, that projected similar ambiguous
landscapes and made me guestion my own sexuzality, both past and present. Having spent my
primary education years in a convent school, my encounter with sexual ambiguity came at an early
age as the most popular agirls in school always had a tomboyish character. The effect on me may
have come a bit later when I moved to a mixed-sex school where, at the age of twelve, I claimead
one of the girls as my girffnend. From then on, my sexualty became like a game for me, where I
have found it iberating not having to submit to any category openly. In some way, homosexuality
has been liberating in that one can directly resist the hegemony of a male-deminated society, and in
gueer Asian cinema they have also been a source of creativity. Ming-Liang’s and other films in queser
Asian cinema have become my mobivation for wanting to know and discover these kinds of new
spaces and their conditions that may provide a possibility for the construction of different identities
to proliferate and offer an alternative living and thinking in today’s rapidly changing society. No
doubt these predispositions formed the starting point of my research.

Coming to space through filmic images, amidst the current interest in "space’ in different disciplines,
from geography to gender studies, particularly in the 1990s, I realise that space has become a
more significant tool and can be productive for me in terms of rethinking its relation to sexusality.
Pioneer works such as Henn Lefebvre’s The Production of Space help me to think of space, not only
its matenzality but alsc the way in which it is conceptually produced and the significance of visual
representation in the social production of space. Michel Foucault's Of Other Spaces enables me to
search for "heterotopia’, spaces that are different from all the others, that "suspend, neutralise, or
invert the set of relationships that they designate” in relation to homosexuality and how it functions
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in Thai society. Eve Kosofsky Sedagwick’s Epistemology of the Closef makes possible a ink between
homosexuality and the concept of space and how the closet defines the structure of gay opprassion;
and in Judith Butler's Gender Trouble, the notion of performativity emphasises the social construction
of gender. Both have influenced the queer theory and its extension to geography and the so-called
queer space. From the influence of such prominent works, together with the Thai conception of space
and sexuality, I am aware of the importance of opening up a link between disciplines. Therefore it
Is my aim here to bring together a set of debates concerning the relationship between space and
homosexuality in relation to visual representation, particularly filmic representation. I aim to employ
different theornes and methods in order to create a new paradigm of understanding, including artistic

and non-artistic approaches, such as writing, photographing, mapping, video-making, curating,
efc.
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RE-BOUNDARY BANGKOK

If space is a product, our knowledge of it must be expected to reproduce and expound the
process of production. The 'object’ of interest must be expected to shift from things in space to
the actual production of space, but this formulation itself calls for much additional explanation.

Henn Lefebvre, The Production of Space (1974), pp. 36-37

Departing from Ming-Liang’s films, which centre on the city of Taipei, it seemed natural for my first
venture to be to the city of Bangkok. First of all I wished to locate and bring to the fore what appeared
to be under the visible layers of Bangkok. 1 set out to make a visual documentary on the life of
homosexuals and how they construct their identity in the city of Bangkok. The documentary format
Is only a means I chose to work with, I did not intend cnly to make a record of homosexual life In
Bangkok: it was a way for me to search for the origins of the subject of my fascination. Throughout
the film, I also question my own identity and perhaps my own position in the culture, where public
discussions regarding 1dentity and sexuality, let alone homosexuality, have rarely been seen or
heard. It i1s a way for me to pry into the invisible layers or into the private space of homosexuals
which have never been represented before.

Through the life of four different characters — James, a German high-school instructor who commits
his life to a partner; Ta, a student and part-time tour guide, whose life revolves around gay nmight
life; Mount, a tomboyish tennis instructor; and Wee, an actor in a famous transvestite show - I was
particularly interested in the way in which they construct identibies in relation to urban landscapes
and how the heterosexually dominated space of Bangkok has been appropriated by homosexual
desires. It certainly directs my attention to the relationship between the alternative spaces that
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enable their desires and the already homosexually inscnbed spaces like Patpong So1 2, 2 famous
gay night spot filled with bars and discothegues, and how both spaces play a significant role in the
construction of homosexual identity. The documentary Blue Journey (1998, 45 mins.) had made
sexuality visible through and in the urban landscapes which reveal certain tensions between the
public and private space.

In an attempt to understand the conditions in which homeosexuals found themselves, after my first
visual research and my own private research on Asian gueer cinema, I felt the need to lay the ground
for my subject of iInguiry and bring to the surface the subject of homosexuality in Thai society and
further explore the subject of homosexuality in the public arena. Through the project Alternative
Laove Film Festival, which brings together queer cinema across the region and elsewhere for the
screenings and the series of seminars regarding homosexual representations in the Thai media, 1
aim to provide an increasingly important issue concerning homeosexuality but rarely allowed to be
discussed in public, with the venue/a space to be discussed. Furthermore, I wanted to pose a kind
of experimental project on public space in Bangkok: how the homosexual-related spaces are allowed
to operate in the society. In hindsight, the project was of major significance to my overall thinking
in the research.

My original intention was to keep the festival under an academic umbrella as I was not cartain of the
Thai audience’s reaction to the first public screening of homosexually themed films. It was supposed
to be held at Chulalongkorn University, with the support from the film department where 1 taught
before taking a leave. However, it had to abruptly change as the project was facing discnmination

o

-

’r
i
Lt
)

A

g

ﬂ_
= e
IL;I: eE
I

G

[
o

[LLINTIS
Uk vYERNITEI
£ 7ME Malmb Aot Lcadarey Luad University

F



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

within academic circles. Further, the Film Censorship Board, a government agency on which the head
of department alsc had a seat, claimed the films were not appropnate for Thai audiences, deeming
the films immoral and detnimental to the good nature of Thai culture. The event was forced to
move from a university to a private location, a temporary theatre. The festival by then had become
the centre of media attention and brought the homosexuality issue to a wider audience. Despite a
threat from both organizations, the project managed to continue, with a legal threat hanging over it
until the opening day, when police officers came in with a search warrant and trned to shut down the
festival, as the films had been found unacceptable according to a report they had received from the
Film Censorship Board. The local chief of police, in full uniform, attempted to disrupt the screening
some five minutes into the film. When asked to address the full-house audience as to the reason
for his interruption, he was immediately thrust to the forefront, and under the spotlight there was a
momentary switching of roles between that of authority, the gaze, the surveillance, and the other that
has often been the subject of the gaze and surveillance. The theatre had become a predominantly
homosexual space in which heterosexuals had tumed into 2 minorty and the policeman’s presence
In the theatre needed to be justified. For me, this event foregrounded the significance of the unfixed
relations between space and sexuality and how power relations work through space.

Cn the one hand, it had become a temporary space for coming cut for many gays and leshians who,
by being at the festival, exposed themselves to the meadia. On the other, many homosexuals who
did not feel comfortable exposing their identity to the public had the excuse of supporting an art
and cultural event. This festival made visible the homosexual community outside their usual place in
Patpong Soi 2. But it is still inappropnate to call it ‘community” as the festival was structured out of
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the temporary of both time and space. However, the short-lived restival provided a temporary space
for a safe ‘coming out’ and coming to terms with their homosexuality in 3 semi-public space. The
festival brought to the surface conflicts that may not be visible in what seems to be a peaceful
society. MNevertheless, it is always under constant monitoring by the watchful eyes of authority,
who often tries to impose its power upon those who are considered "the other™ in society, both
physically and symbolically. Despite the false impression of Thailand, Bangkok in particular, being a
gay paradise, visual representations relating to homosexuality are rarely seen in the public arena.
The project has certainly set out the scope for my PhD project in the sense that space, in this
case urban landscapes, homosexuality and visual representation are intricate and provide a further
framework for my thesis.

After the festival, I returned to the more traditional method of research in order to understand and
analyse the relationship between Thai homosexuals and urban space. First of all, I attempted to
locate homosexuality within Thai society and culture through research on historical and cultural
backgrounds, to demonstrate the way in which it may differ from the Western model of homosexuality.
At the same time, in support of my written part, I also attempted to locate the homosexual space
in Bangkok by way of researching through the historical and social background as well as mapping
the gay venues in different periods, which led to my further argument on the changing pattern of
the homosexual space in Bangkok. The mapping of gay venues was done over two periods, 1999
and 2003, This I called "Topography of Desire’, which showed the production of sexual space, that
being exclusive in the red-light distnict in the past, had slowly expanded to other areas of Bangkok
by 2003. To further demonstrate the point, I refer to the film I am @ Man (M.L Bhandevanop
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Devakul, 198/7), one of a tew films relating to homosexuality in the 1980s, as a3 demonstration
of the changes that tock place between the 1980s to, for example, the one that was fuelled by
the announcement, in 1996, of Rajabhat Teachers College’s ban on gays and lesbians enrolling in
courses leading to degrees in kindergarten and primary school teaching. This marked a significant
change in the discourse on homosexuality in Thailand, as well as the changes marked by Alternative
Lave Film Festival and Blue Journey, in which the boundary between public/private, hetero/homo
had te be redrawn in the wake of Thai lesbians and gay men beginning to problematise the silences
surrcunding homosaxuality issues in the 1990s,

At the time, I had been thinking about a2 Thai term, fak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, which 15 3 term people
use to refer to "homosexual”, as it suggests the uncertainty In identifying the sexual identity of that
person. However, It 1s 3 usage that seems to put emphasis on my interest in homosexual space,
as it also can be used to suggest the unsettling relationship between tweo things that could also be
directly related tc space with the term pid ("close”) and perd ("open”). It can also further suggest
a kind of in-between notion between public and private, whether a space, a condition, a metaphor
that is beyond the reference to homosexuality. It is useful for me to rethink such terms in relation
to Soja’s ‘thirdspace’ or Foucault's "heterotopia” in different conditions and frameworks. I aim to
use the term in a way that one needs to repeatedly question its origin and the difference from the
Western references, to suggest the always changing nature of such spaces, which cannot be fixed
either in terms of its meaning or its locations. In this way, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd is a tool of thinking
and also a condition, a space or behaviour that is specifically Thai. The following exploration, both
in writing and visual works in different spaces, may offer a better understanding of what lak-ka-pid-
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lak-xa-perd might be, in that each may evoke different aspects and different arrangements from the
traditional space, whether home, body, and so on.
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RE-READING THE BODY

In order to add to the complexity of understanding a kind of in-between space in relation to
homosexuality, I wanted to further suggest that the search for such spaces must be multiple and
varied, and how they might relate to each other. For that reason, firstly, I move on to the space
of the body as, according to Lefebvre, it is also a factor in the production of space, and in certain
locations produces space through sexuality. Inspired by Paninya Kiatbutsaba's body, a transvestite
or katoey boxer, I aimed to highlight the conceptualising of sexuality as performative, depending
on time and space. For me, Parnnya, who became famous for his make-up and hair band, and
antics such as kissing his opponent at the end of each fight, has resised a lot of gquestions in terms
of the degree to which the body of the individual subject could interrupt the deminant ideclogy, and
blurming the boundary between public and private space.

I started the research on the discourse of the katoey body and how Foucault's noticn of "heterotopia”
enables me to rethink the kafoey's body in different way. I am also aided by Judith Butler’s notion
of performativity, which highlights issues of transgressive potential in the relabions betwesen bodies
and particular places, to analyse how the presence of Parinya’s body may have disrupted the highly
masculine space of the boxing ring and clearly problematised the relaticnship between genderad
body and space. His body of in-between masculinity and femininity may well explain my use of the
term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd in 2 more physical form.

I was so overwhelmed by the atmosphere of a boxing match when I filmed one of the fights by
Parinya, that I started to take an interest in how Pannya’s body has turned into a the spectacular
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‘other” body that i1s both forndden and desired. 1 attempted to portray such a process in Kinnaree
(1998), a name taken from a Thai fairytale character whose body of half-bird, half-human was
an object of desire by human. It is a kind of body that once forbidden from the stage durnng the
dictatorship era. What interested me in this work is the way in which the body can transform the
space and how it emphasises the importance of the ‘gaze’ in transforming the heterosexual space
into a space of homoerotic desire. It also helps to extend the notion of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd In
the sense that the act of looking, of gazing, can make possible what seem to be in opposite poles to
take place simultaneously.
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RE-IMAGINED "HOME'

Home has been one of the most important spaces in the constructicn of dominant ideclogy. It is
also one of the spaces that has been changed dramatically in the last few years. The boundary that
was once clearly drawn between public and private has been transgressed and destabilised through
physical mobility, new communication technologies, as well as the transformation of sexual cultures.
The conditions under which the public and private reluctantly co-exist, bninging one into another
and vice versa, have given a new dimension to the notion of "home'. It is a space that demands
further attention, in terms of how it might need to be re-imaginad in different ways and redrawing
the boundary once again in relation to the presence of the body of homosexuals. This 1s exactly what
the series of works which I will discuss below attempt to explore.

The first one i1s Home Movie (video, 2002), which investigates the traditional space of family, when
homosexual desire i1s negotiated and perhaps reluctantly allowed to co-exist within the space of
the family. Fer me, the concept of home movies 15 often asscciated with heterosexual ideology,
the representation of family, a happy home. However, in this video piece the common images of
the mother cooking in the kitchen, the father washing the car, the grandparents looking after the
grandchildren, are no longer represented. By using what is considered to be personal footage and
a kind of home movie that records everyday life as well as fictionzl footage from past memories,
I replace common images of the bedroom and living room in the home with isolated, depressed,
distanced images and fuse those images of supposed fact with fiction. It is when dark has become
light and the private has become public that the unexpected - the "obscenity”, homosexuality — 15
presented to us. Through the work, it i1s guite clear that the traditional space of home has been
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transtormed into the trontier of the unknown.

In an attempt to extend the netion of "home” beyond the boundary of the nation, and redefine its
meaning in relation to homosexuality, the term "leave to remain” has struck me as a condition of my
presence, both emotional and physical, in England, as well as that of many others in contemporary
soclety where displacement has become a common symptom. It is a term that may well explam
the condition of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd in another dimension which I intended to use as a departure
point to explore further and address several questions in the complex and ever-changing condition
of the relationship between diaspora or the "Other” and the Western in the blurmng phase of the
borderlines in the world today. During my past few years in England, I came across many friends
who have to live in England, legally or illegally, for different reasons. Many of them have chosen to
live outside Thailand because of their homosexuality, and my encounter with them has redefined my
notien of "home” and the way in which desire has propelled people to create alternative spaces of
desire beyond the traditional space of family that we used to know.

The first work in the theme “leave to remain’ I1s a sernes of photographic images, Feel It Like Home
(2003-2004), in which I want to draw attention to the current state of post-9/11 parancia and ‘fear’
and the continuing controversial issues of asylum seekers in Europe, particularly in Britain, both
in the physical space and in the state of mind of the people who occupy the space that once again
redefines what 'home’ is. Its tradibional notion has also gradually been redefined and i1s 1n guestion
by the restructuring of gender and sexuality through the feminist and queer movement in the last
few decades. The secured door and window of the happy family home have reluctantly been forced
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to open to uninvited guests. By choosing to worl with the photocgraphic images, 1n the moments of
stillness I captured the individual that was caught in the void, which provokes the inability to feel the
sense of belonging. The commidor, the window frame, the door-frame, the stairwell produce a sense
of in-between where public/private, outside/inside boundaries no longer fulfil their vusual function
but provide a splintering boundary where fantasy and desire can fuse with reality, in which is created
a surreal feeling imposad on the notion of "home’,

The second work 1s Are You Local? (video, 2004 ). During the course of interviews with many friends
for whom homosexuality was their main reason to relocate, I met Tip, a homosexual whose meaning
of "home” may differ from that of many, as she reconstructs her new identity as a British wife in a
"home" in 3 suburb of London where she lives with her husband. The ocbjective of this work was very
much like that of my first work, Bfue Journey (1998), but in a different context. As an actor, Tip
prefers to ‘perform’ in order to give a truer version of her feelings. For Tip, with her new constructed
identity, to perform is more real than to be natural. The exotic Other and the British notion of
‘home’ perhaps do not belong together in reality. I wanted to revisit the decumentary form in a
way to question the construction of the subject’s identity portrayed in the film and experiment with
ways of representing the new identity. It also aims to question the boundanes of the local and the
global, the traditional home and the present home that often cross over and mix in the construction
of homosexual identiby.
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RE-FRAMING CINEMATIC SPACE

After several years of exploring this theme, I would like to go back to the ornigin of my quest, where
the concept of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd i1s substanbally produced through filmic space. 1 wanted to
focus on the films that came to my attention when I first started, as well as the recent ones, Vive
'amour (Tsai Ming Liang, 1994), In the Mood for Love (Wong Kar Wai, 2002), and Tropical Malady
(Apichartpong Weerasethkul, 2004). By coming back to them again, I could see more clearly the
complex relations between sexuality, space and representation. Iam also assisted by Laura Mulvey's
exploration of cinematic spaces and power relations. The cinema space, according to Mulvey, can be
generated and extended into metaphor as well as embodied in the wider ideological ideas of cultural
tradition and signification.® These emblematic spaces are often filled with signification beyond its
story and characters. They invite the spectator to read the cinema space In 3 way Gaston Bachelard
terms a ‘topoanalysis|, or in the language of film criticism, to read the mise-en-scene.®

= Laura Mulvey, ‘Cinematne Space: “Desmng and Deciphenng’ in Desiring Practices: Architecrure, Gender and the Inrevdizci-

plivary (eds. Duncan MeCorquedale, Katerina Ened: and Sarzh Wizglesworth), Lendon: Black Diog Publishimg Limuted, 1996, pp. 208-
215.
3 thad.. o 209

e
]
A ang

.
=T
it

=

i
o

s el g
F

)

T
[LLUINDS
UK YERSITEI

£ 7ME Malmb Aot Acadarey Luad University

g



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

TESTING OUT IDEAS AND SETTING OUT FOR ANOTHER DEPARTURE

My aim for the thesis project has been to ruminate on the possibility of the alternative armangement
of space in relation to homosexuality. There has been a search for an alternative kind of space and an
attempt to understand its structure and the power relations inscribed on to it. Through the research I
have formulated what I term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd as a condition and a kind of space where I hope
to offer a different mode of thinking in different disciplines. My move to Malmé Art Academy in 2003
from Goldsmiths College, University of London, has made it possible for me to better define the way
I approach the subject matter and further allow me to explore it from different angles, particularly
through art practices that generate different kinds of knowledge. It has also enabled me to test
out the idea of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd and open up to more possibilities of discovenng the invisible
layers of Banagkok. T“lLak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd: the Bangkok Invisible Landscapss Project”™ (2005)
was created in collzaboration with Miya Yoshida. It comprises art exhibitions, film competitions, and
seminars concentrating on the way in which the space and its relaticnship te the city’s inhabitants
has been re-imagined in the new invisible landscapes of Bangkok through the changes in perception
towards sexuality due to the increasing visibility of homosexual and other social and technological
transformations. It is an open platform that allows artists, filmmakers and academics to address
and question the term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, a condition that could happen in other places and
different areas of interest, from the viewpoint-both of the local and the other or cutsider.

Morzover, the film progrmmme aims to explore the relationships between city-filmic images and
the link to the lived experniences of the inhabitants. The dynamic programme is comprised of three
different groups of films. The first is a group of acclaimed short films on Bangkok that have been
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made in recent years. The second 15 a2 selection of short Alms from a short Alm competition, A Day in
(The Other) Bangkok', which asked the participants to capture the transformations of Bangkok from
diverse views., The third is newly made short films on Bangkok. It i1s an adventurous commission
between the project and three young filmmakers to produce short films about their own invisible or
lak-xa-pid-lak-ka-perd Bangkok.

The Bangkok that we know and expernence and what has beaen represented alsewhere (" city of vice”)
may represent different cities, What i1s the real Bangkok may never be representad in one single
entity in any one of the representations, whether in film or in any art piece, or cannot be articulated
In any perfect description in 2 written versicn. Perhaps it 15 between these different approaches that
one can find the real Bangkok, or perhaps an alternative Bangkok, if one really exists.

Through contributions by artists, filmmakers and academics, the project has opened up more
possibilities of thinking and researching, which have become a platform for juxtaposing different
ideas, different approaches, different elements, where I hope to further suggest the creativity that
derives from questioning the binary opposition, whether heterc/homo, public/private, self/other, etc,
triggered by the term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, which in the end produced a kind of an in-between
space, a third space itself.

For the final part of the project, the exhibition at Lund Konsthall in September 2006, I aim to
juxtapose different forms of representation and different research approaches and matenals that
I have employed throughout my research in order to reveal the complex nature of contemporary
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urban conditions and to create the expenence of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd that cannot be reduced to
any single form or approach. It is also a kind of test site, to put inte different contexts the question

of the relabionship of sexuality to space. It is always in the state of 'becoming’ an art-research that
nesads to be looked at with greater openness,
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WHAT IS LAK-KA-PID-1 AK-KA-PERD?

In the third world, the displacement of postmodernism is not simply a matter of criticizing
modernism as theory, philosophy, or ideas of cognition; rather, it is the emergence of an entirely
different problematic, a displacement of a displacement that is in excess of what is still presented as

the binarism of modernism-postmodernism.
(Rey Chow, Writing Diaspora: Taciics of Interveniion in Contemporary Culmural Studiss, p.57)

In an attempt to understand and conceptualise the idea of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, firstly I would
like to draw upon poststructuralist theories, which always suspect the logocentric nature in the
history of Western philosophy. Such theonists as Jacgues Dermda® and Gayatn Spivak® attempt to
expose the 'privilege” term in binary oppositicn and how its identity depends upon the exclusion of
the subcrdinate or the other. Dernida, in particular, suggests further that it 1s not only to recognise
the metaphornical power of the binary opposition in text, but within the deconstruction process it also
involves the breaking down of the binanies in an attempt to "pry it loose with the positive lever of the
signifier, to reverse the resident hierarchy, only to displace it; to dismantle in order to reconstitute
what is always already inscnbed™® It is also necessary to constantly seek out terms that disturb the
logic of the text under examination in order to reveal the inadequate logical and rational structure
of the text, not only through the understanding of the deconstruction process, but one also needs
to draw across disciplines from geography to queer theory, from performativity to psychoanalytical

4 Jacques Demdz, OF Grammarology (Baltimore and London, Johns Hepkins Unmversity Press, 1978); Speech and Phenomena,
and Orher Essavs on Huzserl s Theory of Siens (Evanston, Nortlrwestern Univarsity Press, 1973 Wrining and Diffsrence (London:
Eoutledze & Kegan Faul, 1978), Thasemination (London, Athlone Prass, 1972).

5 Gavati Chakraverty Spivak, In Other Worlds: Ezsays in Culhral Politics (New York: Methnen, 1937}

& Gavam Chakraverty Svovak. “Translator’s Preface”. m Demda. OF Grammarclosy. . 1xx
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theory, to the way in which it could be conceptualised and operationalised cutside Western disciplines
in order to understand the term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, as I shall illustrate further.

In ideclogical terms, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd can be considerad part of ancient Thai ideclogy regarding
space. According to Nithi Awesriwong, space can be understood in two dimensions, honzontal and
vertical.® Vertically, the space is believed to separate into a hierarchy of different levels of respect,
ranging from human te human, human to spint, and all things in general, including our bodies, are
to be categeonsed into these different levels.® For instance, monks are considerad to be on a higher
level than a normal person, and that we should treat them and all things associated with them
with respect. Horzontally, the spaces have been divided into two different areas according to the
hierarchy of respectability as well sacredness.® It can be separated by a physical boundary, such
as a temple or royal palace, and by abstraction where there i1s no clear (such as to use a thread to
separate the space) or in some cases invisible boundary. For example, the Thai belief that common
people should not sit at the same level of space as monks; therefore, in the case of monks having
to sit at the same level on the ground, Thal people tend to maks a separation by using mats for the
monks to put them in a higher position. The mat area for the monks can be considered a sacred
space that separates them from the rest, which common people may not enter, or they have to dress
or behave 1n 2 certain way. The sacred space can also be abstractly separated by a thread which
monks or spiritualists use to divide the ceremonial space from the rest which others are not allowed

7 Mithi Aewsnwong, Pak-Eao-ma, Pah-zin, Underwear and Erc. - Culture, Trangformation and Orkers (Bangkok: Matichon, 1995),
p- 139,

g thad, p. 139.
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to enter as they are not given the same level of respect. However, this boundary 1s easy to undo:
if you only wrap up that mat, all of a sudden the divided spaces become one again.

Although Thai spaces are very much divided, whether with or without physical boundaries, into
different spaces with their own rules, depending on their type of sacredness, and they are quite
fragmented, they are fluid and unfixed. It is possible for a person to change or to move from one
space to another, though it may be quite difficult to change vertically. One can change horizontally,
but one needs to change cneself according to the rules of each space. According to Nithi Aewsniwonag,
there are four ways to change cneself, including appearance, behaviour, by going through ntuals,
and by superpower, which is often the case in Thai folklore and beliefs.™ It 1s why we may change
our clothes or appearance according to space rather than timea. This belief has led to the importance
of appearance rather than the essence or identity of 2 person that underlies the way in which lak-
ka-pid-lak-ka-perd i1s to be understood. It is this kind of zbstraction in the understanding of space
that allows multiple-activities to take place simultanecusly in one single space.

& similar kind of ideclogy can also be found elsewhere, as is suggested in the discussion of Rabelais”
works by Mikhail Bakhtin regarding the carnival and grotesque bodies in the time of Rabelais and
until the eighteenth century, where high and low culture can be simultaneously represented, possibly
breaking down the distinction between the two.™ Strange and familiar elements were allowed to
exist within the same space and time of the camivalesque, where "the pnnciple of the world [is]

10 iwd,p. 146.
11 Mikhail Bakhtin. Rabelais and Hiz World (trans. Helane Tswolskv). Bloomineton: Indiana University Press. 1984, o, 13,
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tumed upside down, where everything becomes 1ts opposite. ™

As a part of speech, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd 1s now a2 specific kind of figurative slang that is often used
in a sexualised context, a metaphor — an attempt to use one meaning system to explain another
(to make an unfamiliar subject a familiar one). Though it is officially known as a kind of medical
symptom relating to tooth and gum disorders, it is increasingly now used to refer to a homosexual
or someons who occasionally displays behaviours of the opposite sex, It is perhaps derived from
the term lak-ka-phet (phet meaning sex/sexuality), which refers directly to persons who display
themselves differently from what 15 expected from the sex they were born inte, but In more ways
than one lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd conveys a rather ambiguous meaning that could be used in broader
terms, such as to convey the meaning of something that could not be decided one way or another.
Through 1ts literary linguistic meaning of sometimes clese-sometimes open, the term suggests a
kind of specific spatial arrangement as well as a specific kind of temporal armrangement, an elemeant
that time and time again will come to play a significant part in the understanding of lak-ka-pid-lak-
ka-perd.

Howewver, in this thesis I want to consider lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd in a3 more spatial mode, both as
spatial metaphor, a way of talking about power that 1s made possible by radical geography (Massey
1993, Keith and Pile 1993, Smith and Katz 1993, Brown 2000) and a text of Eve K. Sedgewick's
Epistemology of the Closet, as well as in 2 mode of gecgraphical matenality that could be taking
vanous forms and different scales such as the body, a home, a city, or a country where spatial and

12 See Kevin Hathevrington, The Badland: of Modernin: Heterotopia and Secial Ordering (Londeon: Eoutledge, 1997, . 33) for
finther dizcussion on the carmvalesoue and the market vlace m constitufine 2 kind of heferotomic space.
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cultural orders are embedded and reproduced as Plerre Bourdizu may use the term "habitus’ to
describe.™ These spaces then can be seen as the embodiment of knowledge that must be recognised
In terms of Foucault’s (1980) power/knowledge regime and very much the same way the term lak-
ka-pid-lak-ka-perd itself already embodies. It suggests and exercises a similar spatial structure and
arrangement as the term 'closet’ has.™ They both imply the attempt to concezal and the attempt to
display at different times, or in other words, things are not fully concealed and are not fully visible.
It signifies the similar kind of oppressive structure for homosexuals that has been suggested by the
term 'closet” in queer study as pioneered by Sedgewick. Although it might not be guite the same
to the term lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd when *lak’ is put in front of 'pid” (close) and "perd” (open), they
signify the act of sometimes close and sometimes open. Therefore the attempt to “conceal” and
‘display’ are not straight forward.

Instead of concentrating on the oppositional space of the inside and cutside of the closet, lak-ka-pid-
lak-ka-perd attempts to find the in-between space where things can be simultaneously represented,

13 By usmg the term “habitus’, we understand these spaces in terms of a set of stuctored miles and beliafs that have been naturalized
through a form of “habit” and of “habitat’. Ses Plere Bourdien, “Stuctures, Habitus, Practices” in The Logic af Practice (trans. Richard
Miea), Cambridze: Polity Press, 1990, p. 210.

14 MWichael P. Brown's Closer Space: Geographies of metaphor from the body to the globe diseusses exclusively the notion of the
‘closet’ and 1ts relation to powerknowledze, in which he links the power with homephobia or heteronormatrvity. However, it is impeortant
to mote that if 1= not so long ago that “Tha: eulture™ has really uszed the clozet 1 the same way as the West “Tha: culture”™ had uzed the
kmd of case or box to keep clothes and other valuable belongmes in, which was sasy to cany and move around, mst before the Westem
infiuence i the penod of Kmg Eama V (1862-19107. The different lustory and context of the closet mav result m a different connotation
of the ferm for Thai pecple and perhaps elsewhera. The term rtself has never besn used diractly in metapheor, but 1n Thai other taams
relationsto 2 homosexmazl, such as E-ape (“the cne whe lndes™), could suggast the same kind of spatizl anansement as the term “closet’
snzzests, (Wanious Thal terms will be analvsed elsewhers in the thesis)

B
it
o

i W
ci-,';-.'.'!,

'r, :4{-3:;.-

r
al
=i

'h

q_.

T
"

RrE=r

;
"-t~

.'1.'

[ LJ H 1'] b

UK YERSITEI

= PHE Malmb Bt Acadorry Luad Universiby



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contemporary urban condltions with special reference to thal homosexuality

What is Lak - Ka - Pid - Lak - Ka - Perd?

similar to Henry Urbach’s "ante-closet’, which 15 the space before the closet that one uses to dress
and undress oneself and position cneself in-between spaces, that is- neither in the room nor in the
closet, which he links to what Delueze terms pfi in his attempt to explain a space that emerges both
within and against social relations, to constitute a space of self-representation at once connected
and free from social norms.™

The ante-closet is not @ permanent or fixed space as it would appear and disappear dependent
on one’s needs or desires to change oneself. Itis a space where one’s concerns of self-representation
in the social world intervene with one’s fantasy.

(Henry Urbach’s “Closets, Clothes, disClosure”, p. 349)

It is a space that no longer belongs to any conventional thinking or, in other words, any binary
opposition that governs the society. It is a space that 1s both metaphoric and matenal. In general,
lak-xa-pid-lak-ka-perd can be compared to the kind of spaces that have been described and
materizlised by Michel Foucault's "Other Space’ or “heterotopia’ (1986), Edward Soja’s ‘Third Space’
(1996), and Henry Lefebvre’s 'Counter Space’ (1991). It is a space that could be considerad both
real and imagined, which can set out and initiate a new kind of mapping, where all the traditional
relationships between spaces have been rearranged beyond our geographical imagination. For me,
it 15 also a space that could be found in everyday life, where 1ts very meaning could be resisted and
changed from within and grants people an opportunity to think of their own conditions in relation to
the set of norms that have been inscribed onto the spaces that have long governed their very being.
Spaces such as cinema, park, shopping mall, sport stadium, theme park, home to a very personal

15 Henry Urbach's “Closets, Clothes, disCloswe™ m Gender, Space, Architecture: An Interdisciplinary Inivoduction (eds. Jane Fan-
dzll. Barbara Penner and Jain Borden London: Foutledze. 2000, o, 348,
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space of the body, are no longer easy to grasp as they are always slippery and incomplete.

Beyond the above suggestion of its close relation to the ‘closet’, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd also links
directly to the notion of 'performativity” that has been influentially theorised by Judith Butler.  For
Butler, there is no longer the fixed and given role of gender that produced oneself or identity, but
gender identity as the ‘disciplinary production of the figures of fantasy’, which has been produced
through a series of acts, gestures and desire that presents onto the body's surface.™ At the same
time, these performative acts also sexualize space. The space that used to be naturalised now “can
thus be dressed in any way: any sexual identity can assume space and space can assume any
sexual identity” ™ The space then can become unfized and operate as a kind of lak-ka-pid-lak-
ka-perd when constructed by the very acts of performativity. When the sexuality conceptualised
as performative, lak-ka-pid-fak-ka-perd can also be seen as a strategy that helps one to arrange
oneself in the complex society.

However, It is 'performativity” according to the context, or kalatesa, knowing how one should appear
and behave in the particular intersection of places, time and relationship that best explain lak-ka-pid-
lak-rxa-perd as a strategy, because of the Thai people’s sensitivity to context that allows the surfaces
to be changeable and makes possible the flowing of multiple gender/sexual identibies. The gender/
sexual surfaces can be perceived as temporal and non-fixed, which can be transformed in order for
one to have an appropnate and smooth contact with others. The surface that can be seen as "an

embodied social practice that i1s not based on a notion of expressing an intenior’, individualised self

16 Tudith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminizm and the Subversion of Identity, Routledge: London, 1990, pp. 135-136.
17 Dizind Bell and nll Valenfine, Mavwine Desive: Gaoeraphies of Sexvalities. Foutled=e: London. 1995 o, 18,
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which 15 1in contrast to Western faciality” which, drawing from Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattan’'s A
Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, detaches faces from bodies in order to construct
a symbeolic, essentialised self-identity.™

According to Deleuze and Gauttan, ‘faciality can be seen as a regime of signs relying on the production
of two semiotic systems, public representation (the white wall) and private self-consciousness
(the black hole), which itself functions as a dynamic point of contact where the two systems are
communicated both with each other and with world at large. However, for the Thai ‘face’, instead
of the dynamic communication between the two, the private "self’ 1s kept hidden inside the black
hole and allowed only the public representation or the "face’ to communicate with the multiplicity of
forces that cperate within the society. The Thai 'face’ or Thai performativity acts is then disconnected
from what the West knows as 'self’ and instead it is transformable and transitory depending on
time, locations and relationships with persons, or kalatesa. The Thai 'face’, then, can be multiplied
and signified by the battle of both public/prnivate and selffother. The Thai ‘face’ in this case is, In
Derridean thinking, not the part and yet not the whole in the unitary structure.

But how can a certain act being used to transform a whole space? Can it be used as strategy or a
process for a minontanan subject to unsettle the hegemonic ideclogy? How can the understanding
of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd and the operation of the ‘face’ be used to construct and understand the
space and geography beyond the hegemonic Western knowledge? These are questions that I shall
explore further into different locations and scales of space in the thesis.

18 Buian P MeGrath, “Bangkok Smoultopia”™, m Embedied Uropias: Gender, Secial Change and the Madern Memopoliz (eds. Amy
Bmeaman. Lise Sanders and Bsbecca Zorach). London: Eoutled=ze. 2002 o, 208,
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What is Lak - Ka - Pid - Lak - Ka - Perd?

Furthermore, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd 15 not only a means or 2 tool for exploring in this thesis, but
points to the way in which the thesis itself is organised, as the term also signifies a process in which
each fragmented and contradictory space can be experienced in a non-linear way. The juxtaposing of
two different elements of, metaphonically, opening and cloesing, resulting in something in-between,
something unknown, has forced us to understand them from a different perspective in relation to the
production of knowledge. It allows for a more subconscious expenence, as it tends to concentrate
on the slippages in meaning (Lacan, 1977). It resembles the ‘'montage” method pioneered by Sergei
Eisenstein. It is an idea that "anses from the collision of independent shots-shots even opposite
to one another™ wheare the splicing and stitching of 2ach shot always creates conflicts, such as
when the elements of closeness and openness are placad side by side. It is a2 method based on the
principle of conflicts {(conflicts between shots, within a shot, etc.).™ Each one plus continues to
subtract, add, erase, reconstruct, and deconstruct the previous one, without end. The result can
never be premeditated and more often than not negates the previcus meaning. Neither can it be
singular, as each conflict offers a multiplicity of choices, resulting in 3 never-ending process where
each organically grows out of the other. Rather than being juxtaposed, they pile up one on top of
the other as we see the continuously moving images creating the montage. While the old meaning
or old image may be deconstructed as the new one emerges, the old one still remains and produces
a rather different and unimagined meaning. It 1s in this mement of blurmng that lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-
perd may take a different direction from the 'montage’. Instead of a clear message deriving from
19 Sargei Fisenstein, Film Form: Eszays in Film Theory (ed. and trans. Jay Leyda), Florida: Harcomt Brzce & Company, 1949, p.
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Furthermore, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd 15 not only a means or 2 tool for exploring in this thesis, but
points to the way in which the thesis itself is organised, as the term also signifies a process in which
each fragmented and contradictory space can be experienced in a non-linear way. The juxtaposing of
two different elements of, metaphonically, opening and cloesing, resulting in something in-between,
something unknown, has forced us to understand them from a different perspective in relation to the
production of knowledge. It allows for a more subconscious expenence, as it tends to concentrate
on the slippages in meaning (Lacan, 1977). It resembles the ‘'montage” method pioneered by Sergei
Eisenstein. It is an idea that "anses from the collision of independent shots-shots even opposite
to one another™ wheare the splicing and stitching of 2ach shot always creates conflicts, such as
when the elements of closeness and openness are placad side by side. It is a2 method based on the
principle of conflicts {(conflicts between shots, within a shot, etc.).™ Each one plus continues to
subtract, add, erase, reconstruct, and deconstruct the previous one, without end. The result can
never be premeditated and more often than not negates the previcus meaning. Neither can it be
singular, as each conflict offers a multiplicity of choices, resulting in 3 never-ending process where
each organically grows out of the other. Rather than being juxtaposed, they pile up one on top of
the other as we see the continuously moving images creating the montage. While the old meaning
or old image may be deconstructed as the new one emerges, the old one still remains and produces
a rather different and unimagined meaning. It 1s in this mement of blurmng that lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-
perd may take a different direction from the 'montage’. Instead of a clear message deriving from
19 Sargei Fisenstein, Film Form: Eszays in Film Theory (ed. and trans. Jay Leyda), Florida: Harcomt Brzce & Company, 1949, p.
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the juxtapositions of the montage, the result ot lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd 15 rather ambiguous and can
never be predicted.

It is also not structured out of 'building-blocks” or the 'unrolling” of an idea, as Eisenstein suggests,
but is rather unstructured and unruly, like building bricks on the moon or in zero-gravity conditions
which can go into different directions. It may resemble the ‘rhizome’ structure descnibed by Deleuze
and Guattari in A Thousand Plateaus, that also connects directly to surveying and mapping of a
kind where "the map 15 open and connectable in all of its dimensions; it 1s detachable, reversible,
susceptible to constant modification.™ All in all, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd 15 a spatial metaphor, a
material geography, 2 kind of mapping (of desire, of location, of relationship, etc.), a strategy, a
process that one has to continue to explore to unsettle-and open up new possibilities, a new term
for the postmodern landscape in Thailand and elsewhere. It is not one way or another but perhaps
all in one.

21 Cnlles Delenzs and Felve Guattarn. A Thousand Plareaus - Capinalizm and Schizophrenia. London: Contnoom. 1987, oo, 3-29.
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THE CITY

RE-BOUNDARY BANGKOK

Cities and Sexualities both shape and are shaped by the dynamics of human social life. They
reflect the ways in which social life is organized, the ways in which it is represented, perceived and
understood, and the ways in which various groups cope with and react to these conditions.

Lawrence Knopp. Sexuality and Urban Space in Mapping Desire, p 10

We understood and thought that the world was ours, especially gays. We cannot think like that
because the world is not ours anymore. We came to the wrong world. At the wrong place? There
might be a planet for gay people where I would be happy. You could date anyone you wish.

Mao, one of the characters in the documentary, quoted from an mteriew m Blue Jouwrney (documentary, 1998}

There is a double notion when discussing the representation of the city of Bangkok: Bangkok as it
Is imagined in film or in octher media, and-Bangkolk as a site of Thai social and economic life which
people actually experience. It is the relaticnship between the twe, particularly the representation
of Bangkok through filmic representation, and the actual events taking place in Bangkok, that is
important to the understanding of homosexuality in Thailland.

The representation of Bangkok has long been associated with sexual activities, particularly in relation
to images of exotic Thai women. Prior to the 1990s, it would have been unthinkable to imagine
Bangkok as a paradise for gays and lesbians. However, today it would be rather difficult to deny
the image of Bangkok as having the largest and most visible gay subculture in Southeast Asia.

Uk wERSITE
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The Bangkok street that once symbaolised heterosexual hegemony 15 being challenged by images
of homosexuality, such as the first Gay Festival in 1999. Homosexuality, long relegated to the dark
corners of Bangkok, now attempts to reclaim the public and open space enjoyed by hegemonic
heterosexuality. Since the 1990s, the city has gone through rapid changes, both in terms of its
representation and its social and economic space in relation to homosexuality.

MNevertheless, it 1s still difficult to locate homosexuals in the city of Bangkek beyond the red-light
district of Patpong, Silem Soi 2 in particular. Through my inibial research on how homosexuals
construct their identity, I have made the documentary Blue Journey (1998) in an attempt to bring
to the fore what seems to be the invisible layer of Bangkok. Being away from Bangkok, and looking
back from London, I felt an urge to look to Bangkok in different ways and explore its new face in
relation to hemosexuality. Blue Journey was a starting point for me in terms of understanding the
way 1n which homosexuzals construct their identity and their space within the city of Bangkok, and
provided my analysis with more profound insights the space of Bangkok in relation to homosexualiby
and how their desires are produced within the space of the city.

This chapter, then, considers the way in which the representation of Bangkok has changed in relation
to the emergence of homosexuality. I am particularly interested in the way in which homosexuality
has been constructed through the crganisation of space — public/private (open/close or perd/pid).
However, perd and pid are not exactly eguivalent in meaning to the Enghlish "public and private” as
discussed in What is lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, and I think it is important to bear in mind the shght
difference from the West in the construction of the homosexual identity in Thai society before I go
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further into the discussion on the notions of public and private. Though in both cases the terms perd
and pid in Thai and "public” and "private” in English imply the relationship between space and bedy,
or society and individual, the terms perd and pid put more emphasis on the body to make "open” and
‘closed’ conditions. They have become one of the most powerful control mechanisms in existence to
ensure that heterosexual ideclogy remains privileged in Thai society. It is the relationship between
the public and private space, both in terms of geography and metaphor, that has shaped the Thai
understanding of homosexuality. By using the terms "public’ and ‘private’, I also want to suggest
that Thai homosexual discourse has long been constructed arcund thess terms in a way that s
specifically different from the West.

My argument is that there has been a change in the representation of Bangkek in relation to
homosexuality from the late 1980s through the 1990s and up until the present. There has been some
kind of move from homosexuality being kept in the "pnivate’ realm and separated from the "public”
space of Bangkok towards one in which homosexuality seems to emerge inte the ‘public’ space of
Bangkok and blur the boundary between the space of the public and the private, or what I call fak-
ka-pid-lak-ka-perd. What are the specific conditions and arrangements? And how do homosexuals
construct their identity in these changing spatial conditions? Moreover, have there been any changes
in the hegemonic ideclogy from the 1980s through to the 1990s resulting from the changes in the
representation of Bangkok?

In an attempt to respond to the above guestions, in the following sections-I would like to discuss,
firstly, how homosexuality has been placed in the Thai context and within the space of Bangkok,
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and how the terms public’ and ‘private have been used to construct the knowledge of the Thal
homosexual, later demonstrated through filmic representation: I am a Man (1987). The film Iam a
Man probably best describes how homosexuals have been understood and how they have functioned
in Thai society, particularly in the 1980s. It is also one of a few films dealing directly with gay themes
and characters in the Thai film industry, and was also a very popular film with the Thai audience
at a time when homosexuality was still a taboo subject, not openly discussed in society. T will
then look at my documentary Blue Journey in an attempt to demonstrate a changing relationship
between public and private space in relation to the homosexual construction of identity, as well as
the changing space of Bangkek in which also the mapping of Bangkok gay nightspots in two periods,
1999 and 2003, signals alternative sites for homosexuals beyond the red-light distnct, as seen in the
supporting matenal Tepography of Desire. Vanous gay clubs, pubs, cafés and restaurants, including
a few lesbian places, have been opened in various sites arcund Bangkok, and many traditional spaces
such as on Sanamchai Road, situated in the heart of the old city, near the Grand Palace and many
government buildings such as the Ministry of Defence and the Royal Army Camp, have turned into
a cruising area where young men offer themselves as a commedity. These altermnative sites have
prompted a2 new understanding of traditional spaces and the part they play in the transformation of
Bangkok landscapes in relation to homosaxuality.

I then examine the emerging subject of homosaxuality in public discourse, almost a decade later,
in the public debates and demonstrations for and against the ban on gays and lesbians entering the
Rajabhat Teachers College, and the test site which I organised in 1998, Alternative Love Film Festival,
that opened up several possibilities in terms of the relationship between visual representation, space
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LOCATING THAI HOMOSEXUALITY: PID/PERD ({"CLOSE/OPEN")

It is rather difficult to discuss the subject of Thai gays and lesbians without referring to the terms
which often point te the significance of spaces between public and private. The binary terms - for
instance, Lub (" private™)/Jang (" public™), Nai ("inside”)/Noke ("outside™), Pid ("close™)/Perd ("open”™)
- are always used to construct the discourse on homosexuality and to describe the characteristics,
activibies, or to form part of the words that are used to label homosexuals.™ As well as gender in
general, this has also been bound up with the organisation of space, which is overdetermined by the
binary opposition of space. The associations of "interior”, "private”, "inside”, or "enclosed” space
with femininity, and "exterior”, "public”, or "outside” space with masculinity have existed throughout
history. There 15 a certain boundary between these two spaces that cannot be crossed. Through
a number of strategies, Thai society has established itself as a masculine society and repressed
the other sex, whether through religion (Buddhism), state policies, traditions, etc. For more than
700 years, Thal society has been ruled by a system called poh-pok-krong-luke ("father governs
children”™), deeply rooted through an absolute monarchy, and the same sense of being governed by
male authonty, which still carries over to the present time and penetrates into every aspect of Thai
life, such as the man always being head of the family. On the other hand, the idea of Buddhism,
whether or not it is the real intention, is also an important ideclogy that has created a long belief in
the supenonty of masculinity. For instance, only Thai men are permitted to perform the greatest act
in Buddhism, which Is to become a monk.

Nevertheless, the terms "public” and "private” may lead to an understanding which is different from

22 However, the meaning of thess terms do not exactly match any English words because m one weord only contams different mean-
mz= 1 English while ever meanmes still remaim sense of spaces. For mstance. the word fub could also mean secret. mdden vlaces.
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the one in Western countrnies, and which I believe will offer a different discourse on homosexuahby
and gender as a whole. It is undeniable that the understanding of space in Thai society today has
been influenced by Western knowledge, but the Thai ideclogy of space still permeates cur thinking
to this day. As I have argued in the previous section, according to Thai spatial ideology there is no
clear boundary between each space. However, spaces are quite fragmented and separated from
each other, both honzontally and vertically. The public and private spheres are not quite separated
through architecture or distinct physical partitions, as in some cases, in a tradibional Thai house
the private space equivalent to a bedroom in Western countries may only be separated from other
rooms by mosguito nets. Private acts such as sexual activity may only be a few steps away from
other members of the family. The pile of clothes in a corner of the room, rather than a closet, may
also signify a private area. While the boundarnes may not be clear, there are, however, clear rules
on how one should behave in each space, and If a rule is violated or an attempt i1s made to cross the
boundary between spaces without changing oneself according to the rules, the consequence could
be punishment by scciety or the sacred spirits who Thais believe govern the spaces (different spaces
are governed by different spirits).™

While in the West, particularly throughout European history, the boundaries of urban space were
clearly drawn and heterogeneous mixing was seen as potentially leading to pellution, destabilisation
and disorder by Victonan reformers, up until that time the urban space lacked a form of physical
segregation.™ The separate spheres of public and prnivate, home and work, and feminine and

23 Anan Kanchanapand, Theory and Methodology af Cultural Research, Bangkek: Amann Printmg, 2005, p. 131,
24 David Morlev. Home Tervitories: Media. Mobilin: and Identitv. London: Routlad=e. 2000 o, 22.
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masculine that were allocated to difterent parts of the house were enforced by the reformers.™
Moreover, in the industnal context in the nineteenth century, many Western cities were designed
to meet the needs of a gender-based division of labour, which has further divided the public and
private spheres of existence.™ [ would argue that in Thailand, with its strongly grounded agricultural
society, the physical segregation was less significant. One of the reasons may well be that all the
villagers know each other; there 1s no need for a physical boundary to separate public and private
spheres., Architecturally, there is not much of 2 physical boundary between public and private
spheres; windows and doors may not function as dividers between the two spaces, and may not
even exist at all in some houses, particularly in rural areas. The private sphere of home, then, 15
often visible from cutside. Marned women with bare torsos could be seen from outside, and at times
even outside their homes, as evidenced in many photographs taken by missionaries during the
period of King Rama V (1853-1910. )™=

Moreover, Thal architecture provides many in-between spaces, such as a kind of terrace, to link
the outside and the inside. However, while the term 'terrace’ in the West may refer to a space that
provides the view of the outside, in Thai ‘terrace’ is a space that connects different functions within
the house. Instead of separating each function through partitions, with a different functions in each
room, the Thai 'terrace” offers a space for multiple functions such as eating, slesping, coocking,

23 ind, p. X2,

26 Lawrence Enopp, Sexuality and Urbar Space: A Framewerk for Analysiz in Mapping Desire (gds. Dawid Bell & (311 Valentme),
London: Eoutledze, 1995 p. 154,

27 Mithi Aewsrtwong, Pab-Eao-ma, Fah-sin, Underwear and Eic.: Cultire, Transformation and Other:, Bangkolk: Matichon,

1995, p. 197.
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working in the same space. In some way, the ‘terrace’ 1s both a public and a private space.

Not until the reign of King Vigiravudh (Ram VI, 1910-1925) was the boundary between the two
spheres quite clearly drawn. Thamora Fishel (1999) points out that "Siam brought with it bourgeois
patterns of sex-segregated work, while at the same time intreducing an ideclogy that women and
men should mix soecially.” This has also led to the shifting relationship between men and women,
following the Western model. The binary opposition between man/woman, masculing/feminine was
officially enforced as a relationship model in Rama VI's reign, which will be further discussed in the
next chapter. It still functions to ensure the dominance of heterosexual ideclogy, as seen in the
attempt to assign roles to gays and lesbians: for instance, male homosexuals as gay-guesn and
gay-king, lesbians as tom and dee, roughly corresponding to the Western terms "butch’ and ‘femme’,
which some of the new aeneration of homosexuals are eager to resist, 2 tendency that is very much
a subject of discussion in this thesis.

As I mentioned earlier, despite the influence of the West, Thai ideoclegy in relation to space still
pravails in the society, particularly the way in which space is quite fragmented and there are no clear
boundaries between them, as can still be seen in Thai mural paintings to this day. The different
spaces, such as those of a royal palace, a village, a forest, can be presented in ocne painting with
multiple narratives taking place simultaneously, which can be read in vanous ways. Although the
way In which the the architecture of buildings dominating the urban landscapes has increasingly
divided public/pnvate, work/home, outside/inside, the separation 1s more symbolic as the boundary
1s still fluid and more fragmented. Moreover, it can also be seen through the Thail use of the term
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kalatesa (kala - time, tesa - space), a temporal and spatial order that has been used as a form of
social control. One has to behave according to the unwntten rules of space as well as time. There
IS no adeqguate translation for the term kalatesa; "approprnate’ has been suggested, but it does not
incorporate the dimensions of time and space in the way the Thai term does. One has to act and
appear according to certain rules in order to maintain social order. In other words, space and time
have-become a social mechanism to ensure the appropriateness of activities, behaviour, appearance
and, very often, playing the rnight gender role in the rnight space and time. They often suggest and
pradetermine what kind of activities should or should not be undertaken and who should be involved.
For example, Thais believe that sexual activity should only be performed inside the house and should
never be discussed in public.

Through kalatesa, the Thai social code of conduct 1s already predetermined by time and space. The
right gender behaviours also have to be performed despite their sexuality. Gender and appearance are
very much transferable and unfixed. One can be homesexual without any interference from socieby
if one can present the nght image at the nght place and time. Baing homosexual in Thai socieby
can harm one’s public image, which is taken seriously in Thai society as Thai people are much more
concerned with how they appear to others and meeting others’ expectations than concerned about
who they really are. A man or woman will suffer embarrassment and damage to hisfher reputation
if homosaxual behaviour finds its way into the public sphere or In an inappropriate kalatesa.

While there is no ngid boundary between spaces, kalatesa has created a particular condition which I
call lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, which may best be described by the behavicurs of homosexuzls as their

Uk wERKITEI
£ 7ME Malmb Aot Acadarey Luad University



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Re-Boundary Bangkok

identity becomes unfixed through the changeable nature of behaviours and appearances through
kalatesa, which at the same time can be seen as a mechanism to control homosexuality as well
as a liberating practice in a society where the 'face’ can be multiple and different from the "self
as I suggested in the previous section. This rather in-between condition, always in the process of
changing, may also be confirmed throuagh the use of several terms, including lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd
and krung-bok-krung-nam (literally "half ground-half water”) which demonstrate the unsettling
process of having to arrange themselves on a particular side of the binary and the ability to move
from one pole to another to create something rather different from the onginal positions in the
binary.

Moreover, terms such as e-ape ("Miss hidden”™), ape-jit ("hidden mind™) and sawang-jit (" lightening
mind™) can compare to the closure of "the closet” and "coming out” used in Western homosexual
discourses, as Henry Urbach suggests to refer to gay identity being concealed and disclosed.™ These
terms demonstrate the importance of dialectics between being in the dark/hiding space and the light/
public space in the contemporary construction of Thal homosexual discourse. Although the notion
of ‘'coming out’ depends on the binary opposition of public and private space, between known and
unknown, its meaning is different in Thai contexts, where sexuality itself is deemed inappropriate
for public discussion. Though the above terms, as well as the overall gay 1dentity and culture, may
suggest the influence of the West in their emphasis on the binary opposition of concealing and
disclosing, they may not denote the same structure of how the closet works in the West, Samuel
&, Chambers writes: "being in the closet is not simply & choice one makes, since heteronormativity

28 Henry Urbach, ‘Closets, Clothes, disCloswre” 1n Desiring Practices: Architecture, Gender and the Interdizciplinary {eds. Kat-
ermna Fuedi. Sarah Wissleswrorth. Donecan MeCoroucdale). London: Black Doz Publizhine Lmated. 1996, o, 248,

3
8
s

sEags

ey

| -, £
“":E

= WA

-
L
e

pe
LA
iR
Pt
n,

o
[LLINTIS
UK WERSITE |

£ F008 Malmb Ast Academy Luad University

o



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Re-Boundary Bangkok

continually pushes gays toward the closet.™ According to Chambers, heteronormativity 1s like
a rule, a set of patterns of beliefs that takes heterosexuzal desires or system of binary opposition
of gender as 3 norm. The closet, then, may offer a negative attitude towards the space of hiding
and concealing identity, as a space of oppression. Kalatesa can be seen as heteronormativity that
demands and expects certain rules to be upheld in the society. Nonetheless, it can be a space of
creativity for Thai homosexuals, which they can choose to move in and out of according to kalatesa.
It 15 the 'face’ value that is important, as I have suggested in the previous section. It is offered a
freedom from being cniticised that is in contrast to the Western notion of the freedom to criticise.™
The latter may not go down well in Thai society, where conflicts are not desirable.

Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd may not only be the condition for hoemosexual dentity but can also be
seen in the conditions for gay spaces in Bangkok. I would argue that there 15 3 change in sexual
landscapes where many gay spaces have redefined the boundary between public and private. While
the area of Patpeng on Silom Road, known for its red-light district and the most visible commercial
gay scene in Thailand, and many other gay commercial sites such as saunas, restaurants and bars,
are being closeted and spatially fixed in the city, simultaneously an increasing number of spaces,
pradominantly heterosexually coded, such as children playgrounds, shopping malls, as well as the
more traditional gay spaces - parks and the area around the roval court that used to be associated
with the katoey — are also emerging as openly gay spaces. These spaces are sites of contradiction,
in which their onginal functions and meanings can be countered through particular acts of cruising
29  Sammuel A. Chambers, ‘Telepistemology of the Closet; or, The Queer Pelitics of Six Feet Under’, The Journal of American Cul-

nire 26(1), 2003, p. 36.
30 William 5 W Lim. Alternative ( Postl Modermitv: An Asion Perspeciive. Sineanore: Select Publishine. 2003, n. 73,
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and sexual activity. Their meanings can be multiple and the old meaning can be undone. A reading
of the different kinds of spaces -Silom Soi 2, which i1s 2 more closeted space, and other alternative
spaces in relation to the lived experience of gays - may explain how the boundary between public
and private may have been unsettled and may suggest the lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd conditions of

Bangkok urban landscapes which allow multiplicity and contradiction to exist, in a way transforming
soclal relations and space itself.
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MAPPING OUT HOMOSEXUALITY: SILOM AND OTHER ALTERNATIVE SPACES

Today, Bangkokians prefer seeing themselves as adaptable parts of a dynamic topology, both
local and global, primitive and modern, facialised and embodied.

Brian P McGrath, Bangkok Simultopia, p. 212

Silom is the location of many big corporations, financial institutions and bank headgquarters, both
local and international, and has become the most important street for economic development in the
country. During the day, Silom Road is full of business employees and street vendors selling all kinds
of products, ranging from food to clothes, bags, cosmetics, etc, to accommodate people working in
the area. During the night, it becomes a gathering place for all sorts of people through to the next
morning. The main area, I would say, 1s within walking distance between one McDonald’s at the CP
Tower opposite the Bangkok Chnstian Hospital, near Patpong, to the next McDonald’s at Robinson’s
Department Store on the cormer of Silom and Rama 4 Road.

Walking through the Silom area at nightfall, the multiplicity it offers is clearly seen, as McGrath
remarks at the beginning of the section. Almost every night, a group of deaf people gathers in front
of McDonald's at the CP Tower, waving their hands and communicating intensely in signs for hours
and hours, while inside McDonald’s many gay men spend their time waiting for friends, waiting to
move on to a discotheque late into the night, and many use it as a cruising area. It is also where
university students gather to talk about their research, businessmen discuss sales plans, film lovers
are waiting to buy rare films late in the night, etc. In front of the next building, the Califormia
Fitness Centre, many sales representatives are busy selling memberships. This side of the street 15
scattered with many vendors selling fruit and other local foods as well as stalls offering merchandise
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such as clothes, foreign DVDS, slippers, and even garlands of flowers in baskets sold by elderly
women. Walking to the end of the street, wheare one of the prestigious hotels, Dusit Thani, and the
new underground station are situated, there is a pathway leading to Lumpini Park and a King Rama
VI statue overlooking Silom Road.

Cn the opposite side, the site of another McDonzald’s in Rebinson's Department Store, 1s where
cruising activities may take place before and after the discothegques close. Walking back through the
side streets, the stalls are crowded and block the street views zall the way to Patpong. Many small
dead-end alleys are visible along the way, including Silom Soi 2 at the heart of the gay commercial
scenes. It 1s no more than 100 metres long and cramped with bars, restaurants and discothegues.
In front of it Is 3 gate that occasionally closes during the day and a sign saying "Private property”. A
few blocks away, Silom Soi 4 offers alternative night spots for both straight and gay. A few small sois
away Is Patpong, cne of the large sois connecting Silem and Surawong. During the day, Patpong 1s
the only connection between two streets that cars can pass through. Durnng the night, with emphby
business buildings, the street of Silem still remains busy with street vendors and tounists. Patpong
turns intc a night bazaar and red-light district, a place where you can find cheap fake designer
clothes, handbags, expensive watches, Thai souvenirs, etc, along with go-go bars on both sides of
the street, offering exctic Thai women.

The Silom experience 15 quite unique In that the two sexual spaces, homosexual and heterosexual,
coexist. While Patpong mainly targets heterosexual tounsts, Silom Soi 2 is mainly aimed at Thais and
Asians, including many gay men in neighbounng countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia,

Uk wERKITEI
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etc, where homosexuality 15 2 taboo subject and even illegal. Patpong 1s seen as part of a famous
tourist destination-generating a large revenue for the country, which enables gay venues in Soi 2
to be hidden and closetad within the political economy. Geographically, Soi 2 is so well-hidden In
the small alleyway that it can pass unnoticed, particularly during the day, and the arez in general
is quite hidden behind the merchandise stalls, so that no view of it can be seen from the street, At
the same time, the whole area i1s surrounded and hidden by all the high-rnise buildings and hotels,
while residential areas are further away. According to Michasl P. Brown, the close is a "production
not only of heteronormativity in urban space, but simultaneously of capitalist relations.™ Brown
has stressed the closet metaphor that often turns on the visual trope of its contents being unseen,
as he suggests that the gay nightclubs, saunas, bars are located where they are largely invisible
to the public eye.™While Patpong 1s considered to be associated with foreigners, some of the Thai
values can be ignored by the authorities and the general public. Soi 2, as part of Patpong, is also
considerad foreign by many Thais, who are prepared to exempt and ignore much that they consider
‘'un-Thar’,

For me, Patpong epitomises the way the closet works in the West, It has become a place where gay
people meet up and enjoy various activities on offer in Soi 2 and Soi 4 and has become part of the
formation of gay idenbity among middle-class gay men whose lifestyles are based on commercial
gay scenes such as bars, restaurants and saunas at the centre of the formation as they attempt to
gain economic and political power through the spending of money. It shows how the spatially fixed

Sol 2 and Soi 4 encourage the successful commedification of same-sex activities. Knopp points out
31 Michael P. Brown, Closet Space: Geographies of Metapher from the Bady te the Globe, London: Routledge, 2000, p. 36
32 ibid.. o. 58.
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in his important work Sexuality and Urban Space: A framework for analysis the relaticnship between
sexuality and capitalism in relation tc urban space:

The proliferation of commeodified homosexual experience, for example, led to 2 homosexual
consciousnass among some people, and this was very threatening to heterosexualised gender
relations underlying the industnal city.™

Sol 2 and Soi 4 are not only successful in terms of capitalism but also encourage homosexual
conscliousness, which in turn allows them to be more than commercial areas but also to play a
significant role in forming gay identity based on the Western model, and attempting to depart from
katoey’s model as highlighted in some of the following interviews:

Somprasoeng: I have spent my gay life in Silom for some time now. Three or four years ago
before I graduated I spent a lot of time with friends who call themselves katoey and go out to
normal bars where men and women would go. At the time, I felt being more woman. I also
thought at the time gay bars have quite a scary image but when I met an old friends from high
school and took me to gay bars particularly in Silom I have changed my mind. I reconsiderad
myself less of a woman than a gay man. Silom has changed my atbitude towards gay. Because
gays at Silom are well-educated and well manners which differ from other places. So I decided
to come here whenever I have free time.™

33 Lawrence Knopp, Sexuality and Urban Space: A Framework for Analysis in Mapping Desire (eds. David Bell & Gill Valentine),

London: Routledge, 1995, p. 155,
34 Vanows mierviews with eav men who freonent the Silom area by Pichet Sainan in “Gav: A Life Scene at Silom™. i Life af fhe
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Ekpoom: Life as a gay, friends are the most important thing. It is good to have gay fniends
around you and I can only have that feeling when I am in Silom. Silom has made the world
ours.=

From the above interviews it is guite clear that Silom has become part of homeosexual life and how
Silom has helped to construct their new-identity. Since the 19805, at the height of the AIDS crisis,
Silom and Patpong have been at the centre of the construction of gay identity in Thailand. It 1s
undeniable that gay identity has been constructed following the Western model, as masculine gay
men attempt to form a new identity, encouraged by the lifestyle offered on Silom, as a move away
from the traditional model of the katoey, a subject of discussion in the next chapter. Though it has
not happened overnight and cannot be said to derive from Western influence alone, developments
within the area have continued for over 40 years.

Since its establishment, the area has been associated with farang ("white foreigner™). Patpong
developed along with the increase in prostitution in Thailand. In Bangkok, prostitution was transformed
through the military presence, especially the American presence in Southeast Asia in the 1960s and
1970s, and international tourism in the 1980s and 1990s. The red-light district sites were created
and wvisible in different parts of Thailand where military bases were located, espscially in Pattaya
{Chonbun Province) and Sattahib.

Margin: Self and Meanings {ed. Pamita Chalermpac-Koanantrakul}, Bangkok- Amarin Printing, 2002, p. 63,
3 ibid. v 65.
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AL the time, Patpong already had an established heterosexual sex trade, including go-go bars,
brothels and hotels. But during the time when American servicemen were stationed in Thailand, up
until 1975, thousands of them weare coming to Bangkok on "Rest and Recreation”™ (R&R) leave from
Vietnam, and the sex trade expanded, with numerous bars and massage parlours opening in the
area.™ Following the success of Patpong and the first gay bar, the Sea Hag, opened by a forelgner
in the late 1950s in the Bangrak area, the Twilight Bar opened its doors on Patpong Road in the early
1960s.™ The Twilight Bar was modelled after the female go-ge bars in Patpong and it was the first
Thai bar to have off-boys. ™

By 1976, when the Amenican military were expelled from Thailand by a nationalist civilian government,
Patpong began to establish its reputation among tounsts. However, both American servicemen and a
growth in tourism at a later date have been important factors in the proliferation of homosexual bars
in Patpong. Despite the early settlement and the use of gay bars mainly by foreigners, Thai men
are increasingly becoming involved. In the =sarly 1980s, many gay bars and other establishments
sprang up in non-tounst areas of Bangkok such as Sapan-kwai, Sukhumvit and Klong Lord. The gay
commercial venues modelled after the West in style and operation were aimed at the mass markst.
The bars have provided entertainment venues and places for socialising.

The mid-1980s seem to have representad the development of the commercial gay scene in Bangkolk,

36 Thanh-Diam Troung, Sex, Momey and Morality: Prostiturion and Tourizm in South-Easzr Asia, London: Zed Books Bed., 1990, p.
162,

37 Pater Jackzon, Dear Uncle Go: Male Homesexnality in Thailand, Bangkelk: Bua Luang Books, 1985, p. 230,

38 tbed.. o 230
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and considerable changes were occurnng at this time in gay hifestyles and in the numbers of homosexual
men living relatively open gay lives in Bangkok.™ This sccial and cultural shift provided the basis
for a rapid expansion of commercial gay facilities and publications after the mid-1980s. Beginning
in about 1985 and paralleling the Kingdom's rapid economic growth in the previous decade, the
number of gay establishments exploded. From the 1990s on, various gay clubs, pubs, cafés and
restaurants, including a few of lesbian places, have openad in the Patpong area, known as Silom Sol
2, that separated from Patpong 1, 2 and has now become a well-known gay street and an essential
part of the gay lifestyle. Gay saunas have also enjoyed an increasing popularity, and have been builk
one after one another in the area around Patpong. Many of these places were owned by foreigners
both from the West and from Asian countries such as Hong Kong and Japan, in joint venturaes with
gay businessmen (as the law does not allow foresigners to own land or any business unless they are
married to a Thai, or through joint ventures with Thai people.) Nowadays, many gay commercial
spaces such as saunas, bars, cafes, and restaurants are owned by Thais and are scattered around
Bangkok rather than just in the inner city area.

However, in contrast to the growth of gay scenes and subcultures, there have been few social and
political gay groups in Thailand. As Jackson writes, unlike the case of gay men in many Westemn
European countries and North Amenca, he does not believe that Thailand — or Bangkok - has a gay
community in the sense of a group of people who share common goals socially and pohitically.™ This
Is not so surprising If we consider the following factors: firstly, this group of gay people is already well-

established in terms of both lifestyle and economy and to become invelved in political movements

39 fhd,p 232
40 Tnterview with Pater Tackson. Pink Fuk. Vol. 1. Mo, 2. November, 1997,
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Is not part of their htestyle. Secondly, the ongimnal purpose of these places was commercial and
they were intended for entertainment, so that forming groups for socizal or political reasons has not
been the aim of middle-class Thai homosexuals. Thirdly, as I discussed earlier, Thai homosexuals
tend to behave in a discreet way in public and not discuss their sexuality overtly; therefore to form
a group might well expose them publicly as gay. There are a few exceptions, in the form of some
gay groups working on the AIDS issue. However, in the case of leshians, the situation i1s rather
different. During the 1990s, Anjaree, the only official lesbian group, worked on the level of a social
and political movement for lesbian rights,™

The increasing visibility of the commercial gay scene in Silom Soi 2 has not provoked threats from the
authorties in Thailand because the gay scene has been closely related to the sites of prostitution in
Patpong, which is itself directly connected to the farang and the Thai economy, as I have suggested
earlier. However, I should mention here that the growing number of gay venues have not been
uninterrupted by the authenbies. Under the new government, ThairakThai , in 2001, Intenor Minister
Purachai Piemsombun launched the Sccal Order Campaian in order to clean up the nation’s image,
rid it of sexual ‘'misbehaviour’ and restore Thai culture and values to the society. He tightened control
over night spots, both heterosexual and homosexuzal. Police occasionally raided clubs and bars in an
attempt to curb drug use and prostitution. Soi 2 and many saunas were targeted and the raids were
shown on the national evening news. Many cruising areas such as the Royal Palace and Royal Field,
as well as some major parks like Lumpini Park, were patrolled. Signs reading "Indecant behaviour
is prohibited”™ were put up In some of the small parks near bndges in a number of areas, such as

41 At the present time 2006, the group has not been achve for a few vears, smee the founder has moved abroad. although a group
called “Lesla’ was formed m 2000 and 15 still very active fodav.
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Suan Rachayothin. However, the campaign lasted only a year or 50, as Piemsomboon’s strict policy
was heavily criticised by the public.™=

Patpong itself has been turned into a site of commeoedification, and images of female sexuality have
become a factor in the country’s economic growth. The development of Silom 2 has also contributed
to the economy as a result of the influx of tounsts from both Asia and the West. Due to restnictions
in neighbouring countries, Thailand has become a favorite destination among gay Asian men. The
commercial gay scene continues to grow and expand into nearby areas without any severe restrictions
from the authorities because of the large revenue it generates. While many Thais find the view of
international media that try to link Thailand with the sex trade, the authonties remain untouched by
the sex industry. Highly concerned about the nation’s image, the authorities- instead denounced the
anti-sex trade activists for giving the country a "bad press’=

Sexuality and Patpong have been seen as inseparable in the eyes of both Thais and foreigners.
Homosexuals have been viewed only in terms of their sexuality, which they try to avoid. Despite its
close location to Patpong and its similar economic function, Silom Soi 2 positions itself completely
differently vis-a-vis the users. A particular space for gays has been established which “provides a

space where queer sexuality can be viewed, displayed, expressed, and consumed.”™ It is a space
42 Arnid mmours of conflicts within the cabinet, Plemscmboon resigned from the government before his term was over

43 Nerida Cook, “*Dhutiful Daughters’, Estranged sisters: Women in Thailand”, in Gender and Perwer in Afffuent Asia (Sen Krishna
and Maila Stivens, ads ). Londen Routladge, 1998,

44 James Polehin, “Having Something to Wear: The Landscape of Identity on Christopher Street’, in Queers in Space: Communmnities,
Public Places, Sites of Resistance (eds. by Gordon Brent Ingram, Anne-Marie Bouthillette, and Yolanda Ratter, Seattle- Bay Press, 1997,
o. 384
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that confirms the existence of the homosexual in the society, however confined within Silom So 2.

Therefore I would like to point out that in the absence of a strong community or a particular group,
gays have very much depended upon gay commercial spaces to meet up and share their interests
as well as for sexual purposes. However, Silom has not been the only gay space in the city: there
have also been other areas of gay commercial scenes, as was particularly the case in the late
1990s. While Silem remains a fixed closet space in the city, there have also been other alternative
and mcreasingly important spaces for the construction of homosexual identity. Although some of
the spaces, such as the area around the Royal Court and nearby locations like Makkawan Bridge
have been meeting places since the 1960s, mostly for katoeys, nowadays they are frequented by
male prostitutes. There are also other spaces that could be considered 'gueer spaces’, which enable
homosexuality and identity to "survive and to gradually expand their influence and opportunities to
live fully."™ However, the idea of gueer space Is quite problematic, as George Chauncey has seen,
as a strategy for gay and lesbian people:

There is no gueer space; there are only spaces used by queers or put to queer use. Space has
no natural character, no inherent meaning, no intrinsic status as public or private. ... Nothing
llustrates this general principle more clearly than the tactics developed by generations of gay
men and lesbians to put the spaces of the dominant culture to queer purposes.™

45 Gordon Brent Ingram, Annne-Marie Boathillette, and Yoland Retter, “Lost in Space: Queer Theory and Community Activism at
the Fin-de-Millenaire”, in Queers in Space: Communitics, Public Places, 5wes of Resizstance, Washington: Bay Press, 1997 p 3.
46 Creorge Channcev, “Prvacy Could Onlv Be Had in Pubhe: Gav Usas of the Streats”. Stud: drchirecrures of Masculinity (ed. JToel
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I would hke to apply Chauncey's ideas in looking at socme altermative spaces, including the area near
the Royal Palace and parks, and how they might help to redefine the public and pnivate spaces with
less defined boundaries than gay spaces like Silom.

These kinds of spaces, in my view, have given rise to Willam S W Lim’s discussion of "spaces of
indeterminacy”, where he suggests that they vary-in size, ranging from a large area to the cracks
and gaps of new urban projects such as the disused land under highways.™ They are the kinds of
spaces, pluralistic and complex, that have within them the potential for creativity. The area around
the Royal Palace, or Pranakorn area, which has been left out of the rapid urban expansion, may
offer an interesting insight into the present conditions of Bangkek urban landscapes. While it has
become symbolic of Thailand and is at the centre of the tounsm industry, its area has been left
largely untouched by capitalism. The Royal Palace, which includes the Emerald Buddha Temple, is
surrcunded by many official buildings: on the nght, the Ministry of Defence and the Supreme Court;
and on the left, the Royal Navy Club. Their existence is merely symbolic as many of these offices
have recently been moved to adjacent provinces to relieve traffic problems in Bangkok. There are
also three universities in the area: Thammasat University, Silpakorn University, and the university
for monks, Rajavittayalal. The main square, with the Royal Fisld in the middle, is where various
activities take place, ranging from Royal ceremonies such as the Plough Ceremony, to New Year
celebrations and large scale political demonstrations.

During the day, the area is filled with a mixture of tounsts, university students, monks, and the
Sanders), Mew York: Prmeeton Architectural Press, 1996, p. 224,
47 William 5 W Lim. Alternative { Posti Modernitv: An Asian Perspective. Sineancre: Select Publishine. 2003 p. 73
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general public, who come to use the pier to travel acress the Chao Phraya River, as well as collectors
who in search of Buddha lockets. AL night, it 1s a quiet place taken over by minorities such as the
homeless and prostitutes of both sexes. While female prostitutes hang around the Royal Field, the
male street-sex workers can be found mainly in the small park next to Ministry of Defence, Suan
Saranrom, which is guite difficult to see through from the street. Many cars drive by slowly, gazing,
before stopping to pick someone up. Through sexual signals that play cut onto the body, the area
has tumed into a2 space where desires and needs can be articulated among gay men. Even the
traditional areas with noc commercial gay spaces cannot escape capitalism, which still overspills into
them. Without the presence of physical commercial spaces, the bodies have become commodities
that enable desires to take place. Through kalatesa, dunng the day the body has to be disciplined
because of such respectable spaces as the Royal Palace and the temples. It i1s even necessary for
people, parbicularly tounsts, to change their outfits to more appropriate ones - long skirts, long
trousers, long-sleeved shirts - as well as to exhibit apprepriate behaviours. At night, on the other
hand, bodies are used in ways to heighten the intensity of desire — slesveless shirts to show off
muscles, a-beautiful make-up for a feminine effect, etc. "Together with the marginalised and the
subalterns, they create a potpourri of spontaneity and chance encounters,”

Many park areas, including small parks next to blocks of flats or below bndges, have also been
popular alternative spaces for meetings among gays. They have certainly also provided a kind of
intermediate space where the 'old’” meaning has been destabilised, where a space has been created
for different narratives and meanings to take over. From a histoncal point of view, the nobtion of

48 William 5 W Lim. Alternative ( Postl Modermitv: An Asion Perspeciive. Sineanore: Select Publishine. 2003, . 17,
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‘park” was long associated with the Royal framily. Professor Kaisaeng Sukawattana notes, in relation
to a story about Suan Saranrom, next to Royal Palace, that it was once mentioned by King Rama IV
as a pleasant and peaceful place that he intended to live in after the end of his reign.™ Today, it is
quite unimaginable to think of the same Suan Saranrom, mentioned above, as it is now known.

For King Rama V, the concept of the public park was initiafly an attempt to organise the town in a
modern way and to signify the modernity that Siam (the then name of Thailand) wanted to portray.
Fences were erected around the park to keep the area clean and organised, and very much the same
principles cperate today. It was very much a Western's concept of organising city spaces according
to types of activibies in Victonan penod.™ Many public parks today are still used the fences to protect
the area. Although the public parks teday may have put into vanous functions such as Jatujak Park,
which i1s well-known for its Sunday market, or Lumpini Park where many elderly joggers, body
builders share the space. The latter 15 alsc famous for gay cruising area early in the morning when
It opens for joggers and late at night. The public parks have provided a space for different kinds of
people who use them their own purposes at different times. The idea of multiple used of public
parks also extends to smaller ones that spread around the urban development around Bangkok such
as the area under the bridge.

Kaisri Paksukcharorn further suggests in her paper at Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd: The Bangkok
Invisible Landscapes {2005) of a new lkind of squat, a ‘fragmented Situationistic Spaces’ that takes

49 MNampol Duangviseth, “The City Park Bdvih: Namatives of Banghkok Gay MMales in Cyberspace™ in Rarasarth Zan (Polideal Sci-
ences Joumaly {ed. Thanes Wongvannava), 1 {20023, p. 80.
50 David Morlev. Home Territories: Media. Mobilin: and Idenrivv. London: Eoutlad=a. 2000, o, 22
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Re-Boundary Bangkok

place 1n many cities around the world. "They are almost legitiimated 1n a way in which they are
a conseguence of the processes of de-industrialisation, global capitalisation, suburbanisation and
changes in transportation methods and highway construction in the past 50 years.™ These spaces
have created an "alternative model for living and have transformed various structures into multiple-
use buildings’. It is also similar to Lim's 'spaces of indeterminacy’ that these kind of spaces have
offered a kind of creativity that resist any conventional meanings that imposed by the authorties.
The multi-functions of spaces have offered a chance to break away from the norms and focus
moare on other aspects of the city, including the sexual one. It also offers a glimpse of Foucault's
heteroctopia in a way that he suggests in the last characteristic of heterotopia that it has a function
that takes place betwsen two cpposite poles:

On the one hand they perform the task of creating a space of illusion that reveals how all of
real space is more illusory, all the locations within which life 1s fragmented. On the other, they
have the function of forming another space, ancther real space, as perfect, meticulous and
well-arranged as curs is disordered, ill-concievaed and in a2 sketchy state.™

In many cases, these kind of indeterminate alternative spaces space has revealed to us more of
how the city should be and experienced. These have led to 3 nead to rethink and redefine their
meanings from microscopic spaces to the larger one, from the nation to the global. 1 have to
agree with Chrnis Berry, when he wrntes that homosexuals in East Asia "can threaten to confound
51 Kaisri Paksukcharern, Made in Bangkok: Testing the Boundary of Inclusiveness of Public Spaces, a seminar paper at Lak-ka-pid-

lak-ka-perd: The Bangkok Invisible Landscapes (2005).
52 Michal Foneamlt. *0OF Other Spaces: Utomas and Heterotomias” m Diaerities 16. 1986 0 27
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the boundanes between East and West and between past and presant that are usad to constitute
the nation-states,™ 3s seen in some of the spaces discussed. Moreover, the boundaries separating
public and private also need to be redefined. As I demonstrated above, they can be rather lak-ka-
pid-lak-ka-perd, depending on the time and who is acting on them.

In the following section, I would like to continue this discussion on representation and how Bangkok
has been represented in relation to homosexuality; how the binary of pid/perd constructs homosexual

identity, which I attempt to demonstrate through the films T am a Man (1987) and Blue Journey
(1998).

53 Chnis Berrv. A Bit on the Side: East-West Topoloeies of Desire. Australia: EmPress Publishine. 1994, v, 76
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I AM A "MAN"

Through the film I'am a Man (chan-pu-chai-na-ya), directed by M.L. Bhandevanop Devakul, I attempt
to unravel some of problematic and complex guestions of the politics of spaces between public and
private that have played a significant part in relation to Thai homosexuality, as discussed earlier.
The film has stood out in Thai film history as being the first homosexually-themed film depicting
less “typical’ homosexual characters and attempting to move away from the recurring theme of
the suffering homosaxual (particularly katoey and tom) who 15 always abandoned by a 'real” man
or woman. Made in the late 1980s, at one point the film could be seen as homosexuals being
forced to be contained within their own private space and bounded within the space of Patpong,
as also suggested in a few homosexual films and in the attitudes of the general population at
the time. I would argue that, at the same time, it offers some glimpses into an attempt to blur
boundanes. Throughout this section I would like to explore several control mechanisms, such as
the heterosexual "gaze’, which have been employed by hegemonic hetercsexuality to control and
eliminate homosexuals from their privileged public spaces, and at the same time the mechanisms
- for instance, the creation of fantasy spaces - employed by homosexuals to cppose the dominant
heterosexual ideology. Moreover, I would like to discuss some techniques in the films which have
been used to establish a clear boundary between the public space of the Bangkok street and the
private space of homosexuality, for instance by creating different meanings, emctions, roles, and
identity through these two spaces.
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BACKGROUND

Based loosely on the film The Boys in the Band({Wilham Frniedkin, 1970), I am a Man looks at the
way homosexuality has been viewed in Thai society and how it has managed to create its own
space within the Thai context, despite the fact that its original story originated in the West.™ What
Is interesting here is the way in which an American story has been exported to countries around the
world, whether in Europe or Asia, and how 1t has been transformed in different locations, so that
In many ways it has gone through what Ken Nielsen calls "the process of double other”, drawing
attention to both cultural ethnicity and sexuality.™ Reproducing the American other in a different
culture causes a "doubled layer of otherness’, which is also the case with The Boys in the Band in Thai
culture.™ It is also a strategy to make it more acceptable to 2 Thai audience, allowing it to distance
Iitself from the subject.

While not being the first film to have a homosexual character as a protagonist, T am a Man has
raised a further problematic around the notion of "gayness”. The first film, The Last Song (Pleng
Sudiai, Pisan Akaraseranee, 1986), narrates a more stereotypical tale of gays, particularly the katoey

34 The Boys in the Band was ongimally a theatrical play by Mart Crowley whoch opened New Tork in 1968 with such success that
in tha 1970 the film with the same name reached an even larger American audience. It was the first mainstream Hellbvwood featurs film
relating to homoszasxmality. The play itself, affer itz openme, was adapted and played in many comifries around the world. The film’s releaze
comeoided with the gav movement 1 Amernica and the 1969 we now know as *Stonewall”, whan the police rarded the gz bar of the same
nzme, leading to the spread of the zay hiberation movement acvoss America. For a finther study on the davelopment of homesexuality mn
films and the reprasentation of homaosexmals in America, please ses Vite Russe’s The Celluloid Clozer Homosexualiny in the Movies (New
York: Cuality Paperback Book Clhab, 19E1).

55 Ken Mialzen, The Dowble Other: the Case of The Boys in the Band, Copenhiagen, 1969, wopnar hiszraymond com/ ASTE mislzan,
him.
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(transvestites), in the rather confined space of Tiffany (a famous transvestite show 1n Pattaya),
ending with the suicide of the protagonist. It portrays homosexuals in a more acceptable way
to Thai society, as the katoey were already cast as a 'second type of woman' (sao-praphet-song,
another term for katoey), which i1s one of the Thai social mechanisms to avoid disruption of the
sexual binary puchai/puyving — man/woman — including punishment for not being a “real” woman at
the end. Moreover, by being associated with the entertainment business and tourism industry, the
katoey in The Last Song are excused from ordinary social "norms” as long as they remain confined
in their own space. It is rather different from I am & Man, since some of the characters resist the
notion of gayness, associated at the time with fernininity and categonsed according to the Thai sex/
gender system.

Released in 1988, I am a Man was a blockbuster hit as a result of Thai people’s cuniosity, as It came
out at 2 time when Thai scciety as a whole had not yet fully realised the existence of homosexualiby
and hardly any representations of homosexuals were to be seen. I am a Man followed the same
route as the Hollywood version by starting with the play of the same name. Having enjoved a
successful runat the Monthienthong Theatre in the Monthien Hotel in the Patpong - Silom area,
the film company, Poonsap Productions, was interested in makinge a feature film, as it saw an
opportunity to attract a large audience. It would not have been possible to make the film without
the big success in the theatre. It was a rather different story for the theatre to take a chance on the
play, since at the time the theatre was only enjoyved by a small part of the population of Bangkek, a
privileged class who were ready for anything new, particularly from the Western world. Morsover,
being shown in Patpong area, the play unfolded in a rather "closed” space within the public sphere

Uk wERKITEI
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of Bangkok, both tor gecgraphic and social reasons, as I discussed earher. By taking place in this
rather "closed” space of Bangkok, it enabled a play with a controversial homosexual theme to run
without any interference from the authorties.

(12
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THE STORY OF I AM A MAN

The film centres on a fancy-dress birthday party for an old "gueen™ at a3 wealthy old-style Thai
house belonging te Mod, a self-hating gay man, the main character. The party Is supposed to be
exclusively for his friends - Nat (3 jewelry salesman who blames his parents for being gay), Dang
(an art director in an advertising company who has just cast a young man and asked him to strip
off), Em (a drag gueen who finds out that his "pet” boy is having an affair with a "real” woman), Lak
(a high-school teacher and Dang’s partner) - but is interrupted by the appearance of Un, Mod's old
frend. Un has an ambiguous background, particularly in terms of identity. Med and his frnends have
to put on a "masculine” act as a cover-up for the flamboyant costumes and heavy make-up, since
Un is unaware of Mod's identity. Un shows his uncomfortable feelings towards Em, who still behaves
in his usual manner, and focuses much of his attention on Lak, whom Un can associate with as Lak
looks like a "real” man. Mod then comes to suspect Un's idenfity, accusing him of being gay. Mod
invents a telephone game and forces everyone to participate. To get a full point, participants need
to call the person they love and say "I love you”. The film concludes when Un calls his wife and leads
to the disappointment of Mod.

UK YERNITEI
£ 7B Malmb Bst Acadamry Luad University



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Re-Boundary Bangkok

CONSTRUCTING THE BOUNDARY

In many ways, the film I am a Man clearly establishes a boundary between two different spaces: a
public one, where the characters have to follow the social norms and maintain their public images,
and a private one, where homosexual desire can be allowed. The fence surrounding the house
is symbolic, both in terms of geography and mentally, 2 boundary between the public space of
Bangkok and Mod’s private space within the house. It is this boundary that allows Mod and his
friends to live in two separate worlds., The film-clearly shows the difference between these two
spaces throughout the film, for instance in terms of identity, meaning, emotion, and gender roles,
by the construction of vanous cinematic languages - camera angles, editing, and narrative. It also
constantly makes the spectator aware of the difference between these two spaces and ulbimately
leads the spectator to cross the boundary into the unknown private world of these characters. For
me, the best demonstration 1s none other than the transformation of Med in the early scenes of the
film.

Mod, in his pilot uniform, arrives at the airport, at the beginning of the film, in the familiar image of
the traditional Thai film hero —a wealthy, masculine, educated man (Figure 1). It evokes the typical
exposition of Thai melodramas - the protagonist arrives at the airport, his family is waiting at home,
the beginning of the search for his own family. The camera positions itself as an observer of which
Mod 15 unaware, and follows from behind as he walks among the crowd at the airport (Figure 2). The
camera does not try to show Mod's perception in order to involve the spectator with the character,
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which allows the spectater to judge or evaluate the images on screen. For the spectator, at this
point, Mod has passed as a heterocsexual man through his masculine appearance and behavicur
‘appropriate’ to a2 ‘'real man” in public. His 'public identity’ of heterosexual man, then, has been
constructed to measure up to the spectator's expectation of 2 traditional hero.™ However, at the
same time we can see this sequence as a parocdy of the construction of masculinity in Thai cinematic
convention, in which the male protagonist is always in uniform, well-educated, good-looking and
sophisticated, since the spectators are already aware of the kind of film they are watching, the title
of the film being Chan Pu-Chai Na Ya (I am a Man with feminine pronouns — na ya).

Later on in the film comes the first shot of the house. It is an old-style Thai house surrounded by
tall fences, which separates an cutside world from the rest of the house. The house itself, according
to its style in the Thai context, belongs to the old elite group of Thai scciety, and not many of these
kinds of houses survive from that particular peried, the beginning of the economic booming the late
1980s. Most of the houses are on Sathorn Road, next to Silom Reoad, and were built at least fifty
years ago for bureaucrats and members of the elite. Nowadays, most of them are being sold to
corporations which use Sathorn and Silom Roads as a centre, or to foreigners who want a taste of
living in a Thai-style house. The use of this style of house in the film implies that there is almost no
space left for Mod, or specifically for homosexuals.

In front of the house we also see the image of 2 man kissing a woman in a rather open space where

57 According to Madan Sarup, 1dentity can be perceived m two different ways, first as ‘public identity”, wluch 15 how “others” have
tvpified us, and sacondly as “pavate identity’, which 15 how we sse owurselves. Idenring Culture and the Poztmmodern World, Edinburgh:
Edmbursh Umiversitv Press. 1996, 0. 14
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one can be seen n the middle of the day, which 15 an unlikely scene in that Thai people rarely
express themselves in a passionate way in public (Figure 3). It is in this space, on the other side of
the fence, that we begin to realise the possibility of something happening which may not conform
to social norms. In the next shot, Mod arrives at the house, and it is here that the film does not
meet the spectator's expectations. He arrives home, where no one i1s waiting for him, and is instead
greeted by a young male servant. Moreover, when he enters the house, we learn from an old maid
the news that his mother has called to ask him to move to a condominium as this house will soon be
rented out. His reply to the maid, "Where would I be without this place?”, once again confirms his
homosexual status, as we will learn later on in the film, and the implication that without the house
there will soon be no place left for him.

Mod then enters his bedroom, his most private space in the house, which he will use to transform
himself {Figure 4). The bedroom shows the different levels of "pnivate’ or 'closed’ space even within
the private space of Mod's house and suggests the way in which particular spaces are unfized and
become both public and private spaces, as is demonstrated throughout the film. Mot until he plays
music from his classic record player and the song "Violet Dream”™ begins, do we then gradually enter
into Mod's private world. The lyric of the song goes briefly as follows:

“If only I can choose to be like others
I don't have to live in sorrow however I can't resist
Resist, my desire
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I'iive in rear, fear from thousands of eyes
Waiting to convict me of guilt

No one wants to be "pian” "pitsadan” (crazy, deviant)

But I couldn’t deny myself
Every day I pray and endure
Impaossible to find anyone to understand... ™™

Chalit Fuang-arom, who plays Mod, sings the song. It does have a double meaning both in the
actor's real life and for the character he performs, as Chalit's homosexuality in real life was an
open secrete. However, it was not until he played this character that he confirmed his homosexual
status.™ In addition, the director and most of the actors, both professional and non-professional,
(besides Dr. Sen, there is another university lecturer, Pacthong Thongjua) were using this film as a
way of expressing themselves. Though Bhandevanop has never publicly come out, Dr. Sen did come
out publicly through 2 newspaper interview 1n the mid-1980s.,™

The lyrics of the song reflect Mod's private thoughts, the private moment of fear and sorrow which
most Thai homosexuals experience, or at least did in the 1980s, as some Thal homosexuals do
believe that being homosexual in their present life results from the karma of having committed
adultery in a past life and that it is their duty to pay for the wrong they have done in order to be

58 The song was wiitten by D, Sen Wongmeontha, cne of the cast and co-writer of the film. He wrote the song spectfically for this
film.

39 Chalit at that time was mamed with fwo chuldren and up until this lm he abways portrayed maseuline heterosexuzl charactars.
&0 Dir Ze1i 1= alzo one of the well-known gay fizures m Thar seciaty, 2 former Deputy Dean at the Faculty of Commumication, whe
was later forced to resizm as a result of being aceused of over-exposing s homosexuality,
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reborn into a better hte. It 15 therefore their ‘destiny’ to endure sorrow and suttering in this life,
which 15 beyond their ability to change. I see this view as one way to explain the less discnminative
athitude of Thais towards homosexuality, compared to that in Western countries. However, in a socieby
that builds arcund positive images image but where hemosexuality i1s viewed as pian-("crazy”) or
pittsadan("deviant™), and damaging to ona’s image, this has meant that hemosexuals suffer from
feelings of shame and embarrassment by the mere fact of being themselves. As already suggested,
for most of recent Thai history homosexuality has neither been considered immoral by Buddhism nor
illegal by the political authornties. But this does not mean that homosexuality is considered normative
or acceptable behaviour in Thailand. Religious and legal sanctions may be absent, but traditional
cultural sanctions against homosexuality are very strong, as the Thai homosexual is likely to suffer
severe, traumatic of subtle changes in body language, attitude or tone of voice on the part of other
people which a Westerner may regard as insignificant. It is because of these sanctions that most
Thai homosexuals are extremely reluctant for their sexual preference to be known and have tned
to avoid being labelled as gay or lesbian, as in the case of Mod/Chalit who in real life did not come
out publicly but only through the film. In other words, as has been suggested by some Western
academics writing about Thal male homosexuality in Thailand, the Western model of 'coming out’
was considerad a non-issue or rather 2 white model among Thai hemesexuals. Thai people try to
aveold confrontation that might lead to unpleasant feelings, and iIf one attempts to identify oneself as
“gay” or "lesbian”, it 1s as if one is "labelling” cneself an enemy of scciety or a deviant perscn who
will disrupt social harmeony. No matter how suspicious people may be that hefshe is homosexual, as

Uk wERKITEI
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long as they have not identined or labelled themselves as ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’, the public can tolerate
and accept them in order to avoid any confrontations. While it is important to Western homosexuals
to "come cut” publicly or to their community as more emphasis i1s put on the importance of "being
oneself” and "being true to one’s feelings”, Thai homosexuals prefer to keep their sexuality a private
matter.™ It is also unlikely for Thai people to discuss sex or sexuality in public, and conflicts with
family, friends or colleagues are avoided. Therefore, T would argue that Thal homosexuals could
profit-from the separation of the public and private spheres, as we consider that what a man or
woman does in the bedroom is not relevant as long as he/she dresses and behaves according to
soclal norms that dictate public behaviour.

While the song begins, Mod slowly transforms himself by taking off his pilot's uniform, while we
see the images through the reflecticns in the mirrer {(Figure 5-6). The camera has now changed
position, from being an observer to becoming mere involved with Mod, and towards the end of this
scene Mod has taken over the gaze and is no lenger an object of the gaze in that particular space,
as he speaks directly to the camera. The shots continue with a senes of close-ups of Mod dressing
up: putting on leggings and make-up, which we sometimes see through the mirror {(Figure 7). As
he finishes, the camera pans from a statue of 3 masculine man in a3 suit on the comer of his bed to
Mod as he performs some kind of dance in front of the mirror in fancy dress and full make-up (Figure
8). Then he speaks directly to the camera: "Chan Puchai Na Ya" ("I am a man” with a feminine
pronoun) (Figure 9). It is now that the spectator crosses the boundary and completzly enters into
Bl Peter Jackson argues in Dear Uncle Go: Male Homesexuality in Thailand that “the zap between appearance and reality i every-

day hife m Thailand dees not always cause the same tensions for Thai homoszaxual men as it does for Westerners” because of their moral
fear of “beins onezalf”. It 15 rather contradictory for Thamns as we ouf moere mpoitancs on one’s tmaze than on beine frme to oneself
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the prnivate world of Mod. The spectator also becomes aware of the dominant (homosexual) gaze in
this closed space of the house, which is a reversal of what occurs in the public space of Bangkok.
In this way, the spectator can now accept the challenge of the subversive act being performed by
homosexuals, as it is only limited to this closed space, while the spectator’s or the public space is
still safe from being challenged. While speaking directly to the camera, Mod also becomes aware of
the existence of the spectator who 1s now looking at him. As a homosexual body, then, he 1s still
an object of the spectator’s gaze on the other of the screen. The screen has become a stage for a
performance which homosexuals have made visible in society through cabaret shows, sex shows
or performing arts, where they are always the object of the gaze.™ The significance of the gaze 15
also magnified by the lyncs of the song, particularly the line °I live in fear, fear from thousands of
eyes”, as he feels he 15 different from others and his behaviour i1s being descrnibad by heterosexual
society through the negative terms pian ("crazy”™) and pitsadan ("deviant”™). I would like to point out
that the heterocsexual 'gaze’, the "gaze’ that claims authonty in the public sphere, has been one of
the most powerful mechanisms of heterosexual hegemony as a way of non-verbally discriminating
against others who are different from themselves and reinforcing the homosexual position as the
deviant "Other” in the society.

As he Is saying "Chan Puchai Na Ya", which i1s also the title of the film, meaning”™l am a man” in a
rather ironic sense in Thai, Mod reveals his "private” identity to the spectator, the identity that he
has constructad through the reflections in the mirror in a2 previous senes of shots. It i1s now that we
B2 In ber essay “Wisual Pleasure and Mamative Cimema™, Lavra Mulvey argnes that in Hellywood films the 1mage of woman has

been an object of the male gaze and the spectator 15 supposed to identify with the male protagonist in the nanative and also with his ob-
iectification of the female imase.
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begin to understand that his early images were an act or performance that Mod put on 1n order to
pass as 2 masculineg” male in public. He is still saying "I am a man” but the meaning is not the same
In Thai, as "Na yva” 1s used mostly as a polite feminine ending to sentences, or is sometimes used by
katoey to describe him/erself, or otherwise used as a code —puchai na ya - to describe someone as
gay; therefore "a man” in this sense has become a parodic version of "a man” as uttered in a public
Space.

For me, the above scene clearly establishes the boundary between the outside world and the private
space, which i1s now beginning to form itself as a fantasy space. The boundary has also been
heightened through the use of costumes to create a fantasy atmosphere. The strangely stylish
costumes, the highly theatncal interior decor and the absurd manners and gestures of people in the
space heighten the degree of "abnormality” sharply contrasting with the outside world and enhancing
the degree of performance that underlies the party (Figure 10). The costume party alsc pesiticns
and funchions itself as a temporary space for these characters to explore their own desire and make
the spectator realise the possibility of norms failing in their function within the ideclogy. On another
level, the costume party also functions as a fantasy space for gays and leshians beyond the filmic
characters, as they are able to see very rare images and marginal spaces outside the mainstream.

The outside world, which for the most part has been "absent™ and "unseen”, still functions as the
authonty aiming to put this deviant fantasy space under scrutiny. The only contact with and threat
from the outside world come when the doorbell or the telephone ring as they make the spectator
aware of the existence of the outside world where heterosexual ideclogy 1s dominant. Every time

Uk wERKITEI
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the doorbell nngs, the behaviour inside the house suddenly changes and the characters’ attempt
to transform themselves according to the heterosexual norms dictating the behaviour of masculine
men. The flamboyant costumes that mark their feminine appearance and gestures have to be re-
appropriated. Dang takes off his accessories while Nat, in a classical Thai female dress, attempts to
take off his top and make it more manly, and Mod says in a masculine-manner, "I hope everybody 1s
ready (na krab)” by using the male pronoun and ending. Instead of the na ya Mod uttered earlier,
he changes it to, an ending used only by men. By imitation, mimicking, or performing the role of
heterosexual men, demonstrated by Mod and his friends, the nature of all iIdentities that have been
taken for granted has been disrupted and challenged by the nction of "performance” underlying
each identity, which we can see only within this fantasy world.
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CROSSING THE BOUNDARY

I would like to point out that throughout the film there is one character who does not attempt to
change his image or behaviour, whether in the public or private space: Em, 3 drag queen. We see
Em, at the beaginning of the film, iIn 2 female costume as she catches her favourite boy having sex
with a "real” woman, and the boy finally leaves her for the “real” woman. At one point, while he
urges his friends to change their performance to that of masculine men, Em says to Mod, "Don't try
to change my feminine nature”. In her party costume of a beauty queen with a tiara - the image
of the most ideal woman - Em does believe herself to be a "natural™ woman and therefore cannot
transform herself into a masculine man. She lives as a woman, by wearing women's clothes and
having what she calls a "husband’. But without the body of a woman, she can only be a 'second’
type of woman (saoc-praphet-song), and her appearance only serves to reinforce the heterosexual
ideclogy, as demonstrated in the following dialogues (Figure 11):

Em: "My husband already has a wife, how dare youl”

The "real” woman: "Choke, tell me, who will vou choose between the "real"{khong-jing) cne
and the "fake(khong-plome) one?”

Choke: "T will have to choose the "real” woman. It's only natural.”

Although what 15 "real” here I1s already a questionable term, as we have seen throughout the film,
Judith Butler, through the film Paris Is Burning (1991) by Jennie Livingston, has taken the term
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further.™ She suggests that "realness 1s the ability to compel belief, to produce the naturalised
effect”™ and “this effect is itself the result of an embodiment of norms.™ However, it Is important to
note that "realness” for Thais is still very much dependent upon the original biological sex. As for
the Thai sex/gender system, unlike in the West, the three distinct domains of biclogical sex, gender,
and sexual preference are not clearly separated.™ The terms pu-chaif/pu-ying and chai/ving, which
generally refer to biological sex, are commonly used as parts of terms to dencte different English
terms signifying man/woman, male/female, and masculing/feminine, which the Thai language tends
to naturalise, reducing gender and sexuality to biclogical sex. Therefore it 15 rather difficult for a
katoey to be placed in the Thai sex/gender system except as being a 'bad’ copy of a 'natural” woman,
as seen In the other term, sao-praphet-song (" second type of woman™).

Katoey, as a second type of woman, 1s stall placed on the same receiving end as pu-ying, subordinated
to and made to suffer by 'him’ in a hostile manner, as a punishment for not being “real’. The katoey
Is also considered 'less of a man” and offensive to the notion of manhood, as the 'body’ of 2 man
being presented in public has been "mistreated’. As demonstrated in the case of Em, she s often
hurt, physically and mentally, by 2 man, a heterosexual man, as I interpreted, as a way of punishing
those who bning shame to their manhood. After Choke leaves her, she is beaten and intimidated by,
we assume, a heterosexual man, Un, because of her excessively feminine behaviour. A further good
&3 Pariz It Burning 15 a documentary centred on drag balls and their preparation by Latine and African-American gay men, trans-
vesiites and transzexmaals.

64 Tudith Butler, Bodies that Matter: on the dizcurzive limits of sex’, New York: Routledge, 1993, p. 120,
%] Pater Jackson. Dear Unecle o Male Homeserualine in Thailand. Banskok: Bualaans Books. 1995 o, 217,
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example appears in another film, The Last 5ong (Pleng Sud Tai, Pisan Akraseranee, 1986}, showing
a more sympathetic portrayal of the life of the katoey. In its big-hit theme song with the same title

as the film, the famous lyncs, still popular ameng transvestites across the country, go as follows:
Wt is true that myself is a fake
Nobody will be sincere with me
Why blame "him®
It is me who is in the wrong
Even though my body is a fake
I won't be unfaithful to myself
I can give you my life, the only last thing I have left
What I have to hold on
I want "him" to know that it’s hurt
Someone please answer me, what have I done wrong?.™

Being a katoey is considered to result their karma, and by not being born having a pu-ying body, It
Is their fate to suffer. &4 katoey, who cannot 'pass’ as a woman because the body being displayed in
public is ‘'marked’, would not be chosen by a man despite his desire to be in the forbidden space of a
strictly heterosexual family. Em cannot bear a child, which i1s an important role for 2 woman within a
traditional Thai family to ensure the continuation of the family line. Being a katoey, it is unthinkable
for her to be reunited with her family, or to build 2 new one.

Unlike the katoey whom we can identify by their public appearance, Thal gay men are largely
invisible as long as they do not explcitly identify themselves in public. Moreover, Thai "male”
&b The song was wittten and sung for the film by Suda Chuanban i 1986, In the film, the seng 15 hp-synched by Somrving Daoran,
the mam character of The Last Somg, at the end of the film, when she finally kill herself a= a result of her unforhmate love for a “real’
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homosexuals attempt te distinguish themselves from the katoey and their feminine associabions
and confirm themselves belonging to the "man” category. Though If someone 1s to be known as
gay, he would also be known as "less of a man” because he does not fit the ideological image of a
Thai man — masculine, head of the family, successful marnage.™ Large numbers of gay men have to
perform their duty as a "man” by having a family and children, after which they can "pass” as "real”
heterosexual men. It s a way of saving "face”, both in terms of the family and themsslves.™ It s
almost unthinkable for Thai homosexuals to form their sexual identity outside the family sphere and
conventional kinship roles.

While Em dares to cross the boundary, her friends prefer to keep their sexuality private and pass
as heterosexual. She has to face hostility and be subordinated to a heterosexual man. She has
no place in the public space which belongs exclusively to heterosexual men and women. She has
to take punishment for her transgression. As her frend says to her before she leaves the house:
"Be careful and do nect get mocked on the street before you get home.” The street is no place for
her to be, like Venus Xtravaganza in Jennie Livingston's Paris Is Burning, in which her attempt to
transgress the boundary by passing as a light-skinned woman ends tragiczlly.™ She belongs to the
street of Patpong, where public space can tum into private space, and the dark corners of gay bars
where she is free to chocse any man she wants, which is the subversion of outside norms (Figure
12-13).

&7 The same 1z probably the caze with lesbians, who wall be considered “mappropriate women™ as they do not behave zccording o
the traditional rele of having 2 conventional fanuly:

68 As I dizcusszed earlier, Thai people worny about projectmz a postive image and the way they present themselives 1 the society.
If pecple outside the family find out that the son of 2 particular family 15 gay or leshian, they will “lozs face™ (zig-na).

&9 Upon her death, Phelan suggests that perhaps bacause she suecseded in “passing’ as a woman, therefore suffering the death that
manv other women face. (1993 p. 109
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THE STRANGER: SUBVERTING THE BOUNDARY

The ultimate threat from the cutside world, besides the telephone and the doorbell nnging, comes
through the character of Un. He, in a sense, has become a "stranger” who does not belong to the
place and is different from others in the "community”, which has its own rules and values. It is the
confrontation between the two - outside/inside, known/unknown - that becomes the main conflict
in the film. It 1s through the party in the space of Mod's house that the notion of "heterosexual” 1s
being interrogated. A perfect image of a heterosexual and wealthy man is depicted through Un,
an old friend of Mod's, who can also be considered to wear a 'costume’ as he wears a kind of a
“cowboy” attire. The image of 2 "cowboy”, often associated with excessively masculine behaviours
and successful relationships with women, stands in opposition to the others at the party. However,
his masculine image 15 contradicted by his behaviour in earlier scenes, when we learn of his failed
marriage, his crying over the phone, and how he i1s unable to perform sexuzally with 3 woman he has
met at the airport (Figure 14-15). This makes Un an even more ambiguous character, as we have
already learned of the instability of his masculine appearance through Med and his friends.

While everybody is dancing, in the belief that Taey, the birthday queen, is coming, the camera
follows Un from behind as he walks in, not knowing what he is about to discover - a different world
from his own (Figure 16). He crosses the boundary and once he is in this "enclosed’ space, where
homosexuality becomes hegemonic, the heterosexual code he brought with him - for instance,
the cowboy costume and masculine manners - has become ambiguous and taken on a different
meaning, a rather homeoerotic one, In the party. From the very first moment he amves at the
party, he becomes the object of the "gaze” and the object of desire among Mod’s fnends. He has
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been greeted by the masculine manners displayed by Mod and his tnends (Figure 17). Un does not
realise that he comes undar observation and that every single expression of his masculine behavicur
Is under scrutiny; as 2 new member of the society, he will have to be examined. It is a reversal from
the hegemonic Thai society that attempts to place homosexuals under close surveillance and make
them the Other in the society.

Moreover, as a stranger he i1s 'undecidable’, "unclassifiable” and he refuses to remain confined to
any particular space.™ He stands between the inside and the outside, unable to locate himself in a
specific place and be constructed as a permanent Other. The reason he comes to Bangkok i1s left
vague. His past, which is told by Mod, also leaves the feeling of ambiguity towards his sexuality, as
In one intimate scene between him and his friend, in which he refuses to have any kind of sexual
relationship with 2 man (Figure 18). He does not belong to any space, and is in a way placeless,
since he has decided to leave his home but does not beleng in-the one he finds himself In now.
Towards the end, the spectator 1s still left unclear as te his background and identity. The fact of
his being a stranger creates several problems among the pecple in the party, and between Un and
people in the party, the conflict within Un himself, and the conflict in the mind of spectator towards
his sexuality. Though heterosexual spectators may be compelled to identify with him through his
image, they gradually presume an ambiguous and guestionable position.

Towards the end, Taey says to Un, "Go back where you belong, this place 15 not for you.," Un
then assumes his identity as a heterosexual man by deciding to go back toe his wife, though the

T0 Madan Savm. densine Culniere and the Poasmmodern World. Edmbureh: Edmbareh Univarsite Prass. 1996 o, 10,
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heterosexual ideclogy 1s already 1in guestion and unstable. By choosing to go back to his wite, we
prasume that he 1s a heterosexual man, while on the other hand, by choosing to go back to his wife,
he could “pass’ as a heterosexual man. Whether he "passes’ or is, It suggests a potential which
Phelan regards as "a potential perfformative space in which the binary is broken down, ™

The film ends with the camera tracking back from inside the gate, as Mod and Nat leave in the
car, until the camera stops outside while 2 woman in a glamorous red dress closes the gate. Then
the camera cranes until we see the house in an extreme long shot from an outside viewpoint. The
haunting image of woman still needs to be kept inside the private space of the house. Only the man
who can conform to heterosexual ideclogy is allowed to be out In public,

Apart from being seen on its own terms, then, I am a Man should alsc be s22n in conjunction with the
way Thai society in the 1980s, particularly in Bangkok, has organised itself around homosexuality.
It is less in the way the film reflects the society of the 1980s than in the way this film stands for the
way in which gays and lesbians were understood in the 1980s. As M.L. Bhandevancp once summed
It up in an interview: "Once an interviewer asked me whether I'm gay or not, and I told her to go
back and ask her parents first what sexual position they were adopted last night.” At one level, it
demonstrates Thal athitudes towards sexuality as being a "private” matter, not something to be
discussed in public. ©n ancther level, he did point to a close relationship between homosexuality and
sexual activities. When Thai people discuss homosexuality, it is more in terms of sexual activities
than about gender itself,

71 Pazev Phelan. Dnmarkad- the Politizs of Parformance. London: Boutledees. 1993 . 07,
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FROM DARKNESS TOWARDS THE PUBLIC EYES

The i1ssue of homosexuality became of direct public concermn in the mid-1980s, at the time of the
spread of the AIDS epidemic throughout Thailand.™ However, it was not the first time that Thai
people had become aware of homosexuality, and there had occasionally been negative reports in the
media linking homosexuality with crime. Homosexuality has always been the first target of attack by
the public for being the 'cause’ of the things that have gone wrong in the society, and so it happened
when the first few victims of AIDS in Thailand were men associated with same-sex activities™,
There were suggestions from vanous groups: for instance, the medical association of Chulalongkomn
Hospital proposed that the government close down all gay bars in the Patpong and Pattaya areas;
the MP Akom Sorrasuchart suggested that the government should have a policy to prevent actors
and actresses who were 'sexually deviant” from appearing on television.™ Nonetheless, there was
still no policy or law against homosexuality in Thailland. A few years later, when knowledge about
AIDS had become more widespread among Thal people, and the high percentage of heterosexual
AIDS patients were the main focus, homosexuality was cut of the public concern, though it did not
totally disappear from the glare of the media, which continued carrying rather negative reports about
homosexuality. At the time, the homosexual iIssue was predominantly linked to medical matters and
only a few homosexual celebnities managed to come forward and speak for homosexuals, among
them Dr. Sen Wongmontha, Pan Boon-nak.

T2 Peter Jackzon, Dear Uncle Go: Male Homosexnality in Thailand, Bangkok: Bua Luangz Books, 1995, p. 282,

73 The first patisnt found m Thaitland = 1984 was a twenty-vear old male whe dunng his education m America had had sexual
exparience with gay men.

T4 Amazorn Boonchat and Tiranan Anawat. AIDS: The End of Gav Love. Banekok: The Develovment Societv. 1986, po. 117-127,
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Re-Boundary Bangkok

In the last few years, homosexuality has become increasingly visible in terms of its representation
and public discourses around the issue. In the rest of the chapter, I would like to look at some
specific strategies, namely: strest parades, film festivals, and demonstrations by various groups of
people that made possible the growing visibility of homosexuality and an unprecedented resistance
to the hegemonic-ideology. I am particularly concerned with the way in which these strategies have
helped homosexuals to organise and construct themselves in Thai society, particularly in urban
landscapes. But first of all, in an attempt to understand the presence of homosexuals in Thai society,
I was tempted to get closer to their life in the city.
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BLUE JOURNEY

& decade after T am a Man, homosexual identity has been under constant transformation and
increasingly visible in the society. Although the transformation 15 most obvious through the growing
number of commercial gay spaces around the city of Bangkok, their representation is rarely seen. 1
chose to work in a documentary form to locate Thai homosexuals and search through the invisible
layers of Bangkok that may never have been seen publicly. I chose to represent it from my own point
of view, In an attempt to move away from the general view of Thai homosexuality as represented in
the media. Itis alsc a way of linking my own experience to the subject of my research and the city
of Bangkok. I felt it was important te question my own dentity and how my family has influenced
the choices I have made in my life, which is a very important aspect of Thai society that I want to put
across. I am aware of the reality that has been selected and framed by the nature of film. As Tnnh T.
Minh-ha also ocbserves in relation to the ‘reality” being presented in a decumentary, "there 1s no such
thing as documentary — whether the term designates a category of matenal, a genre, an approach,
or a set of technigues.™ However, it 15 a form that 15 associated with a2 search for the "truth’, If cne
exists, in the same way that these people search for their own space/place in the society, whether
or not a ‘real’ self exists.

Mowving on from I am a Man, which demonstrates the operation of the binary cpposition of space,
public and prnivate, with a glimpse into an attempt to blur the boundary, Blue Journey shows how
the two spaces can be negotiated depending on the roles or activities that are undertaken. The
film 15 constructed arocund four different people: James, Ta, Mount and Wee, each with his/her

Ta Trnh T, Minh-ha. When the Maon Wares Bed: Represenfgiion. sender and culfural polifics. London: Routledes. 1991, n. 29
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own strategies tor negotiating the spaces. Clearly, the space of the family, which 15 considered a
private space, plays a significant role in each life and in the construction of their identities. James
has defined himself, as he and his boyfnend try to make a "home’ for themselves, as also seen in
their attempt to build a life together through their bakery, 'Sweet House”. Ta, who still lives with his
family, is planning his future that will include his parents. Though there is no real sign of the family
in Mount’s case, she regards the new home she bought in Pattaya, a few hours away from Bangkok,
as her refuge, where she will bring whomever she wishes to have sexual relabionship with at the
weekends., Wee 15 also part of the big family of a cabaret show, where a mother figure whom many
called "Mama’ is the head of the family. Mount has cut herself off from her own family because of
the shame she fears she might bring on them, particularly on her father who holds a significant post
in the town. Berry argues that, as seen in many films in the West, homosexuals tend to oppose the
blocd family in constructing their identibies, which very much depend on the notion of 'coming out’,
and the ‘ocut gay’ figures in films have tended to be seen without a blood family, a traditional family,
or excluded from participation in the family.™ This may not hold true in Paris is Burning (Jennie
Livingston, 1991), in which many characters resolve their identity issues within the "houses’. Though
the family space still remains the centrepiece in the Asian homosexual construction of identity, as
seen in many of the films of Asian Queer Cinema, including The Wedding Banguet (Ang Lee, 1993},
the main 1ssues revolve around how to reconcile gay identity within the Confucian family, or in Tsai
Ming-Liang’s films, as I suggested in the previous section, despite the seemingly dysfunchional
family, the main characters are still overwhelmed by the family.

76 Chris Berrv. A Bit on the Side: East-West Toveloeies of Desire. Australia: EmPress Publishine. 1994, o, 97

3
=
s

T

Fe

| A B3
ci'-s

= WA

-
o
ot

pe

tal

iR

bt
n

o
[LLINTS
UK WERSITE |

& 3008 Malmb Ast Academy Luad University

o



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD
contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality
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Each of the characters in Blue Journey has attempted to redefine the space of the tamily on their
own terms, a space that is no longer fixed within traditicnal meanings or structures. It is the space of
family, of home, that triggered the making of this film and also allowed me to explore further into my
subsequent works, including Home Movie (2002), Feel It Like Home (2003-2004), and Are You Local
(2004). In Blue Journey, the private space is not only constructed within the space of the family but
also in other spaces where they felt secure enough to be able to express their sexuality, such asTa in
a gay discotheque, Mao on the tennis court where, as a tombaoy, she is confident encugh to portray
her masculine nature within the tennis court, where many female colleagues enjoy her company and
treat her like a man, or Wee in the cabaret show where she can be as beautiful as she hopes to be,
or even James in high school where he enjoys being admired by some young male students.

The public space can turn into 2 private space, and through kalatesa they can change back and forth
in the blink of an eye. Their public and private spaces are no lenger spatially bounded as discussed
earlier. In the group discussicn by the beach, Anjaree members have turned the public space into a
private cne as they discuss their private lives. But as one of the members asks the group to lower
their voices so as not to disturb the others the private space have once again turmned into a public
one. Although much to Mount’s disagreement as she insists they should continue their conversation
in the same mode. The self is constructed through the interplay of the two in a way that has
created a different self from that of the past. As Mount also points out from the discussion within the
Anjares group, 2ach person needs to have a personal strategy or mechanism to protect him/herself
from social criticism. It i1s, yet again, a contradictory scene, a feature that has long been part of
Thai life, not just that of homosexuals but in general, where kalatesa and the culture of "saving face”

Uk wERKITEI
£ 7ME Malmb Bst Acadarey Luad University
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place demands on individuals. In the following section, I look at different strategies employed by
both the authonties and homosexuals.
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THE RAJABHAT BAN

The announcement by Rajabhat Teachers College, in December 1996, to ban gays and lesbians
from enrclhing on courses leading to degrees in kindergarten and primary school teaching came as a
surprise after a long absence of any senous public concern. It was a series of sensational reports on
the murder of a lesbian by her gay friend, who was a student at Chiang Mai University, that brought
Rajabhat to consider this new policy.™ The reports implicitly linked the murderer's cruelty with
homosexuality, and Rajabhat administrators, led by the Minister of Education, Sukkavit Rangsitpol,
later cited the case as an example of the potential dangers of giving "emotionally-unstable™ and
"viclence-prone” people with "sexual deviations” direct and easy access to children if they became
teachers.™ Once again, it brought enormous public concern to the issue of homosexuality.

It polansed the public and the media into the two sides of a debate. Those who supported the ban,
including 36 campuses across the country, argued that, as "sexual deviants’, homosexuals would be
bad "role medels” for children, while the opposite side claimed that the policy viclated human nghts
principles and deprived homosexuals of egual opportunities in education. The cpposition comprised
various human rights groups, including the working group for women's rights, the Anjaree group
("women love women” - ying rak ying), The Women's Foundation, Women's Home Empower, the
Union for Civil Liberties, and lecturers mainly from Mahidol University.

It was the first time that a homosexual organisation, specifically a lesbian organisation, Anjaree,
made an impact on society with political objectives and brought the debate out of the silence into

7 “Clhuldren will Suffer from Eajabhat Ban™, in the Education Section, Bangkok Post, Tamary 23, 1997 p 2
T8 Kunlchares Tansubhapol. “Where Homosexmals Fear to Tread”. 1n the Cutlock Section. Banekek Poest. Janmary 20, 1997,
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a public arena.™ However, the participation of male gay orgamisations was not as strong. There 1s
a lack both in terms of 2 gay movement as a political force with objectives for social change and
in terms of ‘community”.  Newertheless, there have been some short-lived organisations such as
the Gay Entrepreneurs Association of Thailand (GEAT) and White Line (Sen-5Si-Kao), which became
active when gays were the main target of AIDS-related attacks, and faded away at the beginning of
the 1990s. Leshians, on the other hand, feel more strongly the need to come together as a group
or community since they have to face more violence on the part of patniarchal society, as a result
of their refusal to submit to the authonty of men. For instance, some of them have been raped by
members of their family in an attempt to convert them to heterosexuality.

The debate, more than ever before, brought to the fore the concerns and diversity of views around
homosexuality on the part of different groups of pecple in the society, as the debate was raised
the notion that zall people should associate, neot just a small group of people interested in AIDS
Issue. The debate is not dissimilar from the one in the 1980s, when the media attempted to make
a connection between AIDS and homosexuality. At that time, psychelogists carmied considerable
weight in the society and most of them were concerned with homosexuality as pathology and
with the ‘causes’ of homosexuality: for instance, family, financial problems, environment, factors
which some do still believe in. Such points of view still remain among some Thai people, and within
these discourses homosexuality 1s conflated with 'wrong” behaviours that need to be corrected’.
The preoccupation with these ideas has put homosexuals in the position of the deviant "Other’ that
needs to be repressed in the society, Here are some arguments that have been used by those who

79 Anjaree was formed twvelve vears ago, at 2 ime when zay men 1 Thailand were begimming to gain wider public approval Anjaree
todav has 300 members nationwide and vublizshes a bimonthly Thai-lansuase newsletter
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support the ban:

"We are agreed with Rajabhat because we need to protect the society from the spread of these
deviant people. If we do not repress them, our country will be full of people with sexual deviations,

which would ultimately weaken our society as a whole, "=
Editorial, Thai Rath Newspaper

"I will not lift the ban on gays for teaching jobs. How can we change it for only "a few people™? They
[human rights groups] should think about the future of young people, not simply cite human rnights
violations as reasons to demand the lifting of the ban. I will put them in a special school for only

deviant people as they are to be considerad "sick” people."™™
Education Minister Sukavich Rangsitpol

These are discourses that frame homosexuality as pathology and the homosexual as a social problem,
just as if they were criminzals or mental patients who need to be ‘contained’ if not “eliminated”
from the society. The expression of such points of view and the strong defence of these beliefs
represent an extreme in Thai society, as Thal people prefer to adopt an attitude of compromise
when dealing with these types of situation. By and large, different viewpoints simultan=sously call
for a better understanding of homosexuals and the expression of pity at their unavoidable and
unchangeable fate. However, indirectly the Rajabhat issue has brought these feelings more strongly
to the forefront because of the concerns around the traditional Thal family. Maost of the arguments

B0 Editonial Section, Thai Rath Newspaper, January 25, 1997,
Bl Diatly Mews Newspaner. Januars 28, 1097
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raised by Rajabhat were supported largely as a result of people claiming they were concerned that
children might imitate their teachers’ "'misbehaviour’. They were backed by polls showing that a
very high-percentage of parents did not want their children to study 'sexually deviant” teachers.
This is because the strictly heterosexual ideclogy of the family has been threatened by the idea that
children, who will carry forward the family line, will eventually become homosexual and discontinue
the lineage as a result of the effect of homosexual teachers. The following discourse was framed by
the misunderstanding that homosexuality could result from imitation, and blames homosexuals for
not displaying the 'correct” behaviours.

“It's not discnmination. It's okay for homosexuals to work in other fields. But not as teachers
because they are dealing with kids. They usually adopt teachers as "role models”. It 1s worrying to
allow children to receive a bad influence from teachers with an improper sexual conduct_. They are

too young to differentiate between good and bad. ™™
Assistant Professor Prangsri Panichajakul, president of the Rajabhat Institute’s Suan Sunandha
Campus

"We will not take sexually deviant people into our teacher training faculty, particularly into the courses
which prepare them to teach kindergarten and primary school pupils. Their deviant behaviours

will have some negative impact on the pupils. ™
Assistant Professor Siroj Polpanthin, rector of Rajabhat Institute’s Suan Dusit campus

B2 Eulchares Tansubhapol, “Where hemesexuals fear to tread”, Outlock Section, Bangkok Pozr, January 20, 1997,
83 Sinkul Bunnas and Amoa Santimatanedol. Education Section. Banekok Posr. Januwary. 1. 1997,
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On the other hand, the opposition to the ban brought in academics from Mahidol University and
several human nghts crganisations as a strategy to carry more weight in their debate, as Thai people
respect academics and tend to believe what they say as a fact. In this way, the opposition tried to
avold a direct confrontation with the society, and by using the human rights issue they got away
from having to face the society with the labels "gay” or "lesbian”. Instead of a big demonstration to
publicly confront the society, they chose to submit a protest letter to the Education Minister and urge
international human nights erganisations to put pressure on the government to take action. Here
are some of the debates attempting to frame the discourse in terms of human nights:

"The policy is obsolete and against democratic and human nght principles... Although they are
sexually deviant, they should have the same rnight to education as other people. Taking them in 15

better than leaving them out, for it could lead to social problems. ™
Anchana Suwannanond, Anjaree’s representative

"Discrimination against gays i1s not only a violation of human rights but also a way of sowing hatred

among pecple in society.™
Krittaya Arjvanichkul, a social science lecturer at Mahidol University

However, 1t was still 3 matter of confusion for most people, including the media, to think of

84 Sinkul Bunnag, “Human Bights Groups to Fight Ban en Gays", Education Section, Bangkok Pasr, Tanuary 20, 1997
85 thad.
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homosexuals as only "Tom” {tomboy), "Tut” (from "Tootsie” — a degraded name for kafoey), because
of their cbvious behaviour in public. As the public for the first time began tec realise that there are
homosexuals who are not transvestites or effeminate men, or butch "tom” lesbians who act like
men, guestions;-then arose as to how the Rajabhat Institute could tell who was homosexual and who
was not, since there were "Dees” (the "Tom's” feminine partner) or Toms who acted like ordinary
women, and gays who acted straight. The Institute attempted to find answers to these guestions by
assuming that that they would be able to detect signs of homosexuality from the psychology tests
and interviews, thus enabling them to screen out gays and lesbians at an early stage.

Finally, almost a year later, the ban was lifted in September 1997, prompting a few headlines in the
news, after a cabinet reshuffle and the appointment of a new Minister of Education, but not before
there had been considerable public debate and a flurry of activity in the local Thai and English-language
prass. The new Education Minister, Chiangchal Mongkeltham, referred to the ban as having been
based on the misunderstanding that students would regard homosexual teachers as role models, ™
though the Institute simultaneously proposed a new rule to keep cut what it described as "sexually
abnormal’ people. As one of the members of Rajabhat Council, Wanlop Pivamonotham, explained:
“the Institute misunderstood and usad the wrong word. That's why it seems to violate human rights.
The best way Is to single out sexually abnormal people.™ To screen "sexually abnormal” people,
applicants would be required to take a test. The test was not final: the result of an interview would
also be taken into consideration.

86 Sinkul Bunnag, Education Section, Banghok Posr, September 2, 1897
87 Sinkul Bumnas. “Collees Lifis itz Ban on Gav Entrants”. Education Section. Banekok Post. Sentember 11. 1997
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Rajabhat did change their reguiations and removed the term "homosexuahty’ tfrom their examples
under the ‘sexuzal deviant’ category, employing the term 'sexually abnormal’, which targets both
heterosexuals and homesexuals, though it would be difficult to change Rajabhat prejudice and
discnmination. In some sense it helped to move homosexuality beyond pathology. This was also
well demonstrated in the debate around the issue of Thai people being more concerned with the
“correct behaviour” in public than with what they really are in the pnvate lives. As long as "gays”™
or "leshians” can present themselves in public as "straight”, there can be tolerance in the society.
Nevertheless, the debate has moved the homosexual issue into public discourses where labels such
as "tut”, "tom”, "dee”, "gay", and "lesbian” were being claimed, clanfied and contested in the public
space of the media instead of in the dark comers of Bangkok streets where the invisible punishment
can be vioclence. As Anjana said in the first public conference on lesbian nghts, a few months after
Rajabhat had lifted its ban, "the time 15 npe for us to reveal ourselves to society, ™

88 Jenmifer Bhiss. “Maior Boosr for Lesbian Riehes”. Pink Ink. Vol. 1. No. 4. Jammarv. 1998,
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ALTERNATIVE LOVE FILM FESTIVAL

Without any written laws, the tolerance of people in the socciety may be withdrawn at any time, as
was again demonstrated during a three-day event — Alternative Love Film Festival (gay and lesbian
film festival) — in October 1998. While the Rajabhat’s opposition challenged the cutdated medicalised
and pathologising model of homosexuality that had dominated Thai society since the late 1960s and
attempted to claim the same nights as those of heterosexuals in everyday life, Alternative Love Film
Festival took a step further by attempting to fill the gap between reality in everyday life and modes
of representation. While it i1s acceptable to have an established site for the ever-growing gay venues
in Patpong and nearby areas, it is still unlikely for Thai people, and particularly the authonties, to
accept gay and leshian representation away from the stersotypical, or to challenge heterosexual
norms. Alternative Love Film Festival, in a way, has stood out as the model where we can see the
power of the hegemonic heterosexual ideology at work and an attempt by the authorities to eliminate
what does not conform to the norms. Itis alsec a kind of ‘fantasy’ space In which the 'deviant’ Other
claimed the public space and became a hegemonic ideoclogy.

The result would have been rather different if the festival had been organised by a particular gay
or lesbian organisation and attempted to open to the public: it would have been forced to occupy
a more private space on a Patpong comer. The fact that it being organised by some university
academics and including an academic forum within the festival was made it more acceptable for
the general public. Nevertheless, gays and lesbians have not been made very welcome by the
dominant Tha! academia, which has long been the authority on what knowledge i1s appropriate
or inappropriate for Thai society.  Following a press release in September publicising the festival
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under the Department of Motion Pictures and Stll Photography, Chulalongkern Unmiversity, the head
of department, Patamavades Charuworn denied that the department had anything to do with its
homosexual theme, which would give the university 2 bad reputation. The head of department,
who was also a member of the Censorship Board, had told the police and the Censorship Board that
there would be "immoral’ films shown at the festival., "Immoral” is one of the categories indicating
the nature of images to be screenad out by the film Censorship Board, including, for instance, love
scenes and, obviously, in this case homosexuality. Homosexuality has now stepped away from being
an 'iliness” but instead has been brandad ‘immoral’, apparently destroying a good Thai traditional
values,

Under the current law, It 15 illegal to show any “immoral’ films, such as those containing permography,
in public venues. Therefore it was illegal for the festival, with its link to an ‘immeorzl” theme, according
to Patamavadee, to show any films in public without having the films screened by the Censcrship
Board first. To aveid having parts of its films screened out, or whole films banned, the festival was
finally held under the alternative title Film Lover Group, so as to turn the festival into a private event
that allowed members only to view the films. In the end, the festival was forced out of the academic
circle and remained contained within a private space. Although the ‘private’ is no longer a space
filled with sorrow or self-hatred, it 1s now one that can open and extend into the "public’ space.

With a big sign indicating "Maembership Only”, in the private space of a makeshift theatre at the Saeng
Aroon Arts Centre, large crowds were drawn to the festival. Despite attempts by the authorties to
have it stopped, the cpening night was a full house. Some minutes after the first film had started
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showing, the local police interrupted the screening with a court order which stated that a complaint
had been received to the effect that a group of people were showing ‘immoral films’. After making a
statement in front of the audience that he was curous of what kind of films were showing, he police
left the theatre satisfied that nothing immoral or illegal was taking place. It was a rare moment that
the authorty has become a minority and was forced to be at the centre of attention for all the "gaze’
of the other to make a thorough investigation. Although he left the theatre in a rush afterwards,
undercover police, including a contingent from the Film Censorship Office, remained at the venue.
The police force, which had been deployed as an ultimate threat to confront those who broke the
law now became symbelic of an authornty that had failed to maintain the established norms. The
remaining pelice officers were no longer concerned with the ‘immoral’ theme but rather with saving
the 'face’ of the heterosexual ideclogy and retaimning its termitory in the public sphere, which had
been disrupted by homosexuality.

Located on Silom road, at the temporary theatre, the festival turned out to be a contested site and
somehow managed to funcbion as a fantasy site in the society. Aware of the fact that coming to
the festival might in some way be against the law and the authonties, and aware that they were
exposing themselves to the public gaze and ultimately to the media, despite the sign indicating
"private space”, both gays and lesbians, film cntics, film lovers, and some curious heterosexuals
were drawn to the place. The sign 1s posted in a2 similar manner as the sign "private property” in
front of So1 2 but Iin a different context. The "private property” I1s no longer a space of secrecy or
a closet space.  Although it would still be inappropriate to call it 3 'community” as the festival was
structured cut of the temporary in both time and space, but the short-lived character of the festival
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nevertheless provided a temporary space for a safte ‘coming out’ and the opportunity for people to
come to terms with their homosexuality in a semi-public space. It is a kind of space that at once
‘real” and "imagine’. It i1s a kind of test site that brought the invisible layers of Bangkok that
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

THE BODY:

RE-READING THE KATOEY BODY

Having, over the previous two years, knocked cut 18 of his 22 opponents in Chiang Mai, his hometown
province in northern Thailand, 16-year-old Parinya Kiatbutsaba, known as Nong Tum (or sister Tum)
or nak muay na-ya (boxer na-ya), had made his way through to the Lumpini Stadium, the famous
national boxing ning, in February 1998. What was supposed to be an ordinary fight between two
men in the age-old national sport of Muay Thal had turned into a rather significant event when
Parinya stepped out into the nng with full make-up, painted nails and a hair band. His appearance
identified him with those outside the nerm or, more specifically, with what Thai people know as a
katoey — a term that often refers to someone who 15 bioclogically male but who exhibits varying
degrees of femining behavicur, ranging from effeminacy to a sex-change operation — and caused
a big stir among the packed hetero-deminant audience as well as in the sacred masculine world of
Muay Thai, - regarded as the game of a real man in which "masculinity” 15 displayed, contested
and eventually sustained.™ The strange mixture that collapsed both the terms "masculinity” and
“femininity” into the same body had unsettled the once exclusively masculine space of boxing nng.
It also brought to our attention guestions around our knowledge of the body in relation to identity,
in this case sexual identity.

89 According to the Roval Institute Dictionary (20000, 2 Lategy 13 a person who has the genitzls of both sexes or a person who has

mentality or behaviows of the opposite sex. If can also mean a ssedless fmt However, m common parlance, 1t 15 a tradifional term refar-
ring to both men and women who exhibit cross-dressing, though nowadays 1t 15 often apphied only to males who exbabat varving degress of
fenunine bahaviours, ranging from efferymacy to undergome a sex-change operation, and cccasionally used to refer to mazle homossxuals
i general. According to meadical notes, there ave two different kind of katosys: fustly, katosy fae (“ue hermaphrodite™), 2 person bom
with both gemitals, a condition that could be comected by an operation; and secendly, kateey dam (“false hermaphredite™), borm with daf-
ferent zemitals internally and externally.
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Using the Parinya event as the starting point of my inguiry, I wish to point out the way in which
Parinya’s body, and katoeys in general, have exposed, and transgressed, the loosaly-drawn boundary
in Thai society between heterosexual/homosexual, masculine/feminine, men/women/, public/private,
hegemony/minonty, etc, as well as exposing the 'other’ beyond the two sides of the binary. The
body has become, In a way, a strategic means of allowing katoeys to situate themselves in a society
where the binary sex/gender is predominant, and at the same time to be able to cntigue it from
within. What I am proposing here is that the body has become a site of more than just the sexed
body or the "natural’ body that underpinning hetero-ideclogy, a site that now engages in alternative
forms of thinking; in this case, thinking through body. This chapter will thus attempt to unvell scme
of the complex relaticnships that construct cne’s knowledge of society and of oneself.

By taking not only the example of Paninya's bedy, but also by a general reading of the body of
the katoey, we can begin to see the different ideclogies that have been played out, battling and
compromising, upon the body. With this in mind, my task is centered on the attempt to re-code and
at the same time recover/reassert the body of the katoey from the ignored and missing parts of a
history that has generally relied on the over-dominant discourse of heterosexual ideclogy. What 1
am particularly interested in i1s the way in which the katoey's body has been located and understood
through different pernicds, how this may have changed under different power regimes, and Westemn
influences. This includes the recent globalisation of the queer process, where the notion of 'gay’
and ‘lesbian’ becomes prominent in regard to homosexual discourse. My main argument 15 that
the biological body that has long been used as a significant mechanism of heterosexual ideclogy
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by imposing the idea of a compulsory binary opposition of sex/gender and the construction of
our knowledge of sex/gender, has become increasingly unsettled through, for instance, Parinya's
appearance in the boxing ring, or by what Judith Butler proposes in Gender Trouble, where she refers
to "a set of imitative practices which refer laterally to other imitations and which, jointly, construct
the illusion of a primary and interior gendered self or parody the mechanism of that construction”,
at the same time highlighting the constructed nature of hetercsexuality.™ The body, then, when
involved in certain acts, can also become a means through which 3 minontarian subject counters
the hegemonic ideclogy.

Several questions inform the discussion. Has the body in a Thai context been used to construct an
identity and sex/gender system, in general, in the same way as the dominant discourse from the
West? What does it mean to be embodied as a katoey today? How does it differ from what is known
In the West as "drag’ or 'transvestite’? If the katoey body, and homosexuality in general, can be seen
as a kind of closet, how is 1t similar or different from the closet that operates in the West? How have
their bodies been used in order to transgress the boundary of hegemonic heterosexual ideology
in the public space, in an attempt to provide an alternative means for katoeys and other minority
groups who have occupied a rather marginal space in society and have been virtually invisible in
any mode of representation, to be able to emerge within the dominant culture and yet at the same
time work against it from within? My central guestion is: In terms of their bodies, is it possible to
perceive them as an alternative third body (third sex/gender) outside of the compulsory opposition
of man/woman that features prominently in the West?

a0 Indith Butler, Gardar Troubla: Feminism and the Subversion of Idenritv. Londen: Rontlades 1900, o, 138,
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In order to help initerate my methodology, I wish to lock at the possibility of thinking of the body as
a space that has already been established. A number of researchers have explored the way in which
the body has been thought of as a kind of geocgraphy. Among them are Elizabeth Grosz: Volatile
Bodies. Toward a Corporeal Feminism (1994 ), and Judith Butler: Gender Trouble: Feminism and
the Subversion of Identity {1990) and Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of 'Sex’ (1993).
Both see the body as a constantly reworked surface of inscniption and resist the idea of dualism
that governs much of the work of feminist theorists regarding the body. The body as a geocgraphical
site has been inscribed and marked with differences in terms of gender, sexuality, race, age, and
so on. It has become a source of knowledge that provides a significant key to understanding the
soclal arrangements and power manifest in the body, as piensered by Michel Foucault whose works,
including The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972), Discipline and Punish {1979), History of Sexuality
Vols. I & III {1976, 1986) and Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977
(1980}, underlie the overall research. His mechanism of thinking could be regarded as the analytical
power relations which seem to problematise the political arrangements in societies. The Foucauldian
mechanism also refers to "discursive practices” which pnmanly function to bnidge the gap between
the realms of theory and practice. Adopting Foucault’s mechanism of ‘discursive practice” made It
possible to analyse a vanety of conditions in sccial arrangaments that take place on the body in Thai
society. It s through his study that one begins to look at the body 1n a different way and it is where
my own interest began to take shape.

He explains how power circulates within the social order through discourse. A discourse, in other
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words, could be descnibed as a set of recurmng statements that function systematically 1in order to
define cultural objects and provides the concepts and terms through which such an object can be
studied and discussed.™ Through his understanding of the body in terms of discourse, he discusses
it extensively, particularly in his work Discipline and Punish, examining the development of the
disciplinary mechanism since the seventeenth century through to its use in modern society to train
and regulate individuals.  The crucial point in his discussion is the way in which he shows how it
Is through the body that discipline takes effect, and how the mechanism is employed by varicus
institutions: prisons, hospitals, armies and schools, A body, as he stated, "is docile that may be
subjected, used, transformed, and improved”.™ Foucault writes:

..the systems of punishment are to be situated in a certain "political economy” of the body:
even If they do not make use of violent or blocdy punishment, even when they use "lenient”
methods invelving confinement or correction, it i1s always the body that is at 1ssue - the body
and its forces, their utility and their docility, their distnbution and their submission. (1979, p.
25)

The body then becomes the site where power and the process of normalisation take place. For this
research, by employing Foucault’s mechanism of "discursive practice’, the body may refer to the actual
place wherse power could be embodied and reflect the social determinations.  This mechanism will

91 Dami Cavallare, Critical and Cultural Theory, Hew Jersey: The Athlone Prass, 2001, p. 90
92 Michel Foucanlt. Discivline and Punish. New York: Vintase. 1979 v, 198,
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provide a possibility for this research to open up the complex social arrangements at the microscopic
site where the condition of social arrangements primarily emerges — the body.

What am I particularly interestaed in here is not only the body as a site that has been subjected to
power, but more importantly the body as a site with a difference which may ultimately be excluded
from the general agreement and those that "have the cunious property of being in relation with all the
other sites, but in such a way as to subject, neutralise, or invert the set of relations that they happen
to designate, mirror, or reflect’, which Foucault terms ‘utopia’ and "heterotopiz’™ While Utopia,
as he suggests, 15 a site with no real space as it represents society in its perfection, heterotopia 1s
absolutzly real, with a site that is different from all the arrangements that they reflect. In his essay
Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias, Foucault attempts to systematically explain heterotopia
and locate them physically in reality such as in prisons or asylums and many other real places such
as cinemas, holiday camps, brothels and so on.

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilisation, real places - places that do exist
and that are formed in the very founding of society — which are something like counter-sites, a
kind of effectively enacted utopia in which real sites, all the other real sites that can be found
in the culture, are simultansously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this kind
are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality.
(Foucault, 1986, p. 24)

a3 Michal Foneamlt. '0F Other Spaces: Utomas and Heterotonias’ m Diaeritics 16, 1986, po. 22-27.
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Heterotopia could emerge anywhere when people are granted the opportunity to think of their own
conditions in relaticn to the set of norms that have directly governed their very being; for instance,
the separation of spabiality between the 'normal’ and "deviant’ body such as a katoey body under the
condition of heterosexual determination.

In the absence of a proper history of the katoey, and in the attempt to locate the katoey, as well
as homosaxuals, in Thai society, Foucault's heterotopia has provided an alternative way to consider
and locate what has been left out of the dominant ideclogy as well as history. Therefore, firstly, 1
would like to use the concept of heterotopia as a kind of alternative form of thinking in an attempt
to understand and re-cover what could be seen as a2 missing body in history. Secondly, I want to re-
read the katoey body in order to reveal the possibility of sccially constructed counter-sites to Thai
social orders that are embodied in the form of a kafoey body. These are the two concepts I wish to
use as a guideline throughout the follewing discussion. I also want to relate the discussion of the
katoey body as heterotopia to my overall theme, lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, in terms of the way that
‘heterotopia® may help to better explain lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd on a "'microscopic” level through the
reading of the katoey body from the past to the present.

By using Foucault's heterotopia as a guide, on the one hand, the katoey body can be seen as a sort
of effectively realised utopia, as it embodies and represents the Thai ideclogy of unity where the
human is part of the universe/nature, denved from the age-long concept of Brahman, as well as the
influence of Daocism where the idea of unity involves two very different forces, yvin and yvang, the ideal
unity of sexes. The human body, as part of nature and of something that is more important than
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contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Iitself, 15 reflected through the ideological body that 1s often reterred to in tradiional Thai literature
and folklore, where in the same body the human, animal, deities and other creatures can co-exist
harmoniously. The body, in an ideal world, 15 no longer bounded by physical existence but reflects
a certain ideoclogy, an idea that is often reflected and employed by all branches of the traditional
arts, whether painting, theatre, or even film.™ The katoey, who embodies both man and woman,
therefore, represents the non-dualist That ideclogy, in both the sense of the boedy that is non-fixed
and the human body at its most perfect, as both yin and vang co-habiting within the same body. This
ideclogy also points to the fundamentzl difference between Thai and Western modes of thinking.
While the Western mode i1s based on dualism, with the assumption that there are two distinct and
incompatible substances, each with its own sphere, in this binary usually one pele dominates the
other. The Thal mode of thinking is constructed on the basis of two equal sides, like the two sides of
a coin, and the idea of yin and yang where the existence of one compliments the other. The "other’
of Western philosophy has become a kind of unwanted, undesirable part, or even a leftover of what
constitutes the "self, while the "other’ in the Thal version offers a positive approach which may lead
to a different kind of understanding.

Cn the one hand, the katoey body can be ssen as heterotopia in the sense that it does exist in
soclety, where it becomes the ‘other’ vis-a-vis the heterosexual arrangements. Unlike the body of
the gay man, which has-become a kind of closet or concealed space where he can hide his sexual
identity while being forced to submit to heterosexual norms, the katoey body is not a concealmeant

94 Mithi Aerwsrmwong (1993) suggests that the body m traditional performances, later transposad to film, embodies the :daolosy,
not necessarily in direct relation to the smrounding reality but instead reflecting another leval of tuth representad by the character as he
attemmts to exolam the wrealistic aooroach towards chvsical avoearance m the Thai perfornuns arts. meludine films.
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of sexual identity, but instead the embodiment of both sexes. It 15 neither one nor the other. Instead
of becoming a passive, fixed, and non-dialectical site, the katoey body becomes the kind of site that
bell hooks has called of ‘radical openness’, no longer fixed in a dualistic way as kafoeys attempt
to move beyond the boundary of the binary and into different spaces.™ By embodying a kind of
ambivalent and in-between space, katoeys have become a site of creativity, their bodies a kind of
playground allowing the fragments of each compulsory sexual category to be reconstructed in a way
that may move us beyond the imitations of social determinations. As the "deviant other’, they have
also become a site in which their bodies are a kind of testament of resistance to the existing norms
of the sex/gender category.

It becomes an endlessly negotiated and renegotiated site between the dominant ideclogy and the
minoritarian subject negotiate, which could lead to an imaaginative way of discussing relationships
through which minocnty subjects could survive and act within the dominant ideolegy. Therefore,
katoey bodies, with their potential for revealing the dichetomy of the relationship between repress/
oppress, powerfcontrol, and centre/penphery dernived from social arrangements, become the
discursive formations which allow us to engage with an altermnative form of thinking with regard to
social arrangements and spaces concerning the embodiment of gender.

However, Foucault’s notion of heterotopia is fundamentzally problematic. The way in which the katoey
body has been directly moulded and subjugated by many different power regimes, ranging from the
absolute power of kings or dictators to the modern-day bureaucratic system, has undoubtedly been

a5 bell hooks. Fegrmine: Race. Gendar and Culral Politics. Boston: Sowth End Press. 1990 o, 152,
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

contingent and involved highly specific local transformations. By derwving trom Western history, the
implication of heterotopia also runs the risk of falling into the trap of universalising. Conseguently,
It is necessary to locate this investigation within the Thai context, and I will also attempt to review
the existing knowledge in relation to the subject by tracing the meanings and the importance of
the body in everyday life to Buddhist beliefs, as well as the Thai construction of sex/gender, which
could problematise the Western understanding of body, sex, gender and sexuality, which has long
been held as the only authontative knowledge. In both cases, I finally aim to amive at a distinctive
formation in the understanding of the katoey body that cannot be easily reduced to another Western
reading, whilst also being aware of the global queenng process.

Uk wERKITEI
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MATERIALISING THE KATOEY BODY: A MISSING BODY IN THAI HISTORY
-Buddhist Body: dialogue with the West

The disciplines of philosophy and scignce which have leng shaped and framed the overall knowledge
of the body and sex/gender in the West, and contributed significantly to knowledge in the rest of
the world, in some ways take a rather different turn in Thai society, where Theravada Buddhism is
the main influence Iin almost every aspect of life. However, it needs to be noted from the start that
not all Thais are deveted practitioners and that Buddhism cannot be simply used to explain every
thought and every act in the modern world, but it certainly can provide many Thais with a way of
viewing the world, moral standards and a shared language.™ What I attempt to pursue here is what
may have been ignored by some scholars writing about the Thal gender system, and the way that
the cultural and sccial differences in Thailand may have produced the different ways that body and
self are understood. As there has been little or no evidence as to how Thai thinking on the body and
how the body has been shaped and reshaped through different forces in Thai society, I shall attempt
to consider political, social and cultural forces in order to reach a useful mode for understanding the
body in relation to the construction of the sex/gender systemn, leading to a further understanding of
the katoey body and its place within Thai society.

It I1s necessary to refer to Theravada Buddhism, which I will call simply "Buddhism”™ in the rest of
the chapter, to be able to move towards an understanding of Thai people’s beliefs about the bedy.
However, it 1s important to keep in mind the vanous interpretations that schelars have drawn upon
to support their statements. In the general understanding of Buddhism, the body i1s no more than

an _intermediate site that one temporanly inhabits in order to repay one’s karma. It is often the
296 Pamnv Van Esterik. Marerializine Thailand. Owford: Bare, 2000, o 86,
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case that we continue to produce karma until we can reach the ultimate goal in Buddhism, nirvana.
This literally means "extinction”, and the term can be interpreted in many ways: for instance, the
extinction of any suffering-or the extinction of the ego (or sangkhara, a term that could refer to
both body and mind).™ The body, in other words, is only a vehicle for karma to materialise, as it is
nothing in itself. At the heart of Buddhism, ideclogically, there is not even a "body” that exists on
its own. It 1s just a mixture of varicus elements (either in terms of gasecus chemical elements - 1.e.
oxygen, hydrogen, etc. — or the four elements of earth, water, wind, and fire) that can themselves
be traced to the state of emptiness.™ Therefore one should not attach to the body the concept of
"self”, as there is no initial "self” to be considered.

What I term the "body” above needs to be understood in the context of Buddhism, where It is
distinct from the Western concept of dualism between mind and body, particularly Cartesiandualism.™=

o7 Buddhadhasbhikku, Handbook of Mankind, Bangkek: Pappim, 1988 p. 49 There have been many mmterpretations of Buddha's
teachings over the centunies. Buddhadhasbhikku has been one of the prominent monks in contemporary That soctety whe have attempt-
ed to refuan to the fundamentzls of Buddha's teachings anndst the zrowmg interest in ntuals and ceremomies rather than the practice of
Buddha®s actual teachmgs, upon whoch I base my arguments concermung Buddhzzm.

98 thed., p.39.

99 Christianity, for its part, bas conventionally separated mund and Body in relation to what is immertal and what is mortal, which
is exemplifi=d by the fizure of Christ himself whose soul and immertality is derived from God, while the body and mortality is hnman.
Although it is ondy through Descartes, and what eventally became known as “Cartesian dualism”, that nltimately the foundations of
knowledge were linked to the mindbody opposition, as he believes that in order to acquire knowledge one needs (0 separats — if not
abandon — the soul, or consciousness, from natre. The mind (soul, reason, and conscionsness) is, then, thoueht to be more important
than, and keld as superior to, the body (matter, natare, and corporsality). It is this dualistic mentality that has consistendy dominated
Western thought throughout its history of philesophy, where there have been both the attempt to overcome as well as to justify the idea,
particularly in relation to the coposition between man and woman. which has often linked men 1o mind and women to bodw.
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However, ona needs to keep in mind the influence of Cartesian duzalism in the natural sciences which
has ended up dominating the body of knowladge in every part of the world. In Buddhism, there is
mention of both terms, chitta ("mind”) and gaya("body”); however, one has never been understood
as being superior to the other. The body is neither governed by the mind nor subordinated to
It, as they are both egually important. While Western philosophy has reduced the body to only
matter or substance that needs to be separated from the mind, Buddhist philosophy considers the
body to be on the same level as the mind and maintains its significance in relation to the path of
enlightenment, =

In her essay "Body and the Enlightenment”, Suwanna Satha-anan attempts to demonstrate just this
as she discusses the body as both an obstacle and a vehicle to achieve enlightenment. She argues
that although throughout the history of Buddhism the training and controlling of chitta has always
been significant to the understanding of Dharma, Buddha's teaching, this does not mean that It
should be separated from the training and controlling of gaya.™ The importance of controlling gava
has also been suggested in the different practices between laypersons and monks who need to live
under a strict code of conduct in order to help them understand Dharma and ultimately achieve
enlightenment. However, at the same time, the body is viewed as a great obstacle to achiaving
enlightenment, as Buddha himself considered that the greatest obstacle for men 1s women’s bodies

100 The conception may not be much diffsrent from the ancisnt Indian religions which belisved both mind and body to be aqually
important, and whers the body plaved a significant part m the path to ukliimate tuth. However, Buddlism has gone one step further by
alming at nirvana.

101 Suwanna Satha-anan “Guy and the Enlishtenment™ in Permrang-Pranggny, Pantta Chalermpac-Koranantakul {ed.), Bangkok:
Koofa: Pnntine. 1998, o, 534
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(including all senses: sound, smell, taste, and touch of the female), and vice versa in the case of
women.

The body is, then, the site of desire, lust, and attachments that one needs to control and ultimately
understand the ephemeral nature of. Moreover, it is what makes us fall into illusion, succumb to
the temptation of the senses, and what chains us to the continual circle of karma and the bonds of
samsara, the succession of birth and rebirth that characterises all existence. ™ The negative depiction
of decay and impermanence of the body in Buddha's teaching 15 one of the ways that help one to
detach from the physical form of body. The rotten, stinking bedy is often a subject for the monk to
meditate upon. Therefore the body or gaya that has been trained in detachment is perceivad as the
best vehicle and also the significant condition leading to the path of enlightenment. As Suwanna
points out, many branches of Buddhism believe that without the human body enlightenment cannot
possibly be achieved.™ Nevertheless, it does not mean that the body 1s more important than the
mind, as both chitta and gaya are necessary to achieve enlightenment and ultimately nirvana. This
Is best demonstrated in the Buddhist meditation vipassana, the aim of which i1s to attain wisdom as
the first step towards achieving the ultimate Buddhist goal of nirvana, when both chit and guy no
longer exist. ™ In order to practise vipassana, both chit and guy have to be harmoniously trained

to the ultimate awareness of all things that could cause suffering and desire, and for the advanced
102 Beamard Faure, The Red Thread: Buddhizm Appreachss re Sexuality, Pninceton: Princaton University Press, 1998, p. 55

103 Suwanna Satha-anan, “CGuy and the Enhshtment”™ m Pernramg-Prangguy, Fartia Chalemmpao-Koranantakul {ed.), Bangkok:
Eopfai Printing, 1998 p. 62.

104 Aswas demenstrated by the Buddha himself when he expenimented with all sort of practices in order to find the ultimate truth
i life. self-torture bems one of the wavs. He thought that neslectms and tortunng the bodwv and concentrating on the mind could bringz
hum enhghtenment. It was the “muddle wav™ which proved to be the rnight vath. where mind and bodv zre eonally balanced.
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learner to be able to dismiss them trom the outset. Whereas in Western perceptions of meditation,

based on the idea of dualism, one attempts to withdraw the mind from the body and the werld
altogether, ==

By linking the split between mind/body to man/woman, it undeniably forms what has led to be the
conception of patnarchy in which women have to be subordinated and oppressed by men. It is a
concept that has been opposed and well documented by many radical feminists and for the past
decade queer theonsts in order to move beyond the binary of man/woman. Butler, among them, has
taken up, Foucault in an attempt to overturn the dualism between mind and body and significantly
suggest that the oppressive system, which constitutes women and homosexuals as subordinated, If
not outsiders, is a socially constructed one.

The Western mode of thinking which ties women to bedy and men to mind and leads to patrniarchal
culture, I argue, may have little relevance to Thai ideclogy, as the body 1s no longer the sexed
body, but the cbstacle that all beings, despite their gender/sexuality, nead to overcome. Gender has
never been a major concern for Thais, as other categories are of egual, or In some cases of more
important, concern, such as age, wealth, status and position in the social hierarchy. Ones’ identity,
such as being 2 man or a woman, is also believed to change each time one 1s reborn, according to
the law of karma, unlike the Judaec-Christian tradition where the identities of men and women are
eternal.™ Buddhism not only encourages people to understand the changeable and impermaneant
105  Brian P McGuath, “Bangkok Simultopia™ in Embodied Utapias: Gender, Social Change and the Medern Memopolis (eds. SAmy

Bingaman, Lise Sanders and Febecca Zorach), London: Eoutledze, 2002, p. 208,
106 Pennv Van Estenik. Marerializine Thailand. Oreford: Bers, 2000, o 73.
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

nature of gender, it uliimately encourages the extinguishing of gender and selt” altogether, wherein
lies the fundamental difference from the West's understanding of "self’. This basic tenet of Buddhism
provides a rather significant way to deconstruct the sex/gender structure altogether and allows for
the possibility of other genders, beyond the fixed binary gender identities, to co-exist in Thai society,
as I shall discuss further.
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-(BODY) SURFACES THAT MATTER: KATOEYS AS LAK-KA-PHET

Buddhism has not only provided the background for non-binary attitudes towards sex/gender and
non-matenalistic attitudes towards the sexed body, but It has also provided, in terms of the linguistic
construction of Thal sex/gender,-a rather ambiguous view of sex/gender and the various categories
invalved. What is known by the separateterms "sex”, "gender” and "sexuality” in the West, is described
in Thai society by the term phet, in which the boundary between the three tends to dissolve, allowing
people to move in and out of each category without being confined to a particular domain. If one
were to attemnpt to pin down these boundarnies and differentiate them, it would reflect the structure
of Western discourses rather than the indigenous Thai sex/gender pattern. What is more important
for Thal people i1s not the category of phet but the difference between roles of each phet.

In a commoen parlance, the terms phet chai/ phet ying or phet puchai/phet puying {"man/woman”
or "masculine/feminine”) - biological sex or gender — can all be referred back to the biolegical
domain, their significance underlined by the roles and duties in society, as the phet in Buddhism
has suggested. For a person to perform a masculine or feminine role i1s, thus, believed to be
biologically based in maleness or femaleness, while katoeys are belisved to be biologically based in
hermaphroditism.™= It is possible to argue that the Thai sex/gender system 15 body-based, as people
access their gender/sexual identity through the body. However, the blurming of the boundanes
between sex/gender/sexuality and the slipperiness of the language allows people to move in and out
of the categones as well as providing the space for a2 third sex/gender to exist, as evidently shown in

the long history of the katoeys, who are considered neither male nor female.™  From a linguistic
107 Pater Jackzon, Dear Uncle Go: Male Homosexnality in Thailand, Bangkok: Bualnang Bocks, 1995 p. 217,
108 Fare lustorical data from ancient law and
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

point of view, the term katoey can probably be traced to the root of 3 pre-Angkonan Khmer verb
variously representad in inscriptions as dai or doej (which could be pronounced similarly to toey),
which meant "to be other/different”, ==

However, newly invented terms such as gay, gay king (sexually acting as penetrator), gay queen
(sexually acting as receiver), tom (masculine-lesbian), and dee (feminine lesbian) have increasingly
extended the meaning of phet towards sexuality which varies from category to category. For those
with the clear identity of chai {man) and ying (woman), we should conceive of sexuality (heterosexual/
homosexual) as a zone of slippage that may move across these two categonies without disrupting
their core identibies. (Jackscn, 1989, p. 170). The category of katoey believed to be biclogically
based in hermaphroditism, called katoey tae ("real katoey”), has now extended to the realm of
sexuality and i1s used to describe homosexual men who exhibit varying degrees of femininity.

This non-binary approach towards sex/gender can be traced back toc the term phet, which has been
used in Buddhism in a rather non-sexually related manner, but employed instead to refer to status
and way of life. Phet kha-ra-vas (phet lay person) and phet ban-pa-chit (phet monk) are the two
terms used to identify the separate identity of persons in a secular world and a religious world. If
a perscn does not behave correctly according to their status in either a worldly or religious world,

relizionsdoruments mentiomng various tvpes of sex'zender, includmz ubkarobyanjonaka (refeming to hermaphrodites), have proved a
long history of the existence of the katoey as a third sex/zender. Howewer, it would obvicusly take more than one chapter to discuss the
history of the karoeys. It 1z not moy mntention here to diseuss 1t in datail, except to offer some nseful backeroumd in crder to undsrstand the
modem rapresentation of kafeeys and thewr place m medem Tha society.

104 Peter Tackson. Dear Uncle Go. Male Homosexnality in Thailand. Banekok: Bualnanz Bocks. 1995, p. 193,
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the term lak-xa-phet 15 used to descrnibe them. The term was |ater bormrowed to descrnbe a person
whose behaviour and appearance can neither be described as male nor female. In another twist, the
term lak-ka-phet can also mean "disguise”, to hide ones’ true identity — for instance, a katoey who
attemnpts to pass as a woman or a gay who man attempts to pass as a straight man.

While suggesting that Thais access their identity through their body, what really matters to Thais are
the body surfaces that appear to the public, although the biclogical body has played an important
part in identifying Thai gender and sexuality, due to Thai sensitivity to context or what is known as
kalatesa, which has already been discussed. It is the changeable surfaces that allow for the flow
of multiple gender/sexual identities.™® The gender/sexual surfaces can be perceived as temporary
and non-fixed, and can be transformed in order to have a 'correct’ and smooth contact with others
and be accepted in society. Therefore it i1s important to adapt the body surfaces and behaviours
according to the naght kalatesa.

The body surfaces, therefore, have become part of the socialisation process and need to be controlled
while communicating with others. This may prove a striking difference from what foreigners experience
with their bodies.

Foreigners are painfully obvious on Bangkok streets as they tnp off curbs, lurch into other
pedestrians and bump into immovable ocbjects. This lack of control of their bodies and lack

110 It 15 important to note that the That term kalateza 15 different from the English meamng of “context™, as 1t has often been trans-
lated inte. As Penny Van Estenk wiites: “Tt does net refer to 2 broad, statie framing for text or practice, but to the coming together of
unmediate cireumstances m time and space n a certam fashoien ™ Q2002 o, 407
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of awareness of how they move through space illustrates Westerners™ different onentation to
their bodies. Thai appear to be much more “in’ their bedies than do Westerners, suggesting

that the core Thai self 1s strongly embodied and effectively socialised.
(Esterik, 1999, p, 283)

Van Esterik’s observations may confirm that Thai people tend to have better contrel of their bodies
than Westernars. However, as McGrath points out, it would be a2 misunderstanding to identify a ‘core’
‘Thai self’ as 'embeodied’ because Thai self-presentation, as he sugagests, i1s "strongly embodied as
result of highly codified, culturally constructed, embodied practices”.™® Rather than identifying a
‘core’"Thai salf’ as "embedied’, the two could be seen as separate. In the extreme case of monks,
every step and every gesture is completely felt as a result of the practice of meditation or vipassana;
thus, instead of realising and constructing self through the body, the practice aims at a dissclution
of a self. For the rest, body control and body awareness could be seen as a significant part of
a socialisation process which, unhike that of a3 Westerner, does not require an essentialised self-
identity.

AsIdiscussed inthe previous chapter, Thai society operates around the construction and represantation
of positive images, and It 1s impeortant to conform to others’ expectations and what others think of
one. Therefore, maintaining the body surface (symbclically referred to as “face” or na, which
stands for one’s social image) 1s a2 necessary part of the socialisation process. If one fails to live up
to others’ expectations, terms such as sie na ("loose face™) and kai na ("selling the face™) will be

111 Brian P. McGrath, “Bangkek Simultopia™ m Embodied Utopias: Gender, Social Change and the Modern Memropoliz (eds. Amy
Bmezman. Lise Sanders and Febecea Zorach). London: Foutled=e, 2002 o, 208,
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used to descnbe one’s fallure and one would be shamed. Its significance in Thal society leads Petar
Jackson to refer to it as "the culture of face and shame” (Jackson, 1995, pp. 41-42).

However, as discussed m the What is Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd? section, the Thai body surface or “face’ i1z not based on the
mterior or the self as o the West. In the over-determination of Buddhism, there is no “self” and what we cling on to as whe
we are, whether man, woman, hosband, wife, ete, 15 only illusory and impermanent. The Thai ‘face’ 1s, then, disconnected
from what the West knows as “self’; instead it 15 transformable and transitory, depending on time, locations and relationship
with persons, or “kalatesa”. McGrath argues that the Tha face “is a modem practice that dismantles Western faciality and
landscapicity. ™ “Tits strategy 15 not one of resistance to outside mfluences, nor a retum to an ideal of radition, but of
nmultpheity, polyvocality, and somultaneity. ™ Although kalatesa may allow the surface not to be nzidly fixed, the term and
its context must be analysed as 1t has laid an wnspoken mule for the gender hierarchy system that permuts one to have power
over another m the Thai construction of sex/gender.

112 ibid, p. 215.
113 ibid. p. 215.
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-KALATESA: KATOEYS AND THEIRS PLACES IN THE ORGANISING OF PHET (SEX/GENDER/
SEXUALITY) THROUGH SPACE AND TIME

Kalatess can be seen as a social code of conduct or social norms of behaviour aimed at maintaining
smooth relationships between individuals in Thai society; in other words, to create order in society.
This has become a form of social control: it is about the wrong behaviour that must be corrected, Tuk
kalatesa ("nght kalatesa™) and pid kalatesa ("wrong kalatesa”) are adopted to explain scmeone’s
behaviour as right or wrong according to the hierarchical system of space. However, one 15 not
obliged to follow the kalatesa, and may not be punished by any law; instead one will lose face
and respect in society, which 15 considered equally important, as I suggested earlier. One 15 also
dependent on the knowledge which identifies one's position in the hierarchical system, both in
terms of places and people, and knowing where, when, and how to present and express oneself
accordingly, which includes presenting and behaving cneself according to one’s own gender, In order
to conform to a nght kalatesa. Kalatesa, therefore, has provided people with rules for ordening the
surface appearance of bodies, expressed through the zppropnate language, dress and manners n
order to ensure a smooth relaticnship between hierarchies as well as with space.

The concept may resemble Foucault's notion of 'discipling’, as he attempts to explain how the
disciplinary mechanisms have individualised and at the same time 'normalised”’ each individuzal. By
aiming to control activibies according to time and space, discipline has turned into an instrument of
power that can only operate and function through the body. The body has to perform according to a
set of norms, in which discipline 15 imposed through rules and regulations, both formal and informal,
examinations and its mechanisms of punishment, that range from an extreme form of viclence to a
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contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

subftle one.

...the body is also directly involved in a political field; power relations have an immediate
hold upon it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to perform
ceremonies, to emit signs. (Foucault, 1979, pp. 25-26)

Like Foucault's discipline, kalatesa I1s also bounded by power that continucusly exercises its force
through the body. They both tie each individual to an identity. Therefore, this power, according to
Foucault, "deploys discourses, particularly knowledge, on and over bodies, establishing knowledge
as the representative of the truth of those bodies and their pleasures.™= It becomes possible to
see how the body as perceived today has been constructed through discourses as demonstrated
by kalatesa. It i1s a prime example of Foucault’s conception of the role of the body linking "power/
knowledge'. It is through knowledge that power is able to seize hold upen the bedy, and In tum, It
Is only through the regimes of power that knowledge functions. Kalatesa, which has long governad
our knowledge of the body, then, could be seen to be a result of vaned and elaborate sources of
power, L.e. religious, monarchical, and the more contemporary forms of government and its regimes,
which may operate through various medes: traditions, rules, laws etc.

Although Thailand does not have a clear caste system as in India, which i1s based on birth groups
and ecccupations, with the priest in the pre-eminent role, the hierarchy 1s a predominant part of
Thai society, and kalatesa is set according to the power relations between and within the hierarchy.

114  Elzabeth Grosz, Folarile Bodies: Teward a Corporeal Feminizm, Blocmungton and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994,
o 149-150.
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AL the top of the hierarchical tree are the monks (symbolically representing the religion), and the
king (symbchcally representing the monarchy), for whom the vtmost respect by the Thai people 1s
required, as well as conformity to the strict set of rules, a highly coded kalatesa, to communicate
with them.™ Others are ranked according to various categones such as age, status, merits, wealth
and occupation. Certain occupations are placed higher in the hierarchy than the rest, such as doctors
and teachers, as well as the military and the police force. The hierarchy i1s perhaps less concerned
with gender than with power, as a result of 2 combination of factors. As Tannenbaum suggests, many
women could rank higher than men, as "for Thais gender i1s a secondary concarn and status and
power receive prnimary consideration”.™® However, I would like to argue that in most cases, despite
the apparent Western influence in Bangkok, gender 15 still the source of power where men are in a
higher hierarchical position than women, although this needs to be considered in combination with
other factors. It can perhaps be explained through the Thai understanding of space, where the
hierarchy of things is very much bound up with the rule of kalatess. ™

&s I suggested in What is Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd?, the Thai ideclogy of space can be separated
into horizontal and vertical. All things, including our bodies, are categorised into different levels.

115 Eing Rama VI was mspired by the Bratish ity “God, King and Country’, which he adapted to TWation, Relizion and King”, as
wall as changing the flag to the tncolour flag to sigmify the Thar trintty.

116 Micola Tannenbaum, ‘Buddhism, Prostitution and Sex’ in Genders and Sexualities in Modern Thailand (eds. Peter A. Jackson
and Nenida Cook), Chiang Mai- Silkworm Books, 1999, p. 224

117 It needs to be noted that Thai peopls give nouch importance to space, m somes cases mare than to time: for exampls, Thai people
are likely to dress according to spaces or places more than according to time. Whersas m Western culture, cne mav dress accordmg to
time, as evidenced mn termes assizned to clothes, such as “evenng dress™ and “mghtgoan”. However, time may be most imoportant i con-
nection with That astrolosy.
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For example, it 1s not appropnate for women to touch men’'s heads, as man are 1in a higher position
and it would be a bad omen to do so. It is alsc not appropriate to touch the heads of the elderly, or
point the feet towards them, as such pecple are in a higher hierarchical position.™ The body itself is
also divided into symbolically higher - the head - and lower - the feet, and must be continually re-
positioned according to hierarchical relations to other bodies and places, such as in the relationship
between monks and laypersons.™ Thai people believe monks to cccupy 2 higher moral ground than
ordinary people as they have given up all worldly belongings and and are celibate, and are thus
treated with the utmost respect by all, including the king, as i1s shown by the way we greet them,
by bowing to the ground and gresting them at the level of their feet. Moreover, In order to maintain
their celibacy and high body status, monks do not allow women to touch them as it 15 believed to be
sinful, and it is part of the monks’ religious precepts not to have direct contact with women. So, as
can be seen in this vertically hierarchical system, men are believed to be in a higher position than
women. The simple explanation is that men are able to relocate themselves to a higher position
by changing to the higher phet (gender) of monkhood when they are ordained, while women on
the whole do not have that ability. Having a higher status has also allowed men to enter scme
of the spaces that are considered sacred and often reserved for men only, such as the Muay Thai
boxing stage. I would suggest that this partly explain the case of Parinya, who was allowed to enter
the boxing nng because of his biological sex, but as the boxing ring Is considered a sacred space,
his feminine appearance disrupted a space that is higher than women's status would allow them

118 In the past, these rules were taken seniously, as shown i the anctent law that if any crdinary people point the feet towards the
roval palace they mmest recerve the death penalty.

119 Bnan P. MeGrath, ‘Bangkok Sionltopia’ in Embodied Utopias: Gender, Social Change and the Modern Metropoliz, eds. by Ay
Bmezaman. Lise Sanders and Febecea Zorach London: Eoutladee, 2002, o, 203,
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to occupy. It 15 the same for monks and roval families, who are able to enter some sacred spaces
because they occupy a higher position. Whereas women and feminised men who do not fit into the
predominant masculine image of men, whether known as katoey or not, occupy a rather lower space
than men, as clearly demonstrated in Mahongsorn province, in northern-Thailand, where men used
tattoos to signify their adulthood. It is known that men who exhibited their tattoos were allowed to
bathe in the northern end of the nver, while women and other men who did not have tattoos and
were branded as not being men, or as non-men, bathed at the lower end of the niver, =

However, it is also important to note that this hierarchical, system, which can be traced back to
the sakdina system — a feudal ranking based on the amount of rice land and manpower — and the
knowledge of body has also been governed by the belief in karma, whereby one should learn to
accept the different power relations into which one i1s born, sach with its own karma that ocne has
to repay or regain in the present |ife.™ It is generally believed that the body, including the sex and
the ability/disability of the body, has been fixed and predetermined by karma. Through the law of
karma, power is matenalised in the body, as it is believed that being born with the body of a man
results from good karma, since men are believed to have a less difficult life, and more importantly,
can be ordained as monks. ™ Being born a woman or disabled is seen as the result of bad karma, and

120 Miti Pakavat, “Tattoos and the Formomg of [dentzty™ m Permrang-Prangguy (2d. by Pantta Chalennpao-Eoranantrakul), Bans-
kek: Krong-kam Jadpim Kop-fa1, 1998, p. 223,

121 According to Sunthravaks, the S1am elite attemopted to sustain the sakding system despite the 1932 coup abolizhmz the absolute
monzarchy, through the persising view of *.. passive acceptance of authorty, conformaty to existing views of conduct, and a2 belief that
the world zand ifs are govemed by the Buddhist law of karma® (Sunthraraks 1986, p. 78)

122 Thera has been much research both by Thai and Westarn scholars on the subject of whether Buddhism creatss diserinunation
azamst woman and homesexuals. as the Buddha has often been vortraved as reluctant to acceot the admission of women into sansha
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In both cases the individuals will thus supposedly endure a difficult lire. This 1s also true tor katoeys
and homosexuals, as Thais often believe that being born a katoey 1s the result of bad karma, such as
having committed adultery in a previous life. Therefore, katoeys are often viewed as an imperfect,
if not "abnormal” - pid-pokkati — human being who has to suffer and endure the somewhat unusual
condition of having a woman’s mind in a man’s body In order to repay their karma, and this cannot
be changed.™ Moreover, the Buddhist teaching that the body I1s unfixed and impermanent has led
to the belief that it is possible to become a katoey or homosexual within the circle of reincarnation
If one has done a bad deed, As a result, Thai people tend to adopt a more sympathetic approach
towards katoeys and homosexuals in generzl, as we all live under the same ethics of reincarnation,
as opposed to the violence and discnmination against them seen in some countnies in the West,
MNevertheless, not only gender but also other forms of status, including wealth, education, family
background, etc, also resulting from the belief in the law of karma, I argue, have been used to
sustain the hizrarchical system in society and as a tool by some elite groups to maintain their power
In society.

In this hierarchical arrangement, it is possible to consider katoeys and non-masculine men to have
a lower status than women. "The Law of the Three Seals” provides evidence of a law governing Thai

{monkhood). Chatsumal Kabilzmgh, in her bock Woman 5 Development in Buddkizm, and Sulak Sivaraksa m Seeds of Peace: A Buddhist
Fision of Renmewing Society, have both arzued that this has been a musinterpretation as, according to Buddha, every bemg has an equal
opporumnity to achisve enlightenmment.

123 Although there 15 no dochrine regardms remearnation m Buddmsm, Thar people still believe that it 15 possible for one to reincar-
nzte as any form of being besides Inman, and as a buman one can also be diffarent from others m terms of, for mstance, sex, waalth, social
status, and physical appearance, becanse of one’s karma. This belief has lad to an overemphaszis on the biolesical bedy as an indication to
mark and fix one’s identrty in terms of sex/zender. as beinz bom a man. a woman. o1 even a karoey.
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

soclety pnor to the nineteenth century, and refers to Kafoeys as unrehable witnesses in court. ™ [t
also supports the belief that generally katoeys were, despite the acknowledgement of their existence,
being left out of mainstream history, and it might be assumed that they had a low status in the
society. ™  But there is evidence, even in the absence of official historical documents regarding
their lives and roles in society, which would lead to the conclusion, from the various roles that
were performed by certain individuals (without direct mention of kateeys, but whose behaviour-and
appearance may identify them as katoeys), that In some cases katoeys were well regarded in Thai
society, which is further discussed below.

124 Source unknown.
125 Swermman Yensabar., “Gav Bights” m Erumether Tirglay. 14 Maw 2001, o 2
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-RE-COVERING THE KATOEY BODY: THE 'OTHER®  SPACE

With no official place in history, katoeys, with their un-masculine charactenstics and no properly
identified biological sex, I would argue, could be seen as standing outside the dominant paradigm
of male/female sex and masculing/feminine gender which may separate them socially and spatially
from heterosexual determinations as the ‘cther’. To re-cover the missing body that has rarely been
found in Thai history, one needs to look further than simply the form of the katoeys” bodies. As they
have been left out of the dominant idecloay, perceiving them as Foucault’s heterotopia may provide
an alternative way to understand and locate them within dominant history, as I suggested at the
beginning of this chapter. Looking into those other spaces that differ from the general armmangements
of Thal society, such as brothels, harems, places in folklore tales, and sacred places, will certainly
provide a fresh look at how katoeys’ bodies have long been operating within deminant ideology and
possibly functioning as a site of resistance to it. Their bedies have become a site that enables them
to be "absclutely different from all the sites they reflect and speak about” and to create a kind of
other space or other site. To understand the implications of the kinds of spaces they were producing,
one would need to recognise the possible roles they performed in society.

The first of their possible roles that I believe might best explain the real and vet imagined kinds of
spaces katoeys occupled was that of spint mediums. As spint mediums, katoeys embodied Thais
long belief in the sacredness of spinits, including the divinity that exists in trees, mountains, rivers,
etc, as well as ancestral spints that have bean part of the world and co-exist in everyday Thai life. The
belief, that was once part of Buddhism from the time of its ongins in Thailand, was similar to what in
Hinduism i1s known as animism, and became matenalised and embodied in the spirnt medium’s body,
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whose ambiguity as to their sex/gender identity as well as their chastity, particularly in terms of the
opposite sex”, added to their sacredness.® Though there is no direct connection with transvestism
as the source of the katoeys’ power, as in several cultures in Asia, there is the existence of a possible
third or ambiguous sex/gender which has often been linked to spiritual potency, as featured in an
essay by Ian Wilson, "Reog Ponorogo: Spintuality, Sexuality, and Power in a Javanese Performance
Tradition’.® He descnbes the warok as part of a long Javanese tradition, who was a spirttual advisor
to the ruler and well-respected in the society, and in order to maintain his power he could not have
a relationship with 2 woman.® Instead, he had a relationship with 2 gemblak, a young boy with
androgynous appearance.

Though the spint medium does not necessanly have to become or be a katoey, it often happens that
the spirits who possess the medium are of the opposite sex, which guite often leads to 2 change
in perscnality and behavicur that can either be tempeorary, as when possessed, or permanent. In
this regard, those who are spint mediums often possess both the male and female gualities of the
katoeys, as they exhibit varying degrees of cross-dressing and cross-behaviours. Or they may appeaar
in highly ambiguous clothes and display behaviour which may not clearly be identified as either

1 Chrizstiamty and Wastern ideolozy had a long-lasting impact on atterspts to separate what should and sheuld not be included m
Buddhism. Felizious belief and the baliaf in the spirual, wlich were once seen as different sidas of the same coin, weare made to separate
from each other (Buddhism = Buddha + Safya literally means mythie, supematural.) The belief m the spiitual has snce been deemed
uncivilized, and at worst the enemy of Buddhism to this day.

.y Although this was not alwayvs the caze, as the spint could be the same sex/zender as the medium, though mught be from a different
hierarchy or persenality, and m many cazes thers was same-sax mimacy exprassed in the form of gossipms.

3 Ian Douglas Wilson, Reog Ponerogo: Spiritualiny, Sexualing, and Power in Javanese Performance Tradition from kitp /A
weshe murdech. edw. au intersections/izswe 2 Warok. himl
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male or female. In normal crcumstances, these reverse roles of reminised male and masculined
female would have positionad them at the bottom of hierarchical system. However, I believe that
by becoming spirit mediums, in a8 way they have changed their status to a higher phet, thus raising
their status above that of ordinary men and women. With the possibility of changing their status by
changing their self according to the rules of each hierarchical space, katoeys may possibly have been
well regarded for their ability to change surface appearances and associate themselves with things
or activities connected with higher positions in hierarchical system.®

In many ways, whilst being possessed, their bodies produce, and become, a kind of site where the
past, present and future are juxtaposed in one single space, as well as where humans, animals,
deities, women, men, old, and young are found to be boundless and collapsing into one body. 1
would argue that this idea is not at all foreign to Thais, but that instead it reflects Thai ideclogy
which sees the body beyond the boundary of physical appearance, either as human beings, whether
men or women, or animals.® Their bodies have created a kind of space that is out of all space and
out of all time, an unreal space, a kind of ideal place that co-exists with and yet i1s absent from real
life. The boundary of absence and presence, the inside and the outside, the real and imagined, is
blurred and opens up another kind of space that takes place in the body of the spint medium and
which allows them to nise above social hierarchy and other social constraints. Their bodies are no
longer seen as sexed bodies. They embody a kind of power that represents both fear and respect,

4 There are also the spaces outside the box, both vertically and honizontally, that ordinary people mav not be allowed to exter or
changze themselves mto, such as being a kmg. (Aewsnwaong, 1995 p. 139)

5 Pantta Chalermpac-Eeranantzkul, “Fang nar Lakom Chacbkan™ (“Beody m Folklore Theatre™) m Permrang-Prangeuy, Pantta
Chalemmupac-Koranantakul (ed.). Banzgkok: Koofal Printme. 1998 v 146
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as the spints who occupy the bodies have the power of, for instance, granting wishes, healing and
foreseeing the future, and at the same time the power to destroy and punish those who disobey or
show disrespect.

Their roles, I argue, have become a kind of mechanism which helps to maintain order in society, as
people are controlled by the fear that if they behave or act wrongly — phitpi (literally meaning "to
have done wrong to a ghost™), a term normally used among villagers - the spints or the ghosts will
harm them in one way or another. Their roles are made more important by their ability to defuse
tensions ansing from social hierarchy, particularly from a gender point of view, as women and some
people who may be known as katoeys are able to take part in religious achivities and embody a
kind of power that often belongs to men. They become, In a way, leaders in spintual beliefs, just as
monks are heads of religious beliefs, which were once inseparable in Buddhism.

I believe it was the practice of Buddhism that provided a way for the possibility of the ambigucous
sex/gender to exist in what was considered a mainstream culture. However, this was to change with
the gradual decline in spirituzal belief and the attempt, since the late 18® century, to separate spiritual
belief from Buddhism.® At the time, with the increasing contact with Westerners, Christianity made

& Eatogys and homosexuals had long bean acknowledzed m Buddlusm, as suggested by Peter Jackson's “Mazle Homosexmaliy
and Transgenderism in the Thai Buddhist Tradition® (from bttp:/'www.enabling c1g/1a/'vipassana/ Archive/ T Tackson homoBuddhaTack-
sonbiml). The Pal: senpiures contain a numercus references to sexual behaviour that today may be idantified as that of homosesxuals or
transvastites, often referred to on a par with women, dead bodies, amimzls and mammate ehyects wath whom monks should not angaze
i sexual activihes. He fiwrther sugsests that elsewhere 11 the Fimaya and 1n other sections of the Tipitaka 1t 15 made clear that ubhaieby-
arfanaka (hermaphiodite or karoey rae) and pandaks (karesy tfam) are spiztually and ntually infanor to men and are often compared to

womean and erminals.
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an impact in such a way that there was a2 need in Thal society to draw a clear boundary between
what should and should not be included in Buddhism. There was also the need to reform Buddhism
to coincide with the start of the Rattanakosin period (1782-present), which placed the belief in
spirits outside Buddhism.® Therefore, the roles of women and katoeys were diminished, as was thair
importance in the religion and, in a way, in society as a whole. Today, despite that fact that spinit
possession still continues and has retained its populanty for some Thai villagers, it 1s seen by the
authonties (the law and religious bodies) as some kind of witchcraft, a cult, a hoax, a resistance to
Buddhism and, at worst, as against Buddhism. Since spint possession is now regarded as ilhicit, the
katoey mediums, instead of being seen as a sacred site have instead become a site of resistance as
well as a site of struggle, as they embody a kind of ideology that i1s no longer officially acceptable
as knowledge. It is the kind of site that Foucault describes in relation to those whose behaviour
deviates from the norms operating at any given moment, and thus need to be kept at the penphery
of the society.

The second possible role for kafoeys is as artists or performers. Magavajara (1994) notes the
importance of the performing arts in Southeast Asia and some other Asian countries, in teaching
the public about the social poetics of shifting genders and the flexibility of gender boundaries.®
Through my research, although there is still no written history to confirm the relaticnship between
the performing arts and any gender-bending tendency in everyday life, gender transformation is
at the heart of its aesthetics. Lakon, a form of traditional Thai theatre that evolved around the

T Withi Asvenweng, Pak-Eao-ma, Pah-zin, Underwear and Erc - Cultire, Trangformarion and Others, Bangkok: Matichon, 1995,
p- 157
8 Pennv Van Estenik. Marerializine Thailand Oreford: Bers, 2000, o 219,
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

14" century, 1s 2 hikely site in providing evidence of the existence of gender ambiguity within Thai
society.® Lakon, later known as lakon nok ("theatre of the outer court™), was performed by zll-male
performers, while later more refined versions evolved within the Royal Court, using an all-female
cast, called fakon nai ("theatre of the inner court”). Both kinds of lakon were widely performed in
the Ratanakosin period, both for the inner court and throughout the country. The better the ability
of the performers to perform the role of cross-gender or to disguise themselves as the opposite sex,
the more the performers were hailed for their artistic prowess. ™ Though their artistic ability may not
have led to respectable positions for all katoeys, it was true for the performers at the Royal Court.
As for performers in private troupes, these kinds of professionals have long been disregarded by Thai
people. MNevertheless, the theatre troupe has in @ way become a kind of heterotopia space where
there i1s no real place, but only the continuity of moving from place to place. While these theatre
troupes are still intact, they allow what may be considered to be against existing social norms, Le.
effeminate men, man-acting women, and homosexual acts, or what Foucault would call "illicit sex’,
to shelter and hide, and where the boundary between real life and fiction has become diffused.™
The performers, instead of portraying themselves as they are, reflect instead the embodiment of

9 Pattraboon Wattanasombat, The Dance Drama of Thailand, Michizan: University Micrgfilms International, 1981, p. 73. (She
further explams that lekon was developed from a more primutive form of theatrical expres=ion called laken jars, with ongms n ammuistic
nfuals. It often drew 1fs subject matenial fom the Buddhist Jataka tale of Manora. Its early form used only three male performers: one
plaving the heroic male role, one playing the female role, and the thivd playving clewn, demron, animal, and other roles.}

10 The famous film Farewell My Concubine (Chen Kaige, China, 1993), although set m a different context, displaws a kind of
smmilartty which may also be found in other parts of Asia where sexmal transformation has become a2 sigmrficant part of the display arfistic
ability that may fose with raal life.

11 The theatre ifsalf, accordng to Foucault (1986) i ons of lus prinerplas for heterotopias, 15 already a kind of heterotopia, where
it 15 canable of “mxtavesing m a sinele real vlace diffsrent svaces and locations that are Incommatible with each other™.

:l?.',"-

.- ?‘-.".'i-:':l
T M

2 L]
'f.-

P
i
Ry

e
U

‘..- .:.b:._-

:

al
'hl
q_.
'\.'

[ LJ H 1'] G
UK YERNITEI
= 3HE Malmb Bt Acadorry Luad Universiby

"'H.



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

the ideologies of the characters they portray, whether the morality of the character 1s good or bad.
Hence a kind of heterotopia, a real yet imagined space.

Lakon nai, which was performed only by females, became part of the scene cultivated within the
exclusively female residence of the Royal Court in the old days. Thus, Lakon Nok could have become
a likely site for homosexual acts to take place. The idea of len puen, hiterally "play with friend”, but
in reality a sexual relationship betwesn women (now known as lesbianism), was not foreign to the
rayal children of the Royal Inner Court. ™ Although there 15 no clear record of homosexual acts
between men in general in Siam, I believe lesbianism i1s well placed in Thai history, as evidenced
by its appearance in poetry, in the speech of King Rama IV warning his female entourage of the
inner court against the improper behaviour of len puen, particularly among his wives, as it would
constitute being sexually unfaithful to him, and also in the diary of American ambassador Thousend
Harris, where he noted that "the act of fen puen Is a commen practice in Siam and that there has
never been any law to punish it except in the case of monks.” However, he compares len puen to an
ammal act, which points out the different attitudes towards homosexuality.™

For homosexuals, lakon nok has been one of the likely sites for homosexual acts, whether involving
effeminate men or not. When it became fashionable to patronise theatre troupes, the involvement

12 Mot until the reign of King Mengkut (Fama IV, 1851-1867) werse female performers allowed to be meluded in the lakon cutside
the Royal Court.

13 Kittizak Prokkati, ‘The Tale of Homosexuahty' in Thammazar Law Jenwrmal- Law and Sex, Volumn 2, yvear 13%, Bangkok: Faculty
of Law, Thammasat Umversity, 1982, p. 92 Pror to the eighteenth century, there was a law wathun the iimer conurt bamming women to-from
sexual imvolvement with one another and anvone who disobeved would be subiected to 30 beatines with a leather whin
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contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

of homosexuals with persons of higher status was often cited. One clear example was when King
Rama III crticised one of his entourage, Rakronnare), for the 'abnormality” of his sexual activities,
as he was not spending time with his wife and children while sponscring the theatre troupe, and was
sexually involved with a performer. The King also referred to other members of his entourage whose
behaviour was similar to that of Rakronnarej and compared them to some of the Chinese people who
were sexually involved with classical Chinese opera performers.™ Although Rakronnare] was later
sentenced to death, it was for his plan to overthrow the king, not for his homosexuality.=

While lakons, both nai and nok, encourage gender-bending, the heroes themselves do not at all
fit Western stereotypes of masculinity. Instead they possessed a feminine guality that may be
considerad guite like that of a kaftoey today. The super-masculine characters were often not the
only choice to portray a hero, as found in much classical Thai literature, such as Pra-apai-manee
and Inaeo. These feature heroes who display intelligence, spintuzal strength and beauty, which in
a Western sense are terms usad for females. However, in Thai literature they are often used to
describe the herces’ physical appearance as well as female characters. Rather than be praised for
their physical strength and the ability to fight, it is intelligence and kindness that are the desired
qualities. In the case of the hero of Pra-apai-manee, he uses his intelligence and skill to play a
magic song on the Thai oboe.

14 As sogzested m the film Farewsll My Concubine, mn which one of leading characters impersonates women both in real life and
on stage and becomeas an object of desirs for many man,

15 Erttisak Prokkan, ‘The Tale of Homoszesonality’ 1n Thammazar Law Jourmnal- Law and Sex, Vohimom 2, vear 13®, Bangkok: Faculty
of Law. Thammasat Unrversite. 1982, o, 52.
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contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

The efreminate characters are acceptable and lead to high praise for the performers ability to
transferm himself. Even King Rama VI, or King Vajirmavudh, who was well-known for his artistic
ability, was on several occasions photographed in female dresses as he performed in one of his plays
at the palace. But although he introduced a new kind of modern theatre to the Thai people, it may
not have been acceptable to display effeminate behaviour beyond the realm of the theatre and the
space of the theatre troupe.™ Although the above situabion, I believe, 15 probably still true today and
cabaret shows have become a nurturing space for katoeys, both emotionzally and socially, it is the
space beyond the theatre that may have changed over the years.

I would like to suggest that a third possible role for katoeysfhomosexuals, much less documentad
in Thai history, iIs, according to Jackson (1990, p. 195), that they might have provided a semi-
legitimate sexual outlet for men in rural Thai society, as it 15 a taboo in Thal society to have pre-
marital sexual relations except with prostitutes.™ MNevertheless, his suggestion may prove unlikely
in prackice, though it is true that for women to have sexual relations with men before marrnage or,
among well-bred women, any social contact at all, was strictly prehibited, especially among women
at the Royal Court. I believe this is very likely one of the reasons which caused the much-documented
len-puen behaviour among women. For men, it was perhaps not difficult to find sexual outlet with
female prostitutes, whose history dates back to at least the Ayutthaya pernod (1350-1767). It was
also convement for men of a higher status to find sexual pleasure with their slave women, who were

16 Az zeen m the National Library Museun. It must be noted that saveral Western anthors (Anderson and Fishel, among others)
mention the pessibility of Kmg Vajiranadh having been 2 homesesmal.

17 Jackson claims that 1f is perhaps one reason why karoevs are more accepiable in Thailand, as 1t 15 more acceptable for an numar-
nied vouth o visit a kavesy than fo have sex with an unmamiad woman (1990, o, 1933
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contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

merely man's proparty.™ It can also be seen in "The Law of the Three Seals™ that men were allowed
to buy females in financial difficulties to become third-category wives, the lowest rank.™ Women
could be sold by fathers/husbands as they wished.

Considerning the circumstances, katoeys as a legitimate or semi-legitimate sexual outlet is not a
convincing possibility in ancient Thai society. Instead it was prohibited, parbicularly, since the time
of Buddha, for 28 monk to have sexual relationships with a katoey, (known as pandaka in Pali,),
and further, katoeys were prohibited from being ordained in order to avoid any disruptive effect on
the predominantly heterosexuzl monks.™ In addition, durning the reign of King Rama I, The Law of
Three Seals instructed the people to keep the moral precepts of Buddha's teaching, including the
prohibition of illicit sex, whether anal or vaginal.™

Jackson (1990, p. 198) further claims that sexual contact between men and katoeys was part of
village life, which may explain the non-homophobic attitude ameong the people of countryside, which
still to some extent holds true today. Kafoeys in general are seen as sexually available, as shown in
the BBC documentary Lady Boys (Jeremy Marre, 1992) and as portrayed in several media channels,
including a recant book entitled Lang Man Nang Show ["Behind the Scene”]: the life of & katoey
18 The period of Kinz Fama Vs reizn (1868-1873) marked the beginning of the end of slavery in Thailand.

19 Ywira Jirapinve, Prostitution in Siamwweb Cyvber Culture from s sianmeb. orgd/content News-Cultira1 3 index_eng.
gl? Patar Jackson, ‘Male Homosexuality and Transgenderism’ in the Thai Buddhizt Tradirion, http/arerw enabling orz/ia vipassana/
Archive T Tackson homoBuddhaTackson hinml

21 Eittisak Prokkati, ‘The Tale of Homesesxuahty' in Thammaszar Law Jenwrmal- Law and Sex, Volumm 2, vear 13®, Bangkok: Faculty
of Law. Thammasat Unrversitv. 1982, o, 89,
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contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

show girl” (Dechavuth Chantagaro, 2002), which reters to kafoeys as the "'mobile sexual outlet”.
However, I want to argue that this role may prove to be highly problematic. The claim by Enc
Allyn {1991, p. 147) that the role has probably made them well-regarded within Thai society-might
be seen as contradictory, by referming to the fact that in northern villages effeminate men were
ridiculed and shamed, and at the same time suggesting that the men’s involvement with them was
acceptable. It can also be seen in the film Vitee Kon Kla ("Path of the Brave®, Muddasanith, 1990)
about a fictional ancient tnbe. This film, which features an effeminate character, Jomu, shows that
effeminate characters who like to do women's cheres and do not conform to the type of masculinity
that defines men in the story are a source of shame for the family and the whole village.™ Therefore,
It 15 possible to assume that involvement with effeminate men will bring shame to the person
involved.

Further evidence can be seen in films featuring katoeys, such as Pleng Sud Tai or "The Last Song”™
(Pisan Akraseranse, 1985) and its sequel Rak Toraman or "The Tortured Love” (Pisan Akraseranee,
1986), portraying katoeys as sexual ocutlets for straight men who still want to preserve his masculinity
and heterosexual status.™ The modemn synonym of pu-ying pra-phet song” or "second type of
woman~ probably places them in the category of a mere sexual outlet that understandably can
justify men’s sexual pleasure when the first type is not available. Perhaps history does not provide

52 Az aresult of prezsure from the village pecple — particularly from Jomm's brother, who becomes-head of the village affer he finds
out about Jopa's deviant secnal encounfer with a goat — Jomu 13 forced to follow lus brother's path, the path of the brave, by venturing out
imte the maystery forast and oying to come back alive. However, e fails and ends up dead.

23 Though one needs to separate this from homeosexuzl acts that may mvelve only masculine men whom 1le of kalatesa allows o
vose as heterosexual men. while in orivate enables homosexnal acts to take vlace without anv constraints from the society,
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contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

enough evidence of the avallability of remale prostitution and the less stnict athitudes towards sey
between men and women in the past. Their roles today though are not much different from that
hidden possibility. The darkness of the night and the dark corners of the streets have become a
main means to retain a degree of secrecy (albeit an open one), for katoeys to continue their roles
as sexual outlets for men who maintain their supenority within the dominant paradigm. But at the
same time, the other name, Phet-tee-sam ("the third sex™), also suggests a distinctive third sex/
gender who occupies a middle ground between male/masculine and female/feminine.™ As well as
the names of the magazines for gays and katoeys, Midway and New Half have zlso suggested the
idea of being in-between, the new alternative sex/gender. It is such contradictory nature of katoeys
has made them such an interesting subject.

The katoey body, as suggested by the meaning of their name, "to be different”, 1s markedly different
from the male concept of masculinity. These bodies have re-emerged as a kind of heterctopia that
has become both 'the other” and yet part of the society. It is also a site filled with contradiction as well
as with possibility. It signifies at the same time the feelings of shame, fear, respectfulness, sexual
desires, etc, that have become entangled, jumbled together in the same space. Nevertheless, one
neads to understand the ever-changing phases of modern society that impose different meanings
on to the katoey body, which I shall demonstrate further in the next section.

24 See Glossary: That terms for kareey. It 1= suggested by some Westarn acadenncs, such as Eozalind Morns (Three zexer and Four
Sexualities- Redrezsing the Dizcourses en Gender and Sexnality in Confemparary Thailand, Position 2 (1), 1994 p_ 15-43), that Thailand
had possessed the “svstem of three sexes™ or the “system of the third gender”™, which includes hermaphrodite or katosy, from her misrpre-
tation of Buddhist on=n mvths in nevtherm Thailand.
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contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

SURVIVING AND TRANSFORMING THE KATOEY BODY

THE EXCLUSION OF THE 'UNCIVILISED  BODY

As I discussed earlier, the significance of body surface not only individualises each individual and
dictates how they should manifest their body surface and behave in society, but it is, also directly
related to power relations in Thal society. These implications are taken as high as to the national
level, where body, surface, gender, and sexuality become matenalised through nationalistic Thai
movemeants from which katoeys and other 'marked” bodies are excluded.™ With the increasing
contact with Westerners and a massive Chinese immigration in the first decade of this century, as
well as the invasion of Japan in the Second World War, several questions regarding identities on both
national and individual levels ware raised and sparked massive national movements in Thai history.
These national movements include two particular events. King Rama VI's reign and the dictatonal
period of General Phibun Songkharam defined Thai national identity and proved to have a long-
lasting impact on modern Thai scciety. Their policies influenced people’s perspective in relation to
body, gendar and sexuality. Their policies will help to address the relationship between the body and
the regimes of power/knowledge, as well as to explore early Western influence on gender/sexuality
in Thai society. What is more important is how heterosexual ideology, through the different regimes,
has manifested itself in practices whereby homosexuals have been pushed to the perniphery, or
even outlawed. I will not attempt to analyse the whele nationalistic process, as it has been done
elsewhere. However, it 1s important to signal the change that has transformed the understanding of
the katoey body as heterotopia and site of resistance, and homosexuality as a whole.

25 Thesa ‘marked’ bodies mav refer larzely to Chinese mmmierants as well as to thosa from other neizhborms countries.
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contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

-ELITE NATIONALISM:

At a me of increasing contact with Westerners during the reign of King Vajiravudh (Rama VI,
1910-1925), the ability to transform the surface prominently was defined as ocne of the nation’s
characteristics.™ By trying to modemise Siam and avoid colonialisation by European colonisers;
who were actively occupying neighbouring countries, King Vajiravudh attempted to bring Siamese
lifestyles and customs up to Western notions of "civilised” behaviours. Central to his effort was the
transfermation of gender and sexual norms that formed part of the symbols of Western civilisation, ™=
The Western cultural and social implications inevitably had their impact on Thai society, including
Victorian cultural attitudes to women through missionarnes and the Western community.

Victorian atbitudes towards gender and sexuality had a direct influence over the Siam elite, many of
whom, including King Vajnravudh, had been sent to Europe, especially England, by King Vajiravudh's
father, King Rama V, to be educated. He himself had been educated by a foreign governaess. King
Vajiravudh's attempt to transform the nation was carried out through the first official naticnalistic
movemeant in Thai history. It was also the first time that Thailand had adopted the modern nation-

151 It 15 generally accepted that Thailand was first associated with the West durmg the penod of Eimg Mara: Mzaharaja (Aynittaya
Dwnasty, early 18% cantury). Holland and Pormgal were the early Eurcpean nations that sent mussionanes to Thaland for the rehigions
conversion of its people and also for trading purposes. However, the assoctation did not make any sigmificant impact n terms of cultural
and soctal changes.

152 Though the urge to tansform the nation by following Western standards had been developing since the peniod of King Fama
IV when, according to Pattana {1993}, the real globahisation started 25 Siam was forced to sign a teaty in 1855 ber Sir John Bownng, a
Bntizh envoy of Queen Victoria, wloch aimed to benefit rade betwrsen twro commtnes. The mmaze of Western countries af the fime was
defmed as “civilisation’ becanse thev sooeared to coma from a different culture. with hizher teclnolosy and with danzerons weanons.
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contemporary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

state to match western counterparts. ™= In order to build up patrniotism, his nationalism was created
from the basic duty of all Thai people to love, be loyal to, and defend the three most important
institutions, which could not exist without one another, These were — inspired by the Bntish trinity
“God, King, and Country™ — "Nation, Religion, and King”. He emphasised the monarchy and saw It
as the key to naticnhood, though his nationalism, seen as elite, socught to iImpose "a standardised,
homogeneous, centrally sustained high culture on its subjects” =

Instead of enforcing laws to promote his 1dea of nationalism, King Vajiravudh used various other
means, preferably through numerous essays and plays and by setting an example in his close social
circle of the Siamese elite.™ These emphasises on representations underlined the significance of
surface to the nation, to 2 degree that they could be seen as staged or performed on a grand scale.
== Tt still epitomises Thai culture and society to the present day. The significance of the surface,
I argue, could be seen through his attempt to modernise the country by recrganising Thai noticns
of gender and sexuality according to Western standards of clothing, hairstyles, and public roles of
pu-chai {man) and pu-ving (woman) as he saw the degree of civilisation of the country symbolised
through the lifestyle and status of elite women in particular. The ambiguocus appearance of men
and women often confused Westerners, who used the more "extreme’ gender oppositions in the

153 For the first tme, the Thai kmzdom was viewed as a state established 1 a neatly definad nationz! terrtory and basad on the con-
capt of the S1amese Tha ethmic group.

154 Penny Van Esterik, Marerialising Thailand, Oxford: Beig, 2000, p. 98.

155  Thamera V. Fishel Reomances gf the Sixth REeign i Trangforming Sex/Gender Orders in Twentieth Cennury Thailand (eds. Menda
M. Cook and Peter A. Jackson), Cluang Mai: Silkweim Books, 1999, p. 154,

156 thad. o 154
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European construction of masculinity and femiminity. They were made a prnionty for change, in order
to a distinct appearance between male and female, based on the Western model of masculinity and
femininity. The women,-were encouraged to grow long hair instead of the preferred short manly-
style haircut worn by both men and women during that penod, and to wear the skirt-like pha-sin
instead of the more trouser-like chongkraben.™ Betel-nut chewing, which was fashionable among
women and caused black teeth, was banned in order to pursue the Western ideal of beauty which
included white teeth, as opposed to the Thai ideal of beauty, The men were also encouraged to wear
trouser-suits instead of the old-style chongkraben, the comfortable draped pants worn by both men
and women, ™

It was not only personal appearances that concernad King Vajiravudh. He also attempted to transform
the public role of men and women as well as their sexual relationships. Despite the fact that King
Vajiravudh paid close attention to women's appearance and enccouraged women to participate more
in the social life and accompany their husbands to public functions in the western manner, the
women were mere decorations in social scenes and pushed to minor roles in achieving the cause of
nationalism. While men had a direct role in the development of nationalism by participating in the
Wild Tiger Corps, 2 mass paramilitary group established by King Vajirmvudh to promote national
unity, women were excluded from direct participation. They were left to sideline campaigns such as
fundraising and supporting their husbands. The roles of devoted wives and mothers who instilled
nationalistic values in theair children were portrayed as the ideal roles for women through several

of the Kings novels. The increasing gap between the public and prnivate spheres was made clearly
157 ikad, p. 160
158 ihd.. o 1840,
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contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

visible duning his reign, which also led to a shitting relationship between men and women in the
Western manner.

Siam’s modemising economy brought with it bourgeois patterns of sex-segregated work, while

at the same time introducing an ideclogy that women and men should mix socially
(Fishel, 1999, p. 158)

aAlthough he attempted to modernise the nation by adepting many western practices, there was
limit at which he drew the line of what he considered too "Western.” This i1s evidenced by his
description of one of the women characters in his novel, Hua-jai Chai Num, when he talked of her
as more like a farang (white westarn) than a Thai woman. She was considerad too liberated by
Thai standards with such behaviour as quarrelling with her husband in public. The struggle to find
the nght balance between Thainess and the West had been the significant i1ssue underlying King
Vajiravudh's nabionalism on both the level of the individual and the national. The relationship between
the two has also proved to be a problematic one up until today, as the West is both desired and
feared, While wanting to modemise the country according to the West, there was also the need to
locate and preserve Thai values and identity in order not to fall under colonial rule as had happenad
elsewhere In the neighboring countries. Achieving such a balance inevitably constructed a category
of rigid sexual binary opposition and racialised outsiders, in which—"Chineseness” was perceived as
undesirable in cpposition to what was Western™ Thus such exclusions marked the boundanes of
nationhood. A new mode of desired body in terms of race and gender, then, was constructed through

158  Thamora V. Fishel Romance: of the Sicth Reign in Transforming Sex/'Gender Orderz m Twenriath Cennry Thailand (ads. by
Nenda M. Cook and Peter A JTackson). Chianz Mar: Silkworm Books. 1999, o, 165,
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

King Vayravudh's nationalism, where the concern of surtace and image played a signincant part
throughout. The individual identity had become not only the emblem of modemity and civilisation
but also served as part of national identification. Although the king’s achievement was limited in
its scope and impact only on the elite level, T would argue, he successfully laid a foundation for the
construction of modern Thai identity, one in which the sexual and racial boundaries were clearly
drawn.
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PIBUN'S NATIONALISM:

Field-Marshal Pibun Songkharam, Prime Ministar durning 1938-1944, took nationalism to the extreme,
attempting to use force and enact legislation to carry out his ideas, as he felt driven to build a new
Thai society when the Japaness troops entered Thailand during the Second World War. While King
Vajiravudh had perhaps succeeded in creating the desired body that stood for civilisation by Western
standards, Pibun took a step further as he imposed certain rules and regulations directly onto the
body in order to construct the government version of civilised Thai identity, both individual and
national. These changes may have lasted only five years during his accession to power but they had
an enormous effect on all aspects of Thai life even to the present day. The cultural revolution was
his pnme cbjective to achieve a new and greater Thailand in which Thais would appear civilised to
the cutside world. This attitude, he took from the successful efforts of the two great kings, Rama
V and Vajiravudh, to modernise the country in response to Wwestern threats. However, Pibun’'s
nationalism was a rather different one from King Vajiravudh's, as Pibun conceptualised the nation
as based on Thal commoners, whereas King Vajiravudh had created the nationhood from the elite
group.™ Tnstead of building his nationalism on "Nation, Religion, and King”, he based it cn people
who belonged to the same nation. Despite the different perspective, Pibun's attempts to modernise
the country were still based on Western models of civilisation.

In order to achieve his goal, the government passed a senes of Rattha Nivom or Cultural Mandates
to serve as guidelines for people to follow the correct practices.™ These included prescribed dress,

180 Mattam Mojdarz Entmm, Damce, Drama and Theatre in Thailand: The Process of Development of and Medernization, Bangkok:
0.5 Prnting House, 1996, p. 190.
1561 Thamsook Mummonda. Pibulsonskram’s “Tha Mation-Buldine Broeramme dunins the Japanese Military Presance’ 1941-1945
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daily acbivities and general manners for the achievemeant of national greatness. These guidelines
were aimed at creating what was supposed to be a new modern era for Thai pecple to construct a
civilised national image abroad. The body was then manipulated, subjugated and under constant
surveillance:

The people were exhorted to divide their day into three parts: one for working, one for personal
needs, and one for resting and sleeping. The Government paid close attention even to the
people’s eating and sleeping habits and stipulated that a person should eat four meals a day,
sleep betwsen six and eight hours, and should also exercise, tend a vegetable plot, keep
animals, plant trees, converse with friends and relatives, listen to the radio, read or listen to

the preaching of the Dharma.
{Numnonda, 1978, p. 236)

For Pibun the body had become the main instrument to represent Thailand as a civilised country as
well as for constructing Thai national identity. The particular concern with the body's appearance also
proved significant in his process, wherein he insisted on doing everything to change the appearance
of Thal people — by reguesting, suggesting, persuading, 1ssuing state guidelines, and finally enforcing
new laws,™ in order to represent Thailand as a cvilised country and to remind the Japanese and the
Eurcpeans that Thais were like Westermers. Dress codes were 1ssued in which both traditional and

i Jowrnal of Southeast Asian Studies, Vol. 9.2, p. 235,
162 Plack Plubun Sonekbram. “Ehamblae ooed orachum.” (The Ooenine Speech’ Vol 1. 1941, o, 20
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Chinese elements of clothing were rejected as improper and non-Thal respectively. The  Westemn
style of clothing was preferred for all men and women in the country. Hats and shoes had become
a necessary item for both men and women when appearning in public.

As well as attempting to change the outward appearance of individual Thai people into a3 Western
mode, Pibun also attempted to revive Thai heritage and culture in such a way as to retain its
own Identity, while still appearing modern and civilised by Western standards. His control over
the appearance of performers was to shape the discourse on the body up to the present day. The
government demanded that in all theatre performances, the performers must wear shoes (socks for
local performances) as bare feet would be seen as uncivilised. He was also concerned that male and
female roles must be performed according to biological sex, unlike the same-sex performances of
lakon nai and fakon nok that had been the norm in the past. However, the most significant change
was the way in which the government banned certain kinds of characters from appearing on stage.
Characters considered ambiguous, such as half-men-half women, half-human-hzalf animals, were
branded uncivilised. Such is the case of the Thai fairytale Kinnaree, where the main character had a
female upper body with a bird-like bottom part, including wings and tail. The performers were not
allowed to include the tail during Pibun’s cultural revolution as it featured human and animal in the
same body. These traditional characters reflected Thai ideology about the body, which saw the body
beyond the boundary of physical appearance, whether of human beings, men or women, or animals,
as I suggested earlier,™® There 15 no longer any space for these kinds of bodies in society, so, just
as the old 'uncivilised” world that they represented had gradually disappeared amidst the spread

163 FPantta Chalermpaeo-Eoranantzkul, “Eang na1 Lakem Chaokan™ (Bedy m Common Theatre) m Perwrang-Prangzuy, Pantta
Chalermupac-Koranantakul (ed.). Bangkok: Koofal Prntme. 1998 p 146,
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of Western standardisation across the globe, so did these concepts. Thouagh Pibun’s nation-building
programme was short-lived, its influence on 1deology has carnied through until today.

With the attempt to become a "civilised’ nation, particularly through Pibun’s policies, the katoey body
has clearly been excluded from what is considered to be civilised. Katoey bodies have become a
signifier for something in the past, the ‘uncivilised’ past that should never be zallowed to re-emerge
in modern-day Thailand. The ‘uncivilised’ past, which perhaps includes village life and farming,
was abandoned in favour of becoming part of the New Industrialised Countries in Southeast Asia
(NICS) during the late 1980s. Katoeys ended up at the wrong end of the power relationships in the
binary opposition, whether city/village, trader/farmer, upper class/lower class and Weastern/Thai.
This was particularly true at the time of the emergence of the gay and lesbian subculture in the
early 1990s, which was and is influenced by and identified with Western and middle-class people.
It was a situation that gradually began after World War 11, when a considerable Western expatriate
community settled in Bangkok. Many of them could be identified as homosexuals, but their behavicur
did not fit the common knowledge of Thai homosexuals, whose very image was strictly identified
with the term katoey. However, as Jackson argues, it was not until the explosive press coverage of
prominent expatriate Darrel Bermigan’s murder case that the term “gay’ as a different entity from
katoey emerged among the generzal public. ™=

Bernigans’ homosexual behaviour and his association with Thai katoeys brought the subject of

164  Peter Jackson, “An American Death in Bangkok: The Murder of Darvell Barrigan and the Hybrid Origins of Gay [dentity in 1960=
Thailand” in 4 Jowrnal af Lesbian and Gay Snidies, eds. Carolyn Dinshaw and David M. Halperin, Volume 5. Mumber 3, Duke University
Press. 1999 o 361
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kxatoeys to the foretront and, more importantly, confirmed the existence of masculine-type men who
had sex not just with the typical effeminate katoeys, but also with other masculine men known as
katoey pu-chai.™ Through the intense interest of the media, the homosexual world, particularly
those involved with prostitution, was thoroughly investigated, leading to the discovery that brought
a disturbing truth to Thais. The term ‘gay’ was quickly separated from the term katoey.

Embodying the 'uncivilised’, deviant bodies, they have been intensely policed by the authorities,
particularly in public spaces, where any kind of deviant body iIs preventing from emerging. This i1s
evidenced by the Rajabhat Institute’s ban and the limitation of katoey representation on television
imposed by Chuan Leekpai’s government (1997-2001). Their bodies need to be kept on the periphery,
In the same way as the bodies of prostitutes need to be kept at the site of Patpong, and the
madman within the boundary of an asylum, where thair existence cannet disrupt public order and
the reproduction of normative gender and sexual arrangements. Though it is possible to argue that
they are part of everyday life as they are clearly visible on the streets of Bangkok, they are still seen
as the "other’ in society, a kind of spectacular 'other’, as they are often seen in the concezaled space
of a8 katoey show in which their bodies have become a spectacle under the heterosexual 'gaze’. In
many ways, their bodies have been represented as a kind of exotic/spectacle in the same way as
the bodies of Thai classical dancers are displayed for the gaze of Westerners. Their spectacle bodies
turned into a2 commodity for sale, which scon became the symbol of Thailand and opened their
exotic spectacle to the gaze of both Thais and foreigners, as seen in the populanty of katoey shows
and the media craze around Parinya, whose image has been used to promoete the country’s anciant

165  id. oo. 384-385.
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

sport of Muay Thar and the tounst industry.

In the following section, I will look at how Parinya’s event created a kind of spectacle "other’ that has
allowed him to blur the boundaries that confined katoeys to their own space, and to move beyond
the stage of katoey shows and disrupt normative gender boundanies: men/women/katoeys. 1T will
also consider the way his body, a kind of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd body, as I suggested earlier, has
been used as a strategy to situate katoeys within the dominant ideclogy and at the same time be
able to cnitigue it from the within.
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REDEFINING KATOEY THROUGH THE PERFORMATIVE BODY OF PARINYA

What 1s most remarkable about the Paninya event itself, for me, is the fact that it took place at what
could be considered to be the ultimate symbol of Thai masculinity and Thai culture as a whole. Muay
Thai is not only a national sport for Thai people, as it is perceived nowadays, but it is also an age-old
unique art form of self-defence that has been inseparable from the Thai way of life and has been cne
of the significant elements that helped construct the Thai masculintty culture as we know it today.
Muay Thai has long been used to define what it means to be a "real” man or look pu-chai tae or look
pu-chai tem tua (literally meaning a whole-body man) in Thai society, as it is often believed that only
men who can master the art of Muay Thai are "real” men.™ Real men can be identified through the
biclogical male body, physical strength and 2 nghteous mind. Muay Thai requires the bare body and
strong mind to battle it ocut for supenonty among men, as no weapon is used, and they would fight
until one dropped or gave up, leaving the man standing as the winner.™ In the past, men wanted
to be trained and fight tc become "real” men as they would learn respect from others. Morsover, the
title also brought with it power and domination over both men and women.™ The muscular bedy,
166 There 15 kiifle eidence of when Muav
Tha ongmated m Thailand, but 1t 15 beheved to have developed simultanecusly with the inffusnce of Buddiusm in the Sukhothal Era,
around 1238-1408. Insenptions i stone colnmms at Sukhothar indicate that i frequently fought with its neighbours. Consequently, the
eity had to instll 1m har soldiers knowledze and =kills concenung the use of weapons such as swords and spears, and alzo how to uze
the body and weapons 1n hand-to-hand combat. Skills such as kicking, knseing, punching, and elbowms were thus developed. huav
Tha tramung centres arose aroumd the aty, seme being 1o temple areas where menks doubled as instrueters, (http:/ararw wmec-1fma,
comyHistory/Era Itml)

167 It uzed to be only a cloth that went through a special ntual for 1ts sacred power and was wrapped around both hands. It could
be considered only weapon as 1t creates impact for the pumeh.

168 In the past, Muay Thai was even ons of the means to recruat men for a lngh-rankms posttion m the sy therefore these whe
mastered Muav Tha: had better covortumities 1 society. (Watkava. "Glomwoses of Muav-That” m The Siamese Arr of Buddhatarmic Sel-
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then, has become something that everyone desires because It signifies kham pen pu-chai or "the
essence of a man”, particularly a2 “real” man.

Although the meaning of the "real” man or look pu-chai tae has probably been redefined throughout
the years, its relationship with the muscular body and Muay Thai still holds its significance today.
Today the boxing ring is still regarded as the most sacred space reserved for "real”™ men to display
their masculinity and the domination of male power through the male body.™ Many rules have been
set in place to keeping the boxing rning sacred. The most important one i1s not to let any woman step
into the ring, which makes the boxing ring exclusively a male domain. The four sides of the rope
functions as a sacred gate, and If any woman crosses it, it will defile the sacredness of the boxing
ring and, as implied, the sacredness of the masculine world.

The appearance of Parinya on the scene of Muay Thal has raised a direct guestion about what 1s
believed to be a game for a "real” man. Before the fight, many zalready guestioned whether he
should be allowed to fight, especially in a national stadium, but there was no regulation to rule him
out as he was legitimately considerad to be a man by birth. As Lt. General Wat Kerdsawang, Lumpini
stadium manager, stated: "Parinva has everything that an ordinary man has and obviously he can
fight like a man".™® Tt is cbvious that his biological body, or to be more specific, his sexual organ,
had made him have "everything” that "ordinary” men have and thus allowed him to be viewed as

defense, Bangkok: P. Watin Publication, 1989, p. 13.)

169 Thai peopls believe that spirttual ghosts protect impeortant places such as forests, mountzins, as well as the bexing 1ing and
stage for performung. This it 15 part of the reason why a boxmg ring has been regarded as 2 sacrad place.

170 Local Section. The Narion. Februarv 26, 1998

5
g
iy

)

h

L iEg

E
B i ]
it

L

S FH S
= e
-Ij 1..\.

{2 £'m

Hs_ .:.b:._-

W
[LLINTS
UK YERSITEI
£ 7ME Malmb Bst Acadarey Luad University

o



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

a man. Although he was allowed to fight, however, he can never be "real” as a real” man does
not wear make-up. A “"realness” that 1s often perceived to come naturally with biclogical sex has
become unsettled, as to be born a man does not automatically render him a real man, and at the
same time he cannot identify himself as a real woman either as he was not born one. By being chai
mai jing ying mai tae (not a "real” man and not a "real” woman) he is considered to be something in
between, a katoey. A katoey, in the general understanding, stands in opposition to masculine men,
as the body is marked as "un-masculing” or "less of a man.” This is why he i1s considered to bring
humiliation to manhood. It Is the humiliation that needs to be punished by patriarchal society, as his
opponent, Pongsak Oven Sor Bunma, remarked before the fight: ™I will not be shaken by his smile.
I will give him a big lesson so that he will learn that Thal boxing is the game of a real man."™= But
Parinya, despite being 1dentified with the katoey, defied the identificabion of katoey. His muscular
body has proved a threat to any masculine man.

In this way, Parinya, who already passed as a man by his biological sex, can alsoc easily become a
“real” man by putting on a masculine performance according to society's expectation of the real
masculine man in the public space.™ At the same time, we can also see his opponent, Pongsak,
attempting to confirm the meaning of the "real” man by winning the fight against a mock man.
Although, If Pongsak had won, it would have been another typical story of a "real” man winning in
the game reserved only for a "real” man, Pannya confounded expectations as he went on to win the
fight. Instead of being the subject of ndicule and verbal and physical attack by the "real” men as
171 Bemghok Post, February 25, 1998,

172 Az T have already discussed, Thai people often tzke mere mmferest in public appearance than m public hife, which often zllows
some homosexnal men o behave m oublic 35 a heterosexmal man and vass as one despite livms ther orerate ife as 2 homesesmazl.
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his kind had always been, he reversed his own role from that of a katoey who i1s supposed to be on
the receiving end of viclence, to the role of an aggressive masculine man. He eventually won fight
probably could probably only have happened in the boxing nng. Thus, the stereotypical image of
the effeminate katoey was shattered by Parinya's victory and his masculine appearance. Moreover,
Parinya's exposure of his powerful masculine body also shifted both the assumptions of "masculine”
men and "“effeminate” katoeys.

Tirelessly attempting to be women, katoeys are supposed to be associated with femininity, such as
wearing women's clothes, generally acting in a feminine way, and being categonsed in the same
domain as women, although katoeys can never pass as real” woman because of their biological
sex. Although biclegical sex remains a myth for katceys and a source of curiosity and fascination
among the public, to expose it would shatter the image of effeminate katoeys. Despite revealing his
masculinity by the quality of the muscules in the top half of his body, Pannya stll kept his image
of katoey as he refused to strip naked for the weigh-in. He beat the strict Muay-Tha! regulaticns of
by crying when he was asked to undress, and in the end he was allowed to wear underwear. He
complained: "The rule is unacceptable. How can I strip in public?™=  Having to reveal his male
genitals in public would bring him humiliation and undo the myth of katoey who is not supposed to
be a "real” man. An exception to the rule was made for Paninya as the regulators were won over by
Parinya's tears and they allowed him to wear underwear during his weigh-in.

173 Yvonne Bohwoneprasert. Soorts Section. Banekok Posr. Februare 25, 1098
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AMAZING THAILAND: PERFORMING THE SPECTACULAR BODY

It may have been a coincidence that Parinya’s appearance on the Muay-Thai scene coincided with
the start of two years of "Amazing Thailand™ campaigns but the two circumstances were then
interrelated as his body was used to create a spectacular event.  Instead of being punished for
his effeminate appearance in the Muay-Thal arena, he was cheerad by the crowd, who were full
of bemused admiration, and was touted by the authonties involved with Muay-Thal and tourism
officials. As Lt. General Wat Kerdsawang, Lumpini stadium manager, remarked: “In the first year
of the Amazing Thailland campaign, Parinya has amazingly brightened up this traditional art of self-
defense."™ He has become the "amazing” subject, which mainly has been produced through his
“amazing” body. His body was used to promote Thailand's tounsm-campaign regarding the popular
national sport of Muay-Thai. Therefore it may seem that Parinya’s event has brought more social
acceptance for kafoeys in Thai society as he has been warmly welcomed by the people, particularly
the press and the authonties.

However, making him, and the whole event, into a kind of spectacular subject can also be seen as
a mechanism in Thai society to reconfirm the heterosexual ideology, by attempting to position the
disruption of norms as a spectacular ‘other’ who cannot be included in the dominant culture. The
event was made and perceived as a kind of "performance” which can be excluded from the "“real”
life of dominant heterosexuals. It has been perceived more or less in the same way as transvestite
cabaret shows, which have long been popular among both tourists and Thai people. Over the past
two decades, transvestite cabaret shows have become an important part of the construction of

174 Liocal Section. The Narion. Februare 26, 1998,
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katoeys’ dentity and their social status in Thail society. The role of a performer already has a partly
katoey position in society. In this way, the boxing arena has turmned into a theatrical event where
people come to take pleasure from a spectacular event that has been created by the other who has
been marked as different by his visible body. The masculine sport of boxing has more or less become
a national transvestite show where mixed feelings of admiration and ridicule are inseparable, as if
one were watching a transvestite cabaret show in the theatre where we see katoeys attempting to
become "real” women by using their bodies as a testament in achieving this impaossibility. Although
the stage has moved from the dark seat in the theatre to the national event of a public boxing arena,
the bodies of katoeys are still undergoing the process of becoming the spectacular other that only
exists to confirm the doeminant ideclogy of heterosexuality. They are still bounded in their own limited
space of the performing stage, a rather fantasy one, as the street is still reserved for heterosexuals.
Besides the dark comers of homosexual clubs or bars, the theatrical stage has become almost the
only place where kafoeys can claim their space in Thai scciety.

Parinya's spectacular body, the mixture of masculine and feminine, has become the main attraction
of the fight, that itself has turned into a performance rather than a masculine sport. The boxing ring
has turned into a spectacular site that reduces the significance of the fact that Parinya has laid claim
to a katoey space in a masculine domain. It has become a performance that can only happen on
the stage, not in real life, as the whole fight scene has been heightened to a certain degree by his
make-up and the traditional pre-fight dance. The routine pre-fight dance that has to be performed
prior to every fight by each boxer in order to appease the spints of the ring, has taken on a differant
meaning by Parinya’s femininity. The masculine dance performed severzal times by other boxers has
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become a spectacular scene as he prances, pirousttes, twirls his gloves, and raises his legs around
the nng. Getting into the spint of the fight, one of the early dance steps is called sao noi pra paeng,
which literally means "young girl puts on powder”, where Parinya had to mime the action of puthting
on the powder in each direction. Instead of giving an impression of masculine actions, as If in
preparation to go to war or an important fight, he gave a feminine performance and did exactly what
Is called sao noi pra paeng, similar to a woman giving a performance of Thai classical dance, ™=

Although Pannya’s event has been treated as a performance in order to reconfirm heterossxual
ideclogy, it has also departed from the performance of transvestite cabaret shows In a way that
has also challenged the heterosexual 1declogy and guestioned the notion of performance itself.
While katoeys in transvestite cabaret shows attempt to locate themselves in one of the gender
binaries by undergoing a sex-change operation in order to transform their bodies into "real” women,
Parinya has resisted being in aeither ocne of the categeries as he has maintained his masculine body
despite his feminine behaviour. His body has become a contestad site, as his masculine body has
become a means for Parinya to eam a living and perform masculine acts of boxing, but beyond the
boxing arena Parinya’s masculine body has become a site where his true desires are explored as
he has appeared on several magazine covers in full make-up and women’s clothes. Conseguently,
the assumption that the biological body can be used as a mark of sexual difference has become
increasingly unsettled, if not collapsed.

175 Thai classieal dance 13 a verv slow and femmine danee that nowadavs 15 performed mosthy for tomsts.
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That masculinity and remiminity can be performed through the same body means that each gender
has become a parody of the primary gender that has normally been underined by the difference of
the body. It has also become increasingly unclear as it is impossible to separate Parinya’s private life
from his public one as both can come under the term "performance’. Parinya’s make-up and hair band
only function as a suggestion, as it is obviously not about "passing”, inasmuch as his make-up looks
nothing like a real woman's. Pannya's muscular body does not allow him to pass as a woman and
neither does his make-up and feminine behaviour permit him to pass as a man. "Realness” is neither
the achieved nor the actual goal of Parinya; instead, his appearance functions as an intervention
in the reality. The fantasies he acts out involve cultural anxieties surmounding miscegenation and
the queer body. He inhabits and undermines both the image of a masculine man and the feminised
woman with a fierce sense of parody. The subject who "passes” can be simultaneously identifying
with and rejecting a dominant form. Drag performers strive to perform femininity, and femininity is
not exclusively the domain of biological woemen. The "woman” produced in drag 1s not a woman, but
instead a public misidentification with woman. Both modalities of performing the self, misidentification
and "passing”, are often strategies of survival.

However the existence of katoeys is important to the construction of Thai masculinity. As Butler
argues, drag can be seen as both denaturalisation and reidealisation of heterosexual gendear norms.®
By his lock, there is no doubt that he could be identified as a transvestite or a katoey but unlike the
typical look of effeminate katoey that 1s often portrayed in the media, he has the body of a masculine
man. The significant point is not only that he, as a katoey, has challenged the masculine space of

1 Tudith Butler. Bedias Thar Marter. London- Routled=ze. 1990, o, 125
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boxing and rerusad to be bounded in his restrnicted space of katoey, but also, how he has viclated the
stereotypical image of the katoey. [ want to go back to visit the scene again and possibly recreate
that very process of transgressing the boundary of masculine space and attempt to understand
them through my research of katoeys bodies.

PARINYA AND KINNAREE

It was the first time for me to enter inte Muay Thai arena. The atmosphere i1s quite strange and
overwhelmed as If I had stepped into a different world. I am no stranger to sport arena but
the boxing arena i1s quite different as it is mainly dominated by men and the atmosphere always
imitimidating. At least that was my understanding as I have seen from the weekly televised matches.
On the day there was a special match featurning the already famous boxer, Paninya. Thai boxing
seems to be guite a violence sport as all body paris can consider to be a target. It 15 definitely a
dangerous sport for someone who considers to be a katoey. Despite his appearance Parinya was
allowed to go on a fight and perform a kind of Thai classical dance that imitate the women activity
of dressing up. It has become a way for feminine roles to reassert into patnarchy dominated space.
It was told to help the boxers to concentrate and more importantly to pay respect for the guardian
spirits of Muay Thai as well as for the master or trainer. The way Parinya did the dance was quite
different from the others as he displayed a feminine act in a rather excessive way to the amusment
among the audience. With the excessive act he negates himself from being both a masculine man
and a feminine katoey because in that moment he has transformed himself to something different
from himself. It has become a scene of the past where katoey or someone with feminine behaviours
performed the role of spintual leader in which the dance was parted of the ntual. It was more like
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a fantasy space rather than the real one. The scene that can never be happened 1n real ife but can
happen only within the four sides of the nng just the same way of filmic iImages. The boxing ring
has become a space where fantasy and desire can act out. Itis also a space where dream can come
true as Muay Thai has become popular among young kids in the province in order to 2arn the money.
It has become a route of escape whether from poverty or from the humiliation that one may face
out of the nng. It recently has become a space for katoey to such as Parinya to realise his dream
of having enough money to have a sex change operation which he eventually had in 2000.

The spectators were fascinated by the scene as If in the darkroom of the theatre. Mulvey points out
to one of the pleasure offers by the cinema, a scopophilia or "pleasure in looking’® Refer to Freud,
Mulvey suggests that 'he associates scopophilia with taking other people as objects, subjecting
them to controlling and curious gaze.®™ One of his example 15 the children’s curiosity about other
people’s genital and bodily functions, about the presence or absence of the penis.® The latter had
been a case for Parinya for sometimes before he had an actual cperation. It had been a subject
of interest and an intense one as he stepped into the boxing nng. He had become an object of the
gaze, of looking in the same way that women have been. Through the short video, Kinnaree, half
woman-half bird - the taboo object of desire, I attempt to portray such process that once. By being
there, I realised it was the music and the crowd that allow such a violence sport to be a spectacle
and the beat that control both cbjects (Pannya and female dancers). I have tried to recreate the
2 Laura Mubrey, “Visual Pleasure and Namative Cmema™ in Contemporary Film Theory (ed. Anthony Easthope), Essex- Addison
Wesley Lonzman Limited . 1993, pp. 113-114.

3 fhid, p. 114,
4 ibid.. o 114,
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Re-Reading The Kratoey's body

scene by juxtaposing Pannya's fght with the two types of Thal music that are used in different kinds
of spaces; cne is used in boxing match and the other is used in Thai traditional dance that mainly
perform by women. It is the relationship between the bearer of the look and the looker, the cbject
of desire and the gaze, the hunt and the hunter (in Kinnaree tales), etc. that somewhere in-between
can turn physical body into the realm of desire and fantasy that is both real and imagined.
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FILMIC REPRESENTATION:
RE-FRAMING CINEMATIC SPACE
SAUNA®"/DAY

“In the darkness of the corndors, countless tiny rooms, faceless crowds. Hsiao-Kang opens
and closes the doors and finally goes into one of the cubicles. The next moment, amidst the
darkness and what is supposedly a sexual encounter between two strangers, the light is switched on
we then see clearly the face of Hsiao-Kang's father, and in the comer of the same room we finally
discover Hsiao-Kang.”

The space of "‘cormidors’ in the above scene frem Tsal Ming Liang's film The River (1996, Taiwan) Is cne
of the best examples of the kinds of 'spaces’ that have often been portrayed in gqueer Asian cinema
since the second half of the 1990s. The comdors have become a kind of in-between space located
between what is public and private space, moral and immoral, tradition and modernity, heterosexual
and homosexual, which 15 accentuated in the film. The space of the sauna that has formed part
of homosexual culture has now been supenmposed and exposed by the space of the family, as
represented through the relationship between father and son.® The filmic representation makes It
5 Dze neads to understand the different roles and sigmfication of the sauma in different locales and fime. Particularly m recent
vears, besides 1t being a place for family and relazation, the implications of the sauma have changed in many parts of the world and in
society. It has become part of the homosexual subculture, as well as bathhouse, park, gym, public toilet, car park, café and many other
places, which have been the foons of the 1990s queer study in constractmz homesexeal 1dentity and commmumaty (Sanders 1996, Bell and
Valentine 1995, Ingram and Retter 1997).

& Chiis Beny has obsarved the importance of the (Confucian) fammlby and 1ts close relatienship with homosexuals m East Aszian
Cmema. He further suzeests that it 15 ourte 1mmmossible to consider homosaxual identitv outside the fanulv.
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possible for us to witness the encounter between father and son which has now brought disruption
to the once concealed and restricted meaning of the homosexual space, and at the same time has
disrupted the authonty figure of the father in the context of family relations by the confrontation and
invohvement with homosexuality, the forbidden love between father and son.® Towards the end of
the scene, after Hsizo-Kang has run out of the room, his father stands motionless by the opendoor
connecting with the cornidor. The cormidor has become a kind of gap, an extension that allows us to
re-configure the meaning of both spaces, homosexual and family, The now fragile and weakening
representation of the once celebrated heterosexual space of the family has been affected by several
contemporary conditions, including homosexual desires, as signified by the last shot of this scene.
This mixture of old and new, public and private, hetero and homo, moral and immeoral, tradition and
modernity and so on, I believe, has created an in-between space that s not fixed In meaning and
accommedates multiple functions that at times contest the existing ideclogy.

This 15 the kind of space that I would like to call attention to and can be witnessed in some of the
films in queer Asian cinema, such as Vive FMAmour, Goodbye Dragon Inn (Tsal Ming-Liang, 2002), In
the Mood for Love (Wong Kar-wail, 2000) and Tropical Malady (Apichartpong Weerasethkul, 2004 );
spaces such as those of an unscld apartment left over from the economic crash in Asia in 1997, a
large theatre showing local films, that went out of favour when mini-theatres spread across the city,
a transitional space such as a cornder, or Hong Keng as a country, a space of the real and imagined
such as the forest in Tropical Malady, etc. These are spaces with no particular function or meaning.

T Fran Martin suggests m 2 sinmlar mammer that wlule this scene has suggested the ability to domunate and encompass all social
spaces. 1t also sue=zests the dissoluhon of “the onizmal form of authonty’. Martm. 2003)
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They are more ke a void to be flled with unspeakable desires, at times homosexual desires, which
enable many possibilities to take place as the old meanings, such as that of the traditional space of
the family, are deconstructed and superimposed by new meanings in the age of globalisation. It is
a period when capitalisation and modernisation are taking place at tremendous speed in traditional
societies such as East and Scutheast Asia. The inconsistency of developments within the city has
resulted in certain kinds of gaps or veids, both physical and psychological. T have discussed some of
the physical ones in Chaptar One, such as park areas, the space under the bridge, and the space in
the vicinity of the Royal Palace, although there are spaces that cannot be seen.

Though it is probably difficult to locate and recognise these spaces in the rush of everyday life, visual
representations have made it possible to see more clearly what may have been invisible and hidden.
Moreover, in this contradiction between “absence’ and 'presence’, filmic images are in themselves
already an in-between space. As Ackbar Abbas remarks on the significance of visual representation:
"the more abstract the space, the more important the image becomes, and the more dominant
becomes the visuzal as a mode”™® It also makes visible the embodiment of the organisation of codes,
signs, Ideoclogies, and structural constraints that we expenence in everyday life and bring them
to the fore, which may help us to unravel the complex structure that works within society. What
concerns me here is not to find the in-between spaces that I believe are made evident in the recant
emergence of a group of filmic representations in Asia, but to reveal the structure underlying these
In-between spaces, and the relationship between what 1s presented on screen and what 1s beyond

8 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Eong: Culhwre and the Pelitics of Dizappearance , Mmzneapelis: University of Mmrnesota Press, 1997 p.
-
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our fisld of vision (the known and the unknown, visible and invisible, seen and unseen, etc.) which
underpins these filmic representations, as well as their spatial crganisation and representation as a
whole.

The following guestions inform the readings in this paper: How these filmic representations that
epitomise the interplay between what 15 "visible’ - or ‘presence’ (shown on screen) - and what
Is "invisible” or 'absence’ (beyond out field of vision) structure this in-between space; what is left
for each individual to construct their own subjectivity amidst this breaking-up and blurming of the
boundanes. However, I do not intend to clanfy or decide upon ‘what 15’ or 'what 15 not” the in-between
space, but instead to make use of this undecidable moment, an ambiguous space, to make possible
a multi-reading and understanding no longer trapped in the dichotomous way of thinking.

Ultimately, through the reading of the in-between spaces in Asian filmic representation, I hope to
spark off some ideas in relation to my overzall theme of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd and how the filmic
or visual representation might assist us to see or look differently at the space and also discover a
new one. It is also an attempt to understand the changes in filmic images in response to the rapid
transformations that have occurred over the past decade up until recent times, such as the 1997
British handover of Hong Kong China’s Special Administrative Regions, and the increasing visibility
of homosexuals in the public sphere across Asia. As Berry (1994 ) further points out, not only do we
need to understand these changing spaces but zlso the way in which we positicn ourselves in them.
He suggests that in the midst of the ever-chanaging i1dentities and landscapes, a two-dimensional
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printed map 15 no loenger sufficient. We need to "demand a more fluid and fragmentaed understanding
of subject posiions™.® A new topographical mechanism i1s needed In response to the voices of the
subaltern, as Berry writes:

For the real nisk of disempowerment for those who claim the “subject’ position in the old
topographical mechanism of dichotomous desire and the real obstacle to breaking out
of the "other’ position do not lie in the "subjects’ hearing 'others’ speak. Rather, it lies
in hanging on to the old mechanism, for If the "other’ 1s already speaking and acting,
then the metaphor is already bankrupt,™

While kesping Berry's suggestion in mind, I shall attempt to address the films mentioned above as
an instance of how they made possible the reading of in-between spaces where love, which also the
subject of these films, could be re-imagined in relation to homesexuality. Although the films have
been made in different locations — Hong Kong, Taiwan and Thailand - it 1s also important to note
here that while attending to both the historical and the specificity of the local text, the way the local
has been marked by translocal interaction also needs to be considered in the overall reading of these
films.™

9 Chris Bery, 4 Bit of the Side: Easi-West Topographies of Desive , Sydoey: EmPress, 1994, p. 14,
10 thid., p. 16.
11 Az has also been remarked b Fran Marfin and Pater Jackson (Martim, 20030
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AN ALTERNATIVE SPACE FOR THE LOVE RE-IMAGINE[D™=

Disappearance, according to Paul Virilio, is a product of speed and a technological interface in
which the physical dimension has been distorted and deprived and changes ocur relationship to
the world. What we are experiencing is a3 breakdown in both time and space through high-speed
transportation, electronic machines, mobile phones, etc, that shorten all distances and time and put
all the chronological erders into disarray. The appearance of any matenal forms — painting, sculpture
— has been replaced by the emergence of photography, followed by cinematography and video. We
have now entered into “the realm of an aesthetic of disappearance where the persistence i1s now
only retinal”, a cognitive form of perception.™ Contrary to the assthetics of appearance where the
images only persist because of the existence of their mediums, now the concrete mediums no longer
existed but only the retinal persistency. While there is the evidence of film reels, the ‘real’ of the
reality is quickly fading away and what is left and matters is only the persistency of retinal images as
they try to recapture and present what has already passed or disappeared. The dialectics between
the two, appearance and disappearance, i1s what constitutes our contemporary society, where the
appearance 1s in demand to make up for the lack or loss of security that comes under threat in the
fast-developing society, but at the same time the disappearance is alsc nesded in order to replace
or substitute for what is threatening to disappear. This is the situation that is being faced all over the
world, particularly in the "developing” world such as in Asia.

The dialectics between what appears and disappears became even more symptomatic in the case of

Hong Kong during the penod of 1997 handover which marked the end of colonizlism and the beginning

12 Taken from Fran Marfin as she attempts to desciibe the alternative space that features m Tsan Ming-Liang"s Five I Amour.
13 Intarsiew with Chris Dercon. m Frrerview with Panl! Firilie (ed. Tohn Armutaze’. London: Saze Publications Lid.. 2001, ». 77
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of ‘quasi-coloniglism’ but with a twist where the colonised state 15 no longer in the dependent
subaltern position but actually more technologiczally advanced than and economical superior to the
colonising state.™ The simple equation of colonised/coloniser i1s unprecedentedly disrupted. It is
an on-going process of displacement and reversal "when an ‘older’ but still operative politics of
national legitimacy and geophysical boundaries comes into conflict with a 'newer’ politics of global
flows, information, and the devalonsation of physical boundanes™. Abbas uses the term ‘space
of disappearance’ to describe the state of Hong Kong in this particular perncd when its people are
searching for lost identities and cultures. Abbas compares the state of Hong Kong's culture before
the 1970s as perceived by its people to Sigmund Freud's term "negative hallucination” in his essay
on Wilhelm Jensen’s Gravida, or a ‘reverse hallucination’, a refusal to see what 15 there. Everything
had been perceived by Its people as importad from elsewhere, whether Mainland China, Taiwan or
the West, but then they came to realise that what they had would all scon disappear in the midst of
accelerated economic growth and political instability, zll will, then, soon disappear.™ What was once
considered the other i1s again part of the construction of the today's self. With the fear of losing
what they have in the last decade or so, the radical surge of its own culture has turned a ‘reverse
hallucination” into a "culture of disappearance’, "whose appearance is posited on the imminence of its
disappearance,”™ as is shown in many forms of visual representation, particularly the most popular
one, Hong Kong cinema, such as the films of Wong Kar-wail, Ann Hui, and Stanley Kwan, where the

14 See Ackbar Abbas (1997
15 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Eong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (hinnsapehs: University of Mimmesota Press, 1997}, p.

4
16  iwid,p. 6-7.
17 ibid.o 7
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cearch for new 1mages of representation 1s made possible and “all its anxieties and contradicbions
can be read™™,

Rey Chow describes these searches for the lost past as 'nostalgia’ that features significantly in the
filmic representation in Hong Kong as well as elsewhere in the developing world. But nostalgia,
as we know, the longing for the past that we can not return to, seems to appear differently when
“"the omnipresence of real estate speculation means not only that "oniginal’ histonc places are being
demolished regularly, but also that the new constructions that replace them often do not stand long
enough - to acquire the fesling of permanence that in turn gives way to nostalgia - before they too
are demolished”.™ In turn, instead of longing for the past through objects or sites, the nostalgia 15
“working by manipulation of temporality rather than by simple projection of lack/loss onto space. In
other words, nostalgia is not triggered by the objects anymore but by the absence of the object or the
space of disappearance. If and when the past is to be (re)collected, it 1s {re)collected in compressed
forms, forms that are fantasies of time."™ These fantasies of ime are suitably explored through
filmic images where time can be manipulated without any restrictions through the technigues of
cameras and editing. Hence, through different technigues of representation, these nostalgic images
are concerned with temporality, where intense and abstract imaages are created that differ from
the classical cinema, similar to what Gilles Deleuze would call 2 "time-image”, where the aberrant
movemeant 15 not taking place in a unified time-space (unlike images such as dreams, memories,

18 thad., p. 17.

19 Fev Chow, Ethics After Idealizm: Theory-Culture-Ethknicity-Feading (Blocmington and Indianzpolis: Indiana University Prass,
1998) p. 135.

20 thd.. o. 135
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and hallucination) but in direct images of time where the aberrant movement becomes the norm,
which may cause many undecidable moments that cannot easily be identified or understood.™ In
this image, it can be an alternative space and time through which we can re-imagine our identity
and re-discover what may disappear, invisible, or what we may have refused to see in the past, or
what may have been rendered as false. But instead of the space of the re-imagined, could these
filmic spaces of nostalgia be only the projection of the romance of the past, of treasured memories,
or only an easy escape route from the imperfect present to a perfect dream or fantasy? Could this
perhaps be, as Fran Martin suggests, an index of the need for 2 new kind of social space, a space
for love re-imagined which filmic images make possible, bringing unlikely elements of love, ideclogy,
subjectivity together which ay come inte conflict in everyday life?

Amidst the recant wave of nostalgia films in Hong Keng, Wong Kar-wali's first film after the handover,
In the Mood for Love, best sums up present-day Hong Kong and its identity and culture in the space
of disappearance. It is the story of an illicit and oppressive love affair between two neighbours in
the Hong Kong Shanghainese community, who discover that their respective spouses are having
an affair. It is set in the 1960s, which arguably marked the beginning of Hong Kong's post-colonial
modearnity as the Hong Kong House of Commons officially reviewed its post-war position.™ It is a
critical time of transition and transformation, as seen through varous characters moving in and
out of Hong Kong and in the occupations of two main characters who signify Hong Kong's place in

21 See Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The rime-image (London: Athlone Press, 1989), p. X

22 Wue has alse further suggested that if was at the samee time that Hong Kong acqured 1ts modem attitude of dedication to monaey-
making, which was the begmming of Hong Kong's economic success today. (In the Mood for Love: Intersections of Hong KEong Moder-
witv” m Chinese Films in focus: 25 New Takes (ed. Chnis Berrv. London: British Film Institute. 2003}, v, 132,
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modernity and capitalism: a secretary in a2 shipping company and a reporter whose duties took take
him to different places in Asia.

However, it could be said that the film is about the nostalgia of lost love in and of the past, that
we cannot go back to but only revisit through the images, and in this case the film itself becomes
the ultimate object of nostalgia which makes revisiting the past possible by the reconstruction and
imitation of the past. In other words, the film has been created in such a way that we can project
our loss of the past and confirms the existence of the object of desire that may or may not have
existed in reality, a substitution of reality with images or representation. This point 15 made clear
through the film’s use of roleplay between the two characters (Mr Chow or Chow Mo-wan, played by
Tony Leung, and Mrs Chan, played by Meggie Chung), which also functions significantly as a means
for the two characters to develop their remance. The simple guest of "just wantad to know how It
started” of both characters leads them to construct the world of fiction, to re-imagine what might
have been in the story of the supposedly real and original relationship between Mrs Chow and Mr
Chan. It may remind us of the phrase "let’s start over again” from Bo-wing, Leslie Cheung'’s character
In Happy Together as Rey Chow views as expresses a desire to go back to the primal scene which
often reveals a kind of lack or loss of a primal scene which might only be fictional, but just imagining
its existence has already made us whole, the unity of the pnmal scene.™ By inventing their world of
fiction, they create a substitution for the ‘'whole’ that they have imagined in the relaticnship between
their respective spouses. The relatiocnship between the two illicit couples creates the structure of the
film, which depends very much upon the interplay between the binary oppositions, and I list some

23 Bey Chow, “MWestalzia of the New Wave: Stuctme 1m Wong Kar-war's Happy Together” 1 Keyframes: Popular Cinema and
Culrural Studies (eds. Matthew Tinkecom and Amv Villareiol. (London: Foutled=ze. 20017 pop. 233-235,
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modernity and capitalism: a secretary in 2 shipping company and a reporter whose duties took take
him to different places in Asia.

However, it could be said that the film is about the nostalgia of lost love in and of the past, that
we cannot go back to but only revisit through the images, and in this case the film itself becomes
the ultimate object of nostalgia which makes revisiting the past possible by the reconstruction and
imitation of the past. In other words, the film has been created in such a way that we can project
our loss of the past and confirms the existence of the object of desire that may or may not have
existed in reality, a substitution of reality with images or representation. This point 15 made clear
through the film’s use of roleplay between the two characters (Mr Chow or Chow Mo-wan, played by
Tony Leung, and Mrs Chan, played by Meggie Chung), which zalso functions significantly as a means
for the two characters to develop their remance. The simple guest of "just wanted to know how It
started” of both characters leads them to construct the world of fiction, to re-imagine what might
have been in the story of the supposedly real and criginal relationship between Mrs Chow and Mr
Chan. It may remind us of the phrase "let’s start over again” from Bo-wing, Leslie Cheung’s character
In Happy Together as Rey Chow views as expresses a desire to go back to the primal scene which
often reveals a kind of lack or loss of a primal scene which might only be fictional, but just imagining
its existence has already made us whole, the unity of the pnmal scene.™ By inventing their world of
fiction, they create a substitution for the ‘'whole’ that they have imagined in the relaticnship between
their respective spouses. The relationship between the two illicit couples creates the structure of the
film, which depends very much upon the interplay between the binary oppositions, and I list some

23 Fey Chow, “Mestalzia of the New Wave: Stuctme 1 Wong Kar-war’s Happy Together” 1 Kevframes: Popular Cinema and
Cultural Studies (eds. Matthew Tinkecom and Amv Villareiol. (London: Foutled=ze. 20017 oo, 233-235,
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examples below:

The relationship between

Mr Chow& Mrs Chan Mrs Chow & Mr Chan
Fiction Real
Present Absent
Visible Invisible
Public Private
Tradition Desire
Culture Nature
Lack Whaole

The romance between Mr Chow and Mrs Chan starts with only a fichonal-roleplay, without doing
anything that opposes the traditions or norms of the society. Therefore it 1s allowed to be visible In
public, unlike the affair between MrsChow and Mr Chan, whom we only see in fragments; they seem
to be invisible in the framing of the shots, and are finally totally absent from the film. However, as
the relaticnship between Mr Chow and Mrs Chan developes we become gradually unable to separate
fiction and reality. We do not know exactly what 1s going on between them, as in room 2046 of the
hotel where they meet up, their actions become a blur. The images of the two protagonists are now
often fragmented or unclear reflections in the mirror. These transiticns between real and fictional are
also signalled by Mr Chow's attempts to move away from the real routine of working in a newspaper
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to wnting martial arts ficbion with Mrs. Chan. Once agamn, in themr relationship they both depend
upen the fiction they create in order to be whole.

In the final stages of their relationship, the ‘rehearsal’ of many versions where they substitute their
respective husband and wife has become so real, but at the same time this real at the end is seen
as just a rehearsal”, as in theair last scene together when Mr Chow asks Mrs Chan to pretend to ask
him not to see her again, and not as a substitution of her husband but as himself. But when she
becomes too upset, believing this to be real, he tells her to not take it too seriously and that it 15
not real but just a rehearsal, as he often reminds her. While they attempt to make their relationship
become “real”, their relationship i1s, again, thrown back to the realm of representation, in which they
try to recreate, to imitate the supposedly real relationship between Mr Chan and Mrs Chow, which
can never become the absolutely real. The increasing presence of their relationship on the screen, in
contrast to the increasing absence of Mr Chan and Mrs Chow from the screen, can never sustained
if Mr Chan and Mrs Chow are to be totally absenct from the film. It is the interplay between the
two, the real and the representation, and the absence and the presence, that indefinite attempt
to replace =ach other, that allows the gap to occur and exist, the ambiguous space in-between the
binary opposition, where we can no longer separate the real and the representation, the real and the
fictional, and so on. In this ambiguity, the audience is left to fill that space or gap with their fantasy,
their dreams and desires (the elements that allow us to imagine the relationship between Mr Chow
and Mrs Chan, which might be illicit, immoral and cannot be directly represented in the film), which
are often supported by the use of mise-en-scéne and the prominent use of transitional spaces like
a corridor, a stairway, alleyway, the cormner of a building. These spaces are often represented in the
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film as a space for daydreaming or a fantasy space which, through Freud, Laplanche and Pontalis,
suggests that the world of fantasy 15 "to be located exclusively within the domain of opposition
between subjective and cbjective, between an inner world, where satisfaction is obtained through
illusion, and an external world, which gradually, through the medium of perception, asserts the
supremacy of the reality principle.™ Through the use of slow motion or static-like images where
there is almost no action from the characters, such as in the hotel cornidors where each protagonist
always stands motionless amidst splendid décor, costumes and colour scheme, the images are
rendered almost like photograph. These images in a way interrupt the narmative flow and instead
create a kind of mood reminiscent of dreams.

Places such as hallways, staircases, and cormdors also become the main focus of the film, where we
see people constantly moving and passing through. It 1s alsoc where strangers and acquaintances
meet each other and move on, in 2 similar manner to what takes place in airpert lounges, hotel
cornidors, or ulimately in port cities like Hong Kong, where we often interact with pecople and finally
maove on without any attachment. They are not really part of an interior or pnvate realm, nor are
they really 2 public space, as they also allow a kind of close interaction and communication between
strangers that may not be possible in the public space. They also provide a space for the characters
who are often trapped on the inside, as we can see through the framing of space. Moreover, they
also signify the kind of illicit and oppressive love that does not belong in any particular space, inside
or outside. It is the spaces of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd that allow an oppressive desire to function.

24 Jean Laplanche and Jean-Bertrand Pontalis, Fantasy and the Ovigins of Sexnality in Formartions of Fantazy, eds. Victor Bargin,
JTames Donald and Cora Kavlan. (London: Routled=e. 19861 v 6.
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The characters are often framed through a window or doorframe, and they find it hard, 1If not
impossible, to break through the frame and release themselves into the outside world. The inside,
which the film represents through the immigrant Shanghainese community and has been given the
signifier "Shanghai has returned to its former status as the more "senior’ city in the Chinese cultural
imaginary, ™ overpowers the characters. While the outside, which is arguably absent from most of
the film, except for the noodle stall and an empty street, 15 often seen as a space of degradation
or in opposition to the Chinese traditions that are upheld inside, as Mrs Suen attempts to warn Mrs
Chan after her recent outing. Therefore, the only way for the characters to break through to the
outside is by way of those absent places in the film which we hear of but never visit, like Japan where
both Mrs Chow and Mr Chan often find themselves, or Singapore to which Mr Chow finally escapes.
However, towards the end, the relative power position between the inside and the cutside or tradition
{Chineseness) and modemnity (the West) 1s implicitly altered, as the inside fails to capture and make
sense of the outside world of constant changes and flee tself from a certzin prnivileged position in
the society, as in the case of Mrs Suen and Mr Koo, the landlords of Mrs Chan and Mr Chow, who
finally find themselves emigrating and escaping from the uncertainty that surrounds and governs
Hong Kong.

The prominent appearance of corndors or similar kinds of transitional spaces are not only featured
in Hong Kong or in Wong Kar-wai's films but also appear elsewhers in contemporary Chinese cinema
and in other "developing’ countries. Tsal Ming Liang’s films also feature cormmidor spaces, which has
become one of his trademarks, appeanng in every film. In the film Vive VAmour, he extends the use

25 Aundrev Tue, “In the Meod for Love: Intersections of Hong Kong Modemuty™ in Chinese Films in focus: 25 New Takes (ed. Chns
Benv. London: Brntish Film Institute. 20037, ©. 132,
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of comidors as a transitional space to the empty apartment, which 1s established in the very nirst shot
where we see a key hanging from the door in an emphty corndor, which is taken away by the out-of-
focus Xiao-Kang character. The empty apartment, with no real use or function in an excessive world
of economic prospercus Taipei, as seen through the window pane of the apartment, has become
a space of transition for people to prepare for their participation in a fast-changing world, a void
walting to be filled in an foreseen future. It is a2 kind of tempeorary space for the three characters:
Mei-mei, an estate agent, Arong, a street vendor of women's clothing, and Xiao-Kang, a crematonium
salesman, whers they are passing by each other and finally interact; simultaneously representad in
the scene where Arong is having sex with Mei-mei while Xiao-Kang, who has already developed an
affection for Arong, hides under the same bed. The apartment, which is supposed to funchion as a
space of home or family, has changed its meaning and created what Fran Martin suggests as "new
spaces of possibility opening up within the constrained conditions of everyday life in the dystopian
cities of Taiwanese (post)modarmity. ™

According to Martin, the relaticnship between the two spaces, family (jiz — a term that means
both ‘family” and "home") and homosexuality (tongxinglian), often considered to be in conflict with
each other, as the reguirement of jia, family reproduction, has made tongxinglian a threat to the
reproductive heterosexual jia, are no longer opposed each other. Instead of the breaking down of a
traditional or family space, it i1s an "emptying out’ of the jia, allowing for a new space of possibility
built upon the ruin and decay of family spaces and the possibility of re-thinking its signification in

26 Fran Martin, Situating Sexualiviez: Oueer Representation in Ioiwanese Fiction, Film and Public Culture (Hong Keng: Heng
Rone Universitv Press. 20037 o 120
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relation to the recent transtormations of Taiwan's social and cultural spaces,™ as in the scene where
Xiao Kang attempts to make the empty apartment a home that he may want to share with Arong
and he shares a hotpot meal with her as a "normal” family would do. Instead of breaking out and
completely disappearing from the jia, the film, through the space of apartment, leaves some hope
for a new imagined space that we may not realise in the present condition but may soon approaching
— "the space of love re-imaginad’- yet it is real and can be found within the confined spaces of the
filmic images.™ It "suggests that the location from which the tangled guestions arising from the
inevitable imbrications of patnlineal family with homosexual knowledge might be answered remains
a hypothetical location: imaginable, but as yet outside our field of vision. ™™

The world of speed and displacement, where people are constantly moving around, buildings are being
built and demolished in a2 short space of time, and there is an overload of information technology,
Images or visual representation, has created confusion and a displacement of space and time in cur
sensory motor system that we are continually attempting to get a gnp on in crder to construct cur
fixed and stable identity as a way of surviving and making sense of the world. Nevertheless, it often
fails because identities, as we can see from the above examples, are multiplying and fluid. Filmic
representations such as In the Mood for Love and Vive l'Amour have guestioned the fixed identities

that have been framed by dominant ideclogies through norms, religion, tradition, etc. The space
27 Fran Martm, “Vive L' Amow: Eloguent Emptiness™ in Chinese Films in focus: 25 New Takss {ed. Chns Berrv, London: Brtish
Film Institute, 2003}, p. 176, See also Chang Halao-lnmg (An Erotic Map of Taiper” m Suesr Dezirve: Gender and Sexualiny, Taipei:
Lianhe Wenzmae, 19963, p. 78-107) for further discussion of the “emptymgz out’ of jia.

2B Fran Martin, Siruating Sexualities: Ouser Reprezemtation in Tabwanese Fiction, Film and Public Culnire, Hong Kong, Heng
Kong University Press, 2003, p. 180,

29 thd. o 179,
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of the corndor, as I suggest above, 15 one In which we can learn toc guestion any hxed and stable
notion of identity, dominant ideclogy or even the status of images themselves, among other things.
This space i1s not only a space of transition in terms of gecgraphy or architecture but it can also, as
shown in the above films be a space where past, present and future can meet and where our love
and desire have to be re-imagined in this new condition of space, as seen in Ming Liang's Goodbye
Dragon Inn.

Goodbye Dragon Inn is a film about cinema itself. The film centres on the last day of a2 second-grade
theatre showing the old kung-fu film Dragon Inn. In an era of intense urban development, such a
grand place is fast becoming part of the memorabilia of the past. It will soon be demolished and
replaced with a department store with a multiplex cinema. These kinds of cinemas are often situated
on the fringes of the city centre, and the films they show are often old-cinema and pornography. They
no longer have any real econemic function in the contemporary world. They are usually freguented
by those who are considered the other in the city, such as homosexuals or those who have no
function in the urban economy, such as old people and children who come to pass the time. Their
only real function now i1s becoming a space for unfulfilled desire, whether the desire for a lost past
that cannot be recaptured in the outside world, or homosexual desires that make use of the dark
corndors and theatre to find someone. The spaces have become a kind of void, leftovers from the
transition to globalisabion and modernisation that is also taking place in many other big cities in
Asia. It is an attempt to hang on to their roots. They are trapped In the moment where the past is
fading away while the future 1s not yet there. It 15 a kind of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd space that is best
demonstrated by the second-grade cinema, a space where cinema functions as an in-between space

.
o

ali

Il': -

i,
k]
A ang

L.
R i ]
it

R
bty

=
A

e
o

5

FLE S
L .t

[LLINTS
UK YERSITEI
= PHE Malmb Bt Acadorry Luad Universiby



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

The Flimic space

In 1ts most concrete form.

While through In the Mood For Love and Vive FAmour 1 have discussed alternative spaces in films,
and through Goodbye Dragon Inn I have tried to look at film in space, a cinema, in the last part 1
want to discuss film as a space where the boundaries between real and imagined are more seamlessly
intertwined than in any other medium because of its visual expression and its dialectic mechanism
between objects and images. Perhaps it is the most abstract space but also an important and
creative one that often guides us through the contemperary conditions that we live in. The space
of gueer Asian cinema can be the most familiar and the strangest one at the same time. It can
transcend expenence, from the most intimate to the most alienated , from the most real to the
imaginad, frem the familiar corner of the city to the exotic deep dark of the trepical jungle, from
the sphere of the known to the unknown. It is a mixture of all these suggested things that I want to
demonstrate in Tropical Malady.

From dark urban theatre to dark tropical jungle in Apichartpong Weerasethakul's Tropical
Malady
The human eye, and equally the photographic lens, acts from a particular position and from

there can take in only such portions of the field of vision as are not hidden by things in front.
Rudolf Arnheim, Film As Art, p. 19

It 15 In the nature of film, charactensed by Rudolf Arnheaim as "neither absolutely two-dimensional
nor absolutely three-dimensional, but something between” resulting from the projection of the three-
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dimensional movemeant onto the screen surtace, that we are reminded of the reality’ we perceive
on screen as partial and fictious.™ There is always the space beyond the four sides of the screen
as well as the surface of the screen both behind and in front of the position of the camera, as many
film theorists attempt to point out the different aspects of film space. Among them, Stephen Heath
draws our attention to two main spaces associated with film: one is the space 'in frame” and the
other 1s the space "out of frame’ or the space beyond the imits of the frame.™ It is the distinction
between the two spaces, in other words between the reality presented on screen and the reality
of the world beyond the screen, that has always been the subject of discussion by many scholars.
Jury Letman, a Russian semiotician, reminds us that there is always a contradiction between what
15 within the confined space of the screen and the unlimited space of the world to which cinema
inevitably refers to.™ The relationship between the space on and off screen is also emphasised by
Andre Gardies, a French narratologist, who suggests that it 1s the cultural knowledge the spectators
embeody which zllows them to perceive a spatial dimension beyond the filmic one.™

It is in this in-between space of what is present and absent frem the screen that the specific meaning
of each film takes place. It is also the exchange between the two, the presence and absence, that is
the nature of cinema itself, as is also pointed out by Christian Metz, a major film theorist; the more

30 Eudolf Amheim, Film Az Art, London: Faber, 1969, p. 20.

31 Stephen Heath, ‘Mamative Space’ m Conremporary Film Theery {ed. Antony Easthope), London: Longman Group UK Limited,
1993, p. 73.

32 Lieve Spaas, ‘Center, Periphery and Margmality in the films of Alamm Tamner” m Space in Ewrapean Cinema (ed. Maato Eon-
stantarakos), Exeter: Intellect Bocks, 2000, p. 132,

33 thd.. o. 152,
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vividly the images are presented, the more it insists that the object 1s actually lacking; in other words,
It is made ‘present’ in the mode of "absence’™ It is also precisely in this betweean space of presence
and absence that I believe at the heart of Tropical Malady and the key to its understanding.

After I left the cinema and tried to organise my thoughts on the film Tropical Malady, directed by
Apichartpong Weerasethkul, I felt even more confused trying to understand it in a normal causal
way. What did the dark screen in the middle of the film mean to the seemingly different stories,
despite the same lead characters? Is it a talking monkey that provides a key understanding to the
film? The guestions go on and on. Despite the confusion over the narmative, it was one of the most
enticing expensences I have ever had watching films. Was it the darkness in the dense jungle with a
flickering sunshine that lured me, as the darkness of the cinema itself has lured me and the audience
for over a century with the flickering light on the screen? Perhaps it is in that darkness and the
moment of uncertainty of knowing/not knowing that Tropical Malady holds its power.

In my first encounter with Tropical Malady, the film seemed structured on the binary cpposition, by
positing two different stornies, a love story between two men and the story of a soldier hunting a
monster who is capable of transforming itself between a human and a tiger. It is also a story of light
and darkness, of nature and humans, of life and fairytales, of heterosexual and homosexual, of men
and women, and much more. However, instead of focusing on the binary opposition, Weerasethkul
expressed In an interview his interest in "expenimenting” by putting twe different things, the two
opposite poles, side by side, despite the known path and result. By doing so, Weerasethkul invites

34 Clristian Metz. Psvehoanalesiz and Cinema: The Imasingry Sienifier. London: Macoullan. 1982 o, 44
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us to go on an unknown journey to find the meanmning between the binary opposition. However, we
nead to ask further in which ways or which strategies the film has attempted and employed toc move
beyond the binary opposition. What really happenad in the in-between? We are encouraged to look
for the void, the absence, the gap reminding us all of the limitation of visual images, and to the
more important question of our vision and knowledage, which I attempt to raise through the reading
of the film.

Despite the element of homosexuality in the film, it cannot easily be said that Tropical Malady
15 @ homosexual film. It uses homosexual elements as a major creative force, like many other
prominent films made by filmmakers such as Derek Jarman and Jean Cocteau, where homosexual
elements are pushing the boundaries of filmmaking itself. It can also be used as a good example
to draw attention to the contemporary conditions of Thai homosexuality which have rarely been
brought up as an independent entity that is different from the katoey, or transvestite, who often
represents homosexuals in popular media. In presenting the seemingly simple love story between
two men in a traditional space such as family, military, folklore tales, villages, instead of the usual
urban space and the rather exclusive space of clubs, bars and sauna, the film attempts to rewrite
and rearrange the meaning of homosexuality and its spaces as well as the traditional spaces that
represent hegemonic ideoclogy. At the same time, the intervention of thess two contradictory spaces
within the narmative space of Tropical Malady provides a way of reconciling and gesturing towards the
alternative approach to the problematic of representing the Other with references to the philosophy
of Buddhism and Thai ideclogy.
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Furthermore, as Heath points out, flm space 15 crganised by the logic of narrative, and Tropical
Malady, with 1ts complicated and multi-layered namratives, whether folklore, legend, fable or memory,
exposes and questicns not only the filmic space but filmic narrative as a whole.™ In that way, the
film challenges us to pose an even more significant question: given that our knowledge depends
upon the narrative in organising data and information, what can we believe to be true if the narrative
itself is being questioned? We are now entering what Martin Reiser and Andrea Zapp descrnibe as
an "age of narrative chaos™ that poses an urgent need in every field to reconsider what has been
dominant or what is supposed to be a grand narrative or knowledge as a whaole,

The light, the dark, and the beyond
If you close your eyes, you only see the darkness. But if you look into the darkness for a while

yvou will see the images.
Apichartpong Weerasethakul {interview in Bioscope magazine )™

The cinema and the cinematic experience are very much dependent upon the contrasting elements
of darkness and lightness to make visible the images and how we may perceive those images on the
screen. The most obvious relaticnship that has been discussed throughout the history of cinema is
the darkness of the theatre and the light that goes through the projector that projects the images
onto the screen to produce a dream-like guality of cinematic representation that makes possible
35 Stephen Heath, ‘Mamative Space’ m Conremporary Film Theery {ed. Amtony Easthope), London: Longman Group UK Limited,
1993, p. 88,

36 New Sereen Media: Cinema/drtNarrative, eds. Martin Rieser and Andrea Zapp, London: Brtish Film Institute, 2004, p. 250V
37 Bioscowve. 31 (Tune. 2004%, po. 4247,
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the relationship between cinema and subconscious that has been explored in psychoanalysis. The
process of filming itself or the process of image-making also depends on these two elements. The
light that passes through the film chemical bases in each interval of camera mechanism has created
the strip of light and dark that when passing through the projector at a particular speed will create
a continuous image that we see on the screen. However, we often overlook the importance of the
dark that makes possible the images. It often gets lost through the speed, another significant factor,
to make the light appear in continuous movement and to make possible the illusion of reality. While
the images are moving through the succession of speed, at 24 images per second, the eyes can no
longer capture the 'gap’ or darkness between each fragmented image. What interests me in Tropical
Malady i1s the way in which the speed has been slowed down and disrupted to reveal the darkness
that has always been a significant part of the process in filmic representation, and possibly revealing
the mechanism of visible machine that always preduces the gap/the rupture/the slippage between
what is supposedly real and the images which underlie all kinds of representation.

However, it 15 no longer the question of the nature of representation that Tropical Malady raises but
also the larger question of our limits of vision/of our eyes. The unusually long period of darkness in
the middle of the film does not only reveal the darkness but also exposes our limits of vision, that
we are unable to see in the dark. According to Peggy Phelan, "the physiological understanding of
vision, like both the psychoanalytic conception of the gaze and the technologies of aesthetics, 15 also
a theory of loss and distortion.™ We are unable to perceive fully the supposedly real (as with the

camera that 1s only capable of capturing partial images of the rezl).™ We are only able to see with
38 Pezgy Phelan, Unmarked- The Polirics of Performance, London: Routledge, 1997 p. 14
39 ihd.. o 14.
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our organic eyes at a particular speed, movemeant, and spectrum of ight and colours. Apichartpong
takes out our ability to see as he intentionally puts in the dark frames, being there nothing to see
or being there something we see but are unable to perceive, as if to prepare us for a walk into the
unknown space of darkness (the forest, the subconscious) in the latter part of the film.

It is the light that creates such images and reality. The light has long been associated with the power
to see (and to be seen), to look, to investigate, to survey, and possibly to enlighten and so on. And
It i1s this power to see that we witness from the very first scene when the soldiers are taking tums
having their pictures taken with the corpse. The corpse has become a trophy, like a3 precious hunted
animal proudly presented by hunters. The photograph becomes a witness to the hunter's tnumph.
The human being without vision, his/her ability to s=e, 15 like a corpse that can become an object
of the lock. It is the same inability that we experience in the middle of the film. It is the light that
allows photography to take place, and it is this light that starts the film with an authornty to freeze
the reality. Because of the joyfulness and playfulness of the soldiers taking the pictures, we never
gquestion why the body is there in the first place. Representation seems much more important than
reality here, until later, when the lights have gone off in the middle of the film and we realise what
Is lacking.

After the long penod of darkness, we begin to see some images. We may question our perception
of whether the long pernod of darkness contained any images. What we think is invisible and where
nothing existed may actually contain images. That something 1s beyond our vision, beyond the reach
of our organic eyes, does not mean that it does not exist. If we look more carefully, we may see
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what was once lost and what we were unable to see 1n normal circumstances where the light, speed,
technology, and vanous powers control what we see. We are forced to go on the journsy of an
unexplored unknown where we no longer hold the power or the force to control. In other words, our
power of seeing that comes with the light as a spectator is taken away, just as in the case of Keng,
who is in many ways forced into the jungle to find the monster/Tong, if the monster/Tong could be
connected to the first part, departs from Keng and walks away from his lover into the darkness. With
the little ight and the dark, maze-like path covered with trees, we no longer have a clear visibility
of what i1s going on around us. From the position of the onlooker - both Keng and the audience
- we become the bearer of the look from the things that we cannot see. It Is possible to say that
we are afraid and controlled by the invisible; as Mananne Moore puts it: "the power of the visible 15
the invisible, ™=

On this journey of the unknown that used to be invisible, an absence, and the lost part of the images
that we are unable to capture, there 15 no ready map or knowledge to guide us through. It i1s not a
question of them being visible or invisible, present or absent; we must consider them both at once
visible and invisible and present and absent, redefining what is visible or invisible, in order to open
up a new perception with the understanding that one is impaired in ona’s own ability to perceive and
realise the images. The darkness and lightness may not be two opposite sides of the binary after
all. We need to find our own ways of knowing this unknown, where we no lenger ignore them as the
invisible other because of our fear of the unknown and the fear of admitting that there 15 something
40 Taken from Mananne Moore. Pagzy Phelan (1993, p. 14} remarks on the way m wlich the past’absence’ mvisible defines what 1=

presentpresencevisible. (MMaranne Moore, “He ‘Dhgestath Harde Yron™ mn 4 Marianne Moore Reader, Mew York: Vikmg Press, 1961,
o 24
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beyond our knowledge.

We need to search for the other knowledge that may enable us to see beyond the imitation of our
organic eyes, beyond the reality that presents itself in our field of vision. The reality we perceive
today is only structured through the retina, that in itself contains what has already disappeared, in
the same way as the cinematic images. According to Paul Vinhio, what we see persists only through
the retina, which makes it possible for us to see the image in motion; otherwise there 15 no real
sustaining medium in cinema.™ The retinal is merely a "depiction” of reality, with the lights reflected
on the retina as a screen; human perception or what the eyes see may only be a construction of the
nerves In the cortex that construct the ‘reality” we believe to exist.

THE OTHER WAY OF KNOWING: VENTURING INTO THE UNKNOWN, THE MYTH, AND THE
OTHER

Through Tropical Malady, 1 believe, Apichartpong gives us a glimpse of this alternative way of
venturing inte the unknown, or what Sarat Maharaj terms "xeno-epistemics” (the other ways of
knowing/knowing the other); he encourages us to engage with the unknown elements of the world
whose existence we perhaps have not realised within the over-dominating discourse of Western
knowledge that has been constructed through the binary opposition.™ It is through avidya, a Sansknt
41 Interinew with Chois Dercon, m Interview with Paul Firilio (ad.
John Armitage), London: Saze Publications Ltd., 2001, p. 77.

42 Sarat Mahara) writes extensively in an afterept to find the other ways of thinking 1 the visual art scene, meluding 1n Yeno-Epis-

temiics: Makeshift Kir for Senndimg Vizual Art as Enowledge Production and the Rerinal Regimes (New York: Distnbuted Art Publizhers,
2002
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term that stands tor "that in-between space explored by a long hine from 5Sankara backwards to the
Buddha's celebrated description by non-affirmation —"Neti, Neti, Neti”,” that we can pave the way
for this other way of knowing/knowing the other.™ The 'no, neither, nor’ that oscillate in avidya Is
suggested by Mahara] to "delay” polar thinking invelved in "knowing/not-knowing ™=

Although there i1s no such term as avidya in Thai, there are two similar terms: vidya and vicha or
viccha, the former deniving from Sansknt and the latter from Pali, meaning "knowledge.” While,
according to dictionary, vicha literzlly translates as "subject,” 3 term often used in formal education
or the knowledge often produced in institutions, vidyva can be translated directly as "knowledge,’ the
knowledge that can be obtained from investigating, reading or researching-and may not be limitad
only to the learning in the classroom. If we add the prefix "a’, which signals the neutral gear in
Sanskrit, aviccha and avidya mean rather scmething different. In most cases, the prefix "a" in Thai
Is a2 negative form that signals the oppeosite side of the binary, the negative site, such as in the case
of aviccha. Aviccha 15 a term often used in Buddhism to transcend "the state of no knowledge”,
the knowledge in this case meaning the rnight path to knowledge (the path of enlightenment) that
allows one to see things as they are, while aviccha in this case has the negative meaning of having a
wrong kind of knowledge through which one is always in darkness and cannot see things.™ In many
instances in Pali scripture, aviccha i1s compared to the dark thick shade that covers the world which

43 Sarat Mahara), Unfimshable Sketch of “An Unknown Object
4I0": scenes of art research in Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd: the Bamghkok Imisible Landscapes Caralogus, 2005, p. 13,
44 tad., p. 13.

45 Buddhadasbhikku, The Manual of beine. Banskok: Paopim. 1989 p. 148,
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does not allow the hght to shine through.™ MNevertheless, there are a tew exceptions where the
prefix "a’ does not mean the other side of the binary but scmething in-between, as in avidyva. Avidya
can literally translate as non-knowledge, that is not a state of having no knowledge but is rather a
knowledge that cannot be found by investigating, reading or researching and is something outside
this system of knowledge. It is a knowledge that we need to find through another way of knowing,
away from what we have been trained in before. It is a knowledge that is beyond the knowing/not
knowing binary mode of thinking. It 1s a 'no, neither, nor’, 2 negating mode of thinking embedded
in a method of teaching in Buddhism through which we will be able to understand avidya. One of
the great monks, Buddhahasbhikku, continually asks us to "not want to acquire, not want to be,
not want to have” in order to discover the true nature of things, which is nothingness - negating all
things, including oneself - that can lead to the path of enlightenment and cannot be found In only
the reading of Dhamma. This form of negation, not of the binary and always in-between, i1s a kind
of knowledge that I believe Tropical Malady has suggested, which cpens up possibilities for us to
rethink the unknown and lead us on a2 journey of darkness intc the non-knowledge spaces, where
we may be able to overcome the fear of the unknown, the other, the monster, and where once we
reach the point we may find avidya.

It I1s, perhaps, not too difficult to explain and understand Tropical Malady through Buddhism, in the
same way as it explored in the novel The Path of Tiger™ by Sila Koamchan, which features a hunter
who gets lost in a deep jungle and slowly takes on the role of the hunted as the tiger looks for its prey.

This novel, in a way, features a similar narrative to the part in the film Tropical Malady where, after

46 thad, p. 152
47 Sila Ecamchan. The Path of Ticer. Banskek: Minsmfre. 1997,
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a long pernod of darkness, Keng on his final journey comes aye to eye with the tiger "he”, just as the
nameless "he” in the novel comes eye to eye with a nameless tiger. It is undeniable that Buddhism
has become a way of life and a way of thinking that influences almost every aspact of Thai society.
Nevertheless, what prevents me from entirely reducing this reading to a Buddhist perspective, as
is often the case with many scholars, both Thai and Western, when referring to any Thai cultural
work, i1s the multi-layered way in which the film i1s structured, enabling varnous ways of reading it.
This can also be applied to the first part of the film, aside from its connection or disconnection to
the latter part after the darkness, which features a seemingly simple love story between two men
that comes as a disturbance, and which cannot be unified inte one reading from a Buddhist point of
view. By being consciously aware of the Buddhist reading, I hope to use this as a way of avoiding the
analytical reading of everything Thai matching a Buddhist perspective, which often reduces complax
works to an "ethnic ghetto” and continuously leaves out other significant issues underlying them,
In an era where the global and the local are constantly being negeotiated, and in the same way as
Rey Chow, who guides us through her forceful reading of non-Western works in a way that does not
reduce them to ‘national allegory.” She suggests:

Granting such density and complexity would mean refusing to idealise the non-West, be It
in the form of a culture, a class, or a gender group; a text, an auther, or a character, and
Instead reading the non-West 1s such a manner as to draw out its unconscious, irraticnal, and
violent nuances, so that, as an "other,” it can ne longer simply be left in a blank, frozen, and
mytheologised condition known perfunctonly as an "alternative” to the West.™

48 Fev Chow. Ethics After Idealizm: Theor-Chinire-Ettmicine-Readine. Bloommeston and Indiananohis: Indiana Unrversitr Prass,
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However, while keeping Chow's suggestion as a guideline, I would ke to go back to the term avidya
just to remind us again that one also needs to find that other, that non-knowledge beyond any
framework of Western or non-Western theory. By using the negation form "no, neither, nor”, derived
from Buddhism, as a3 method of thinking instead of a means for textual analysis, one is no longer
trapped in the binary mode of thinking. We only need to look for the hole, the gap, the void, the
absence, as Virlio remarks in Negative Horizon, where he compares the field of vision to the ground
in archaeological exploration. He wntes that "to see is to be lying in wait for what must spring up
from the ground, nameless; for what presents no interest whatsoever, what is silent will speak, what
Is closed I1s going to open, it 1s always the trivial that is productive, and so this constant interest in
the incidental, in the margins of whatever sort, that is, in the void and absence. ™ It Is only through
the persistence of perception that one can see; this 1s a fragile state of in-between forms - anti-
form, the form of transparency. I am encouraged by Virilio’s reading, that only then can I hope to
discover the in-between path, the middle ground in the light of the present. Through the persistence
of locking into the present, Tropical Malady coffers us an opportunity toc meditate (to stop thinking
and only focusing on what we are locking at), that is the only way of attaining true knowladge.

In all the films I have mentioned, the directors have chosen their own ways of representing a condition
they feel deeply about. I call this condition lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, which, while resulting from the
confusing, fragmented experience of the contemporary world, takes us to a new perception, a new
method of thinking and new forms of creativity. It guestions the grand narrative solely grounded in

the Eurccentric point of view. It denaturalises the binary opposition. It is a reference to the greater
1998, p. s
49 Paul Vimho. Nesative Horizon. London: Confirmum. 2005 . 29
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sensitivity we should bring to cultural understanding and transiation.

TESTING PLATFORM

LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD: THE NARRATIVE OF "HIDE AND SEEK™ IN CONTEMPORARY
BANGKOK LANDSCAPES

"Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd” may not appear to be a positive term when used outside the context
of a parbicular disorder of teeth and gums, or "scurvy”™ In medical terms (a bleeding between the
teeth). It creates a rather unsettling and uneasy feeling of being unable to capture any certainty.
In particular, the term “lak”™ suggests a type of action that has to be done out of public sight as It
may not be legitimate or morally correct. In many ways, it may be eguivalent to "sneaking” or
even "stealing” in English. When the oppositional terms "close” and "open” are put together with
the term “/ak”™ their meanings become unsettling, as the closeness and cpenness are no longer
straightforward acts. Literzlly in lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, one needs to "close” by hiding or sneaking
out of public space/ into private space and to "open” by coming out of a prnivate space/ into public
space in much the same way. It is perhaps similar to the game of hide and seek, where both the
seeker and the hider need to sneak in and out of public and private space in order to win. It seems
that cities around the globe are ideal places for their inhabitants to participate in 2 kind of hide and
seaek game that creates such lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd urban landscapes. In many ways, the game
of hide and seek has become an attempt to resist the dominant ideclogy. Many of the sites of
resistance attempt to increase their visiblity, which is a threat to the dominant ideoclogy such that
It needs to search and look through and possibly to get nd of them. But how are the roles and
relationship between the hider and the seeker understood in the rapid and ever-changing scenery
of the city where the boundary between the public and private is blurming? And who occupies the
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roles of the hider and the seeker in today s society?

Bangkok, in particular, is accormmodating of such metaphornc games. The city 15 webbed with main
streets and small sois {(small streets connecting two or more main streets) each of which connects to
small trok, or small alleys, and not to mention the waterway link of mae-nam (nvers), kfong (canals),
koo (ditches), or even small tong rong found in the far corners of the city.™ Apart from this confusing
network of transportation, the juxtaposition of high-nse buildings, markets, temples, billboards,
slums construction sites and demolished buildings scattered around Bangkok also enable such acts
to occur both honzontally and vertically. The project "Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd: The Bangkok Invisible
Landscapes”, Is an attempt to question the conditions and the relationship between the "seeker” and
the "hider”, or in other words, the "visible” and the "invisible” whose appearance may so threaten
the order of scciety that they need to be policed and kept under the visible Bangkolk.™

With the new subterranean layers of the underground train and the attempt to recrganise the entire
city by the government, the project has become more urgent if we are to capture the changing
narrative, which includes many players, both the hider and seeker, of contemporary Bangkok. The
haunting photographic images of Bangkok by Manit Snwanichpoom’s "Bangkok Phantasmagoria”®
(2005) and the video installation by Wit Pimkanchanapong’s "BBBAANGKOOKK " are perhaps the best

50 Wilham 5 W Lim characterizes Bangkok as a “loosely connected network of meaningful localities rather than a comprehensive,
rafional and systematically planned city”. (Alfernative (Post)Modemuty: An A=ian Perspective, Select Publishimg PTE LTD: Singapore,
2003 B 73-74.

51 The project tock place batween 15% of March — 15™ of Apnl at Chulalongkom Unrversity and House Fama theatre and co-curated
bv Mrva Yoshuda
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demonstration of such change, revealing the invisible layers of Bangkok beneath the banal everyday
scenery. Snwanichpoom has successfully captured what Brian P. McGrath terms 'simultopia’, 2 "hybnd
splicing and intertwining of suburban and urban, lecal and global, primitive and modern, signifying
and embodied, faces and bodies."™ He has captured what seemed to be 2 ‘collapsing’ of both what
has already gone and the newly constructed to create a sense of nostalgia and confusion in modemn
day Bangkok, where no one is able to comprehend fully.  This 1s achieved through, among many
others, the image of an elephant in the green grass field with a backdrop of skyscrapers that almost
renders the abstract and surreal quality that is most certain to cccur in the rapid transformation of
Bangkok in which both levels, physically and mentally, are affected.

In a similar way, Pimkanchanapong offers an experience of sesing a simulated view of Bangkok
from the sky train with a mixture of human figures and urban elements such as signs, buildings and
advertising logos. He presents these views from ten different television sets but each one offers a
delayed image of the previous cne. The experience of watching it underlines Paul Virillic’s statemeant
that "What happens in the train window, in the car windshield, in the television screen is the same
kind of cinematism. We have gone from the aesthetics of appearance, stable forms, to the aesthetics
of disappearance, unstable forms.™ They create what we may call a "hyperreal’ city which is no
longer based on the real but 1s instead a fiction or artifice and where the integration of life and sign
takes place such that we actually expenence everyday life by going through the city, sitting in the
52 MeGrath notes the meaning of “simultopia’ as follow: “while “topia’ means place, *simul-* implies both simultaneity - occurring
at the same time —and simulacnim — 3 copy with no orgmal.”™ Bran P MeGrath, “Bangkok Simultopiz™ m Embediad Ttopias: Gender,
Socizl Chanze and the Moderm Matropelis, Amy Binzaman, Lize Sanders, Rebecea Zorach (eds), Routledze: London, B 211.

53 Paul Vialho, Pure War. New Yook: Semiotext (e, 1987z, B 85,
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bedroom watching television or searching the internet. Each television set has become a repeated
image of the previous which, when put together, produce what may seem to be a new meaning. A
new meaning such this is what Ackbar Abbas called "deja disparu”, "the feeling that what i1s new and
unique about the situation is always already gone, and we are left holding a2 handful of cliches, or a
cluster of memories of what has never been.™  The city is going through changes at such speed
that it is barely visible to us and we are left with only the image of the past, of the clichés or, as Guy
Debord remarks, "all that once was directly lived becomes mere representation”™™ The many signs
and legos we see in Pimkanchanapong’s work BBEBAAANGKOKEK attest to this. As the title of the piece
suggests, the speed of such change has also unfixed our position and point of view and we are left
with a blurred version of Bangkok that we may read while we are moving or vice versa; Bangkok
Is moving away from us.  In sither case, Bangkok is on the move and it 1s impossible to fix any
position or meaning. Instead they become unstable, unclear and rather blurred.

r ™

In the same way as Pimkanchanapong’s 10 television sets, Howard Chen's "Map of Bangkok™ (2005)
uses thousands of thousands of thumbtacks to create a spectacular display but which in itself i1s a
dull ordinary everyday object that cannot produce any meaning. What seems to be a new image
has actuzlly been created from the repeated use of the same element. The familiar becomes the
unfamiliar and vice versa when you look up close or from afar. One can see the image of 3 map
of Bangkok yet others could see something else depending on which position you see the image

34 Ackbar Abbaz, Hong Kong: Cultore and the Pehtics of Disappearance, Mmneapelis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997 B 25
26.
35 Crarw Diebord. The Society of the Spectacle fed. Donald Micholson-5outh). New York: Zone Books. P 12
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from. Besides the multiplicity of meanings, "Map of Bangkok™ also produces a multiphicity of ways
of working by exploiting the cooperation of many people throughout the process and the inclusion of
their signatures in the work. Each participant brings different methods of working to the work but
the final result is a harmony of thumbtacks that unexpectedly create a stunning visual piece. As
well as the multiplicity ways of looking, by placing the work of the floor and allowing people to walk
around it, the work can create a different point of view. Thus, you can look at the top side of the
thumbtack, which reflects the light and so creates a light and shinny image, while the pin side of
the thumbtack is often invisible and thus creates a rather darker side of the image. It encourages
us to question our ways of seeing and to recognise the existence of the invisible/hidden elements
that may be obscurad under the more cbvious layers of visible elements. We may discover differant
images, the invisible elements that we can only see from multiple points of views.

Through the rapid development of urban structures to accommodate the intensity of investment,
both financially and culturally, it could be said that we give more significance than ever before
to what has been considered “sideways”. According to Marshall Berman, “the distinctive sign of
nineteenth-century urbanism was the boulevard, a medium for bringing explosive material and
human forces together; the halimark of twentieth-century urbanism has been the highway, a means
for putting them asunder.™ 1t 1s probably not difficult to imagine further what Berman would have
written for twenty-first century Bangkok. The hallmark has become the soi network, which has
replaced the grandeur of the boulevards, and the elevation of sky-high highways that may not offer
any alternatives and have themselves become problematic subjects. Many of the sois have been

56 Marshall Berman. All that 15 Sohd Melts mto A The Expenence of Modemutv. 1588 P 165,
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re-developed concurrently with the surfacing of vanous sub- and side-cultures that may hitherto
have been invisible, and so hidden from mainstream cultures. It 1s also possible to say that the
relationship between the dominant ideclogy of the center - often in the role of the sesker - and
various subcultures and sites of resistance (the marginal, the other) - often in the role of the hider -
has changed significantly. Instead of the straightforward relationship in which the dominant ideclogy
exercises its powers over the other, more often than not In today’s society the hidden subject has
gainad more power and privilege. This is mainly because the politics and economics of globalisation
have complicated the ruling structure. The dominant, the norm, the moral are no longer the only
winners in today's society, but rather on many occcasions they have become the loser. What will
happen when the marginal becomes the dominant and vice versa?

When we say something is hidden, it 1s often only a matter of time before it will be revealed and
opened to the public. The hidden elements, therefore, often come automatically with the revelation
of other elements. For lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd, these two dimensions of hiding and revealing are
often exchanged in today's complex relationships. However, the rules of "hide and seek, which grants
the status of winner to the person who can successfully hide, still remain in operation. When the
seeker concedes in the game (because it is impossible to find the hider), it is time for the hider to
come out and declare their freedom and victory over the seeker. Bin Laden’s video, the terronism in
the most Southern part of Thailand, or even the gay and lesbian street festival can be considerad to
be current examples of the hider’s triumph.
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However, in regards to the world situations, it 15 important to search for points of compromise
between the dominant modes and the other, the subcultures, in order to negotiate and to co-exist.
Once again the Thai term “kalatesa” can be used to an extent in order to facilitate negotiation.
Kalatesa, in many ways, has become a tool used by the government and the dominant ideclogy to
remain the authontative agent in order to sustain the liberty and freedom of the people in the state.
In the contrary, it 1s perhaps correct to say that the terronists in the South do things according to
kalatesa since the government had tried to suggest the application of zoning systems in the three
southernmost provinces though failed to implement it. The government wanted to indicate the area
as a ‘red” zone and thersefore it was appropriate for terrorists to behave in the manner in which
they did in the zone dunng the pencd. It Is also possible to say that the sex show bars in Patpong,
Thailand’s infamous red-light distnict, are appropnate kalatesa and that they only exist in an area
that has already been marked as a "tounst” area. The same thing also applies to the Gay festival
as it only took place in Silom (where Patpong and other gay venues are situated) at a2 specific given
time by the authorty.

While it is rather difficult to physically locate and chase the hider in today's global conditions, the
seeker employs surveillance technology to ensure that the domination is unchallenged. Ironically,
the more the world i1s believed to be free and borderless the more we are under the scrutiny of
the watchful eyes of authority. Thus the freedom to vote, the freedom to distribute infermation
(whether through personal erotic VCD, internet, art exhibition or protest), the freedom to choose
and buy (from 'the toocthpick to the battle ship’ as the Thais usually say and to more updated version
of Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra’s government from ‘mobile phone to international football
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club™) and so on are just an illusion of hberty and a make-believe reality that 1s being created by
the government. This can be seen in Surasi Kusclwong's "The Innocence is Equal™ (2005), which
imitates the borderless world in which technelogy makes it possible for us to be a voyeur in someone
else’s house. ™ This is simply to say that there is no way to hide in a technelogically advanced society.
The place of the hider nowadays is as stark as that of Saddam when he was discoverad inside the
tiny hole in the ground. The “house’ 1s no longer a safe place, as the strict boundary between
public and private, cutside and inside, and uloimately global and lecal i1s blurmring. The outside can
pry into the most private space while the inside is overrun by images of the outside unfolding on
screen, whether television or computer, As Jean Baudrnllard remarks, our private sphere has now
become "a receiving and operating area, as a monitoring screen endowed with telematic power”.™
The dissolubtion of reality and image or representation 1s further enacted in the work through the
transformation of a long piece of cloth into 2 tunnel which one nearly needs to get into inside in order
to see the iImages contzined. We have become part of 2 networked system where the boundary of
the body, whether our body or 2 matenal body, becomes an integral part of the system. It is as If
we, the voyeur, become part of the house when we put ocurselves inside the cloth tunnel that is an
extension of part of the "house”., We are no longer certain who is the seeker or the hider in the
interconnection of the perpetual communication netweorks. In Wang Yahui's "Gap”®, reality is also

being guestioned, as it can float and fragment like a daydream. The voyeunstic act is part of the
57 Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawata owns a largest mobile phone company and his attemspted to cover up led hum to vy to ud for
the Liverpoal football club, which has the largest Thai fan base.

38 Fiding on the swocess of 24-hour reality television show, “Academy Fanfasia™, Big Brother 13 mow televised m Thailand with the
participants that they chose from the people whem they advertised for the talentless participants whosze only requirement 1= the comagze
to be on televizion 24 hows.

59 Jean Bandrillard. The Ecstasvy of Copmmnscation. Mew York: Semiotext (el 1938 F 16,

UK YERSITEI
= PHE Malmb Bt Acadorry Luad Universiby



LAK-KA-PID-LAK-KA-PERD

contempaorary urban conditions with special reference to thal homosexuality

Testing Platform

paranoid nature of being 1n cityscapes; we can only construct reality through what 1s half dream/half
truth/half seen. What has been hidden may occasionally resurface.

Perhaps Bangkok's urban discourses are best summed up through the work of Bundith Phunsombatlert's
"The Story of a City” (2005), which fittingly replicated the bookshelf in the main library of
Chulalongkorn University, supposedly the center of knowledge in Thai society. The juxtaposition of
Snwanichpoom’s frozen photographic images creates a striking contrast with Phunsombatlert’'s "The
Story of a City". The latter transforms the stillness of the bookshelf into the dynamic of a brick
game. The books have become a representation of Bangkok, which narrates a story from the past
to the present in which meaning 15 reduced to the players in a brick game. The body of knowledge
has turned into 3 game that has often been used by the dominant or the celoniser to master or to
dominate those who can neither be represented in nor possessors of the body of knowledge. On
the other hand, in Phunsombatlert’s piece, knowledge 1s dynamic and constantly changing instead
of being a passive and quiet representation of the notion of libranies that we are used to. Bangkok
has become a narrative that can be modified time and time again through many factors and players,
both visible and invisible. It is a narrative in which the relationships between the seeker and hider
are dynamically reorganised ceaselessly that the knowledge produced in the society is no longer a
frozen asset that occupies by any particular group of people.

The other hidden dimensions of Bangkok have also been explored through many other artists”
works, such as by Tsang Tak-Ping's "A Bangkok Diary 090305 (2005). With the drawing of flowers
on handkerchiefs placed on top of flowers picked up from the street, Tak-Ping associates the flowers
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with the memory of the invisible that 1s rapidly disappeanng in the city. What remains are rotten
flowers with no scent, in the same way a5 "She cries, He cries”, a past work featuring tears collected
from people around him and displayed in the gallery. As well as in MayT Noijinda and David Futon's
sound and installation piece where the mixture of different culture expresses through the sounds of
Thai and Western instruments.  Filmic representation also being explored to discover the invisible
Bangkok as in many films screen in the project, among them are the three new commissioning films
by yvoung filmmakers: Thunska Pansitiverakul’s "Life show"™ (2005) explores the sexual performativity
aspect of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd that has often been hidden; Pattana Chirawong's "The Airport”
(2005) expresses the strong feelings of nostalgia in the changing phase of Bangkok international
airport that i1s not only a transit link of the space between locality and globalty but also the temporal
link from modernity to postmodernity; finally, Sompot Chidgasornpong’s "National Anthem™ (2005)
re-discovers the lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd aspect of everyday mundane behaviour that we have never
guestioned, such as the act of standing still for about 3 minutes twice a day to pay respect to the
Thai national anthem.

Through wvanous channels, including an art exhibition, a film programme and competition, and
seminars, the Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd: The Bangkok Invisible Landscapes project brings together
artists, filmmakers, and academics to explore and construct their own narratives of Bangkok. Each
fragment has become, more or less, a piece of a jigsaw from which i1s constructed a new open-ended
narrative of Bangkok with new players, new sets of relabionships, and new layvers of conflicts that
are no longer represented in a chronological order,. They have cpened up many more dimensions
and possibilities of lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd so that it 1s not only a kind of space or behaviour but
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Testing Platform

rather a strategic thinking tool that opens up an alternative and positive way of thinking bevond the
visible landscapes that is often bound to the binary ocpposition. Each one of the art piecas, films or
lectures has become a test tool, a testing out of an idea. The results are far beyond what cne could
imagine from any one particular tool. One needs to further question the relationships betwean each
of them and attempt to open up that in-between space to produce further possibilities of finding and
constructing knowledge beyond the strict boundaries of any particular framework or the knowledge
systemn. Each has created a different way of knowing and producing a different kind of knowledge
that one needs to juxtapose and attempt to read between the lines over and over again.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

My main intention of the thesis has been to ruminate on the contemporary conditions that have been
taken place across Asia and the globe due to the urban transformation in relation to homosexuality.
Through the reading and exploring of different kind of spaces from the most physical to the abstract
one the conditions have been vaned and constantly changing. From the space of the city where
the changes have been wvisible as well as invisible under the multiple layers of Bangkok to the
abstract spaces of filmic images in Weerasethkul's Tropical Malady, here I took Foucault's notion
of "heterctopia” as well as Thar wdeclogy on spaces to demonstrate the different quality of spaces
that have taken placed in Thailand during the last decade or so. I employ the term lak-ka-pid-
lak-ka-perd as a way to suggest a3 rather specific context as well a5 to question the Western term
that unable to fully speak or write about what have been happened elsewhere, Through differant
methods of researching whether mapping, interviewing, filmmaking, photographing as well as inter-
textual and textual analysis through historical, cultural and social backgrounds have been employed
to understand this condition that may or may not be fully visible enough but we are already taken
partinit. Iam also aided by wide ranging of theoretical works by both Western and Thai academics
in reading different kind of spaces.

The following frameworks help structure the wrtten chapters and other means of exploration and
critical examination throughout. First, the overall power of Western postcolonialism as well as
postmodern discourses on the i1ssue of sexuality that have played an important part in shaping the
position from which That homosexuals are viewed as well as how they view themselves, Second 15
the globalisation process of late-capitalism; and, third is Thai's own cultural and historical specificity
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in constituting homosexual identity as well as the Thar construchion of knowledge.

City: Re-boundary Bangkok aims to concentrate on the study of Bangkok urban landscapes in
relation to homosexuality. I have been researched through histornical and theoretical background,
mapping, filmmaking as well as testing sites of Alternative Love Film Festival and Lak-ka-pid-lak-
ka-perd: The Bangkok Invisible Landscapes. 1 have demonstrated a move from the way in which
homosexuality was understood in the 1980s: that it must be kept and contained in their own private
space through filmic representation - I am a Man - to the one in which Thai lesbians and gays men
begin to problematise the silences surrounding homosexuality by resisting established norms in
the 1990s, through to the reaction to the Rajabhat’s ban, and the Alternative Love Film Festival,
as well as the documentary I made in 1998, Blue Journey, which provides an insight into the life of
homosexuals and how they construct their identity through space and Lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd: The
Bangkok Invisible Landscapes exhibition attempted to represent such new urban condition of the
In-between spaces. It has also extended and cntical to my thinking towards lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd
that results in the process of rethinking about its relationship and rewnte some of the research that
has been done.

I have been assisted by the works of several urban geographers who offer insights into the relationship
between urban landscapes and sexuality, such as Michael P. Brown whose work offers the possibility
of locating a kind of closet in urban landscapes where the body and capitalism are intertwined, and
Chauncey whose work emphasises the process rather than the physical dimension of the controversial
term ‘queer space’. Howsever, as I have argued throughout, the binary opposition of spaces that
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underlies the construction of homosexual dentity, as suggested by the use of the term closet,
depends on the knowing/not knowing, hght/dark, public/prnvate which can bear different meanings
In Thai society and lead to a different model of homosexual identity being constructed in Thai
society. Through the Thai ideology of space and kalatesa, the space is less physically fixed rather
than focusing on the body's appearance and behavicur to change the space. Through kalatesa,
the Thai social code of conduct 15 already predetermined by time and space. The right gender
behaviours also have to be performed despite their sexuality. Gender and appearance are very much
transferable and unfixed.

Re-reading The body focuses on the discourses of the body. By establishing the bedy as a site where power can be embodied
and reflects social determination, I re-readmg the katoeys or transvestite’s body in the once i1gnored and mussing part of
history that generally relies on an over-domunated discourse of heterosexual ideologies. My mam argument m this chapter
15 that the lmological body that, has long been used as a sigmificant mechamsm for heterosexual 1declogy to mpose the 1dea
of the compulsory bmary opposiion of sex/gender and construct our knowledge of sex/gender, has become mcreasingly
unsettled with regards to certain events such as the appearance of Parmya. a kafeey boxer, m Tha boxing m which the body,
then, has been used as a means for minoritarian subject to use it to re-counter hegemony ideology from within. Foucault's
heterotopia has provided an alternative way to consider katoey body in the way in which it embodies
the ideology of the unity of sexes as well as it has become a kind of site of resistance in the society.
Through some of the visual works I have done such as Kinnaree and Home Movie have further
explore the process of how the body of homosaxuals may have redefined the traditional spaces such
as boxing ring and home.
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Re-Framing Filmic Representation concemns a group of filmic representations in Asia that feature
the kind of in-between spaces such as Vive 'amour (Tsal Ming Liang, 1994) and In the Mood for
Love (Wong Kar Wai, 2002), and Tropical Malady (2004) that have been suggested and represented
through filmic images and may not realise through the rush of everyday life.®™ This chapter discusses
the deployment of cinematic and other visual codes in order to understand the construction of the
relationship between the 'other’ and the norms, and the way in which these mechanism may be usad
to create a kind of subvert or counter-dominant ideclogy; how these representations could function
as both a counter-dominant ideclogy and at the same time as a mechanism for the dominant
ideclogy to renegohiate the subject of the "other’. Iam concentrate on three kind of spaces relating
to filmic. First is the space in film which one can find and locate in everyday life. Second is the film
in space which discusses the relationship between film itself and the other spaces. The third 15 film
as space which i1s the most abstract ocne, a kind of real-imagined where the desires could be seen
and take place.

By juxtaposing various means and forms, 1.e. arts project, seminar, research, film, and photography,
this PhD thess have provide a platform for exprassing, testing and reflecting of ideas that results in
multiple of meanings of spaces such as the physical space of 'park” and space below bridges to the
space katoey. This testing site is not fixed where one ideology takes over another, but is instead a

&0 What I refer to as Asian cinema here is only a mere representation of a group of films that have been made in several
locations parficularly those i a period of mumense wrban mansformaton and portray these changes m simular manner through
filmic images. These are not the representation of Asian Cinema 23 a whole. Although by using the term it may nun the nisk
of alienating the subject to ethnographic or “third world’ cinema study as view by some Eurocenmc Westemn audience as they
may provoke a particular kind of reading that often associate with the term “third world’ cimema or at worst restnicted them
within what Rev Chow calls “ethmic shetto’ (Chow. 1999. P. 48)
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rather fluid one where any meaning become unsettled and constantly shifting, in a constant process
of negotiation, a site that is considered to be lak-ka-pid-lak-ka-perd. It 1s rather like sometimes
close-sometimes open process that loop back and forth to allow one's freedom to interpret, to
analyse, to be creative, to create a process of thinking, to escape from any easy routes and to avoid
the known path. A new paradigm of creativity 15 being created beyond the old framework, the grand
narrative that used to govern the creativity forces. It is a2 condition that needs to be addressed and
explored further in which it may provide an alternative form of thinking altogether.
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