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ABSTRACT

The main purpose of this study is to examine a popular Thai genre of the
novel, romance fiction, with a focus on the modes of subjectivity and discourses of
femininity and masculinity to be found in Thai romance novels between the 1940s
and 1990s. The thesis also seeks to locate the various socio-cultural contexts of
Thai society, which influence the constitution of Thai gender relations and the
transformation of gender norms. Additionally, it attempts to address the issue of the
usefulness of Western theories of gender and romance, which are widely regarded
in Thailand as tools of Westernization and new forms of colonialism. This study
suggests that Thai gender relations are complicated, since there are several
disparate aspects that influence the constitution of male and female subjectivity.
Western influence is one of these aspects that help define femininity and
masculinity, while domestic beliefs also play a salient role as palimpsests that are
not easily erased. Thus, the representation of various modes of gendered
subjectivity in romance fiction concurrently indicates both changes in and the
reproduction of discourses that define an ‘essence’ of gender identity that accords
with traditional Thai cultural beliefs including the deep-rooted idea that the primary

purpose of writing is didactic.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The initial reason why | chose my thesis topic, Femininity and Masculinity in Three
Selected Twentieth Century Thai Romantic Fictions, is because | enjoy reading Thai
romance fictions and as | looked more closely at the genre | realize that it could
throw light on gender in Thailand, constructions of “Thainess” and question of
Westernization. The texts that | have selected for detailed analysis come from
different decades and are substantial novels of over 500 pages that can be read as
representative of the genre in the decades in which they were published which
range from 1940s to the 1990s.These three romantic fictions can be read as in
many ways representative of the three periods in which they were written and as
pointers to historical changes in Thailand in the Twentieth Century. In 1940s, when
the first book Wanida (1941) was written, modernization and Westernization had
only recently reached the shores of Thailand. It was first published a decade after
the overthrow of the absolute monarchy and this is likely to be one of the reasons
why the Thai government under Prime Minister, Plaek Phibunsongkram, was able at
last to implement significant modernization schemes that affected Thai identity,
including gender relations. In 1960s, when Diversion fo Heaven was written,
capitalism had newly arrived in the country in the wake of the Thai government’s
support for industrial development that began in 957. At that time Thailand began to
be industrialized and one result of this was the economic growth of the 1980s.
However, in 1997 the country encountered an economic crisis which later spread to
other Southeast Asian countries. This was just a year before the third novel, Swan
Snare, was published. For these reasons, it seemed that the three selected novels
would be likely to portray discourses and ideologies that throw light on shifts in
gender relations in these important decades of the Twentieth Century alongside
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more sedimented discourses of gender. When | began my work in gender studies, |
was surprised to discover debates and criticism by Western feminists about
romance, the genre | used to take for granted and pick up in my free time. | was
already aware that romance fiction, whether written or filmed, and the media more
generally had some influence on the reader or viewer, but that kind of assumption
came from what | had heard from other people and from my experience that the
representation of men and women in the Thai media is usually portrayed too
idealistically to fit reality. The encounter with Western studies of romance and

feminist theory in particular really has broadened my horizon.

In the course of this research, | learned that romance is a genre imported into
my country around the second half of the nineteenth century and | have made an
attempt to experiment with reading the Thai genre from feminist perspectives.
However, | have found that reading a Thai romance with feminist theory is truly a
complicated process, especially in the case of theories that | had not learned about
before in Thailand. This turned my interest to the strength and limitations of feminist
theory in a Thai context because | realized that the constitution of gender relations
depends greatly on how a particular society prescribes gender norms. My
hypothesis was that romance narratives are the site of ideologies which can reflect
social expectations of reality, regardless of the fact that romance is an imported
genre in Thailand. Consequently, | developed the following research questions for
my study: 1) What are the dominant forms of gender relations and constructions of
femininity and masculinity in Thailand from the 1940s to the 1990s when the three
selected fictions were written? 2) Had the impact of Westernization, in particular the
reception of Western feminism, spread and changed gender norms in Thailand
during this period? 3) Do Thai writers produce their own specifically Thai romance
novels? 4) Have these novels changed between the 1940s, 1960s, and 1990s? 5)

To what degree and in what ways are Western feminist theories and Western



concepts of romance useful and compatible with a Thai context? In this introduction
| look at social constructions of gender and gender relations in Thailand in the
periods 1940-1990, Westernisation and changing gender norms, the specificity of
Thai romance and the usefulness of Western feminist and literary theories for

analyzing Thai romance.

Dominant Forms of Gender Relations and Construction of Femininity and
Masculinity in Thailand from the 1940s to 1990s: The Political and Economic

Background

In order to place my chosen texts in their specific socio-historical location, it is
important to start by looking at the socio-economic and political contexts of Thailand
in the twentieth century when these three selected romantic fictions, Wanida (1941),
Diversion to Heaven (1965-1967), and Swan Snare (1998) were written. In the
1930s, Thailand underwent a dramatic political change. In 1932 the political system
was changed from an absolute monarchy into a constitutional democracy due to the
effects of strict austerity programs to modernize the country and its economic
difficulties after the First World War'. In this democratic era, the women’s movement
was active, fighting for sexual equality and job opportunities in the public sphere

(Satha-Anand 2004a; b, p.17).

In the 1940s, Thailand was affected by the economic hardship of the Second
World War and post-war era. In response to the political environment prevalent at

the time when the first romantic fiction, Wanida (published in 1941), was written,

Tt appears that administrative centralization and education were among key variables in the
overthrow of the absolute monarchy since the civilian and the military that brought about the
change in the political system were regarded as “new men” and many of them received
Western education. However, the civilian and the military that cooperated in the change later
had different ideas and interpretations of democracy. Pridi Phanomyong, the civilian leader,
was regarded as more liberal and was keen to initiate social reforms while Plaek
Phibunsongkhram, the military leader, was more for rightwing nationalism and was attracted
by military leaders such as Benito Mussolini and Chiang Kai-shek (Anderson and Mendiones
1985) .



Plaek Phibunsongkhram, the then prime minister, issued cultural mandates in
pursuit of nationalism. This affected traditional Thai ways of life, including gender
relations. For instance, men and women had to change to names that made their
gender explicit and had to dress according to their biological sex. Specifically,
women were encouraged to assume a westernized look and Western modes of
behaviour especially when they took part in social activities. Chaladchai
Ramitanon, a male lecturer in Women’s Studies at Chiang Mai University, recounts
in his book The Introduction of Women’s Studies and Feminism that
Phibunsongkhram’s cultural schemes also worked well and were effective because
they were sanuk (enjoyable) and were repeated again and again; especially the

many songs with nationalist sentiments (Ramitanon 2012).

In the 1950s, Field Marshal Sarit Thanarat adopted a new economic growth
model and gave high policy priority to tackling insurgency, which largely resulted
from impoverishment in the Northeast. From the 1960s-1970s, when Diversion to
Heaven was written, the Thai government launched several economic development
programmes, including economic infrastructural projects such as roads, dams, and
railways, which were built and expanded. The country also welcomed foreign
investment. The economic development programs, the expansion of national
education, and the mass media played important roles in the cultural change in
Thailand at this time (Kriengkraipetch and Smith 1992). According to
Kriengkraipetch and Smith, in their study of value conflicts in a changing Thai
society, as reflected in contemporary Thai short stories?, the conflictual values that
emerged by the 1990s occurred: “between the old and the new, between the haves
and the have nots, ... between traditions and modernity, between religiosity and

secularism, between contending schools of ideology, between aspirations and

? They do not include romantic stories with a Cinderella style narrative because “their themes
and contents were usually limited within a narrow frame of life. Their characters were flat
and boring” (ibid., p.13).
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frustrations, between alienation and hope” (ibid., p.9). As regards the theme of
gender role conflicts faced by women, they argue that Thai women in the past were
not overburdened with forms of discrimination; however, they also accept that men
and women were not equal. They further assert that women at present, both
educated and employed, cannot really escape from role conflicts: “their newly
acquired status has put them in situations of role conflicts that are no less

frustrating” (ibid., p.15).

In the last decade of the twentieth century, Thailand confronted large-scale
socio-economic changes. In the 1980s, Thailand’s economic growth was
remarkable with a rate averaging about 8 per cent per annum and 80-90 per cent of
the labour force were women (Thomson and Bhongsvej 1995)°. It appears that
development towards the beginning of the twenty-first century affected women in
several ways. The literacy rate increased (from 60 per cent in 1960 to 91.3 per cent
in 1990) despite the fact that the majority of Thai people did not have a very high
level of education, especially women. According to Thomson and Bhongsvej,
however, education means more than the prospect of good employment, it is also a
potential source of a better spouse because of the opportunity it provides to meet
more qualified men. Besides conventional expectations of a loyal wife and a
dedicated mother, a woman has also been expected to “earn supplementary income
for the family” (ibid., p.48). The average age at the time of the first marriage from

1980-1990 was 22.7 years and women usually married in their twenties which was

® The female labour workforce increased significantly in 1970s. According to Chitra Ghosh,
Thai women were not ashamed to report themselves as working women unlike their female
counterparts in other Southeast Asian countries. They were free to work and there was a
small percentage of unemployed women at that time (Ghosh 1990) . This is in accordance
with previous records, since the Ayutthaya period, that suggest that Thai women also
constituted the majority of the trading and labour workforce. Thus, Thai women, regardless
of those ‘inner’ women in the palace or noble women, have shared a public arena with men.
Yet, this does not mean that Thai women enjoy more freedom since mechanisms to control
and dominate women also operate. Hegemonic forms of femininity work excessively,
especially those of the female trilogy of a grateful daughter, a loyal wife, and a sacrificing
mother. It is of note that class also plays a crucial role in this hegemony.



older than in the past when people married at a younger age*. The divorce rate has
increased up until the Twenty-First Century, especially in urban areas. | concur with
Thomson and Bhongsvej when they argue that the financial autonomy of Thai
women and the decline of family-based societies, particularly arranged marriages,
are reasons for the higher divorce rate. A couple with an arranged marriage is
unlikely to divorce because their marriage is familial and social. By this, | mean they
have reasons other than love to marry each other, especially financial reasons. In
this regard, it is difficult for a couple to get a divorce, unlike in the case of those
women who choose their husbands. The status of widowhood is also not castigated
as it used to be and women can remarry at will. Family structures have also
changed from the extended family to a more nuclear family due to a couple’s

financial independence and more migration to work in the capital.

Since the 1970s, the rate of the female involvement in the labour force has
been very high. Ghosh shows that the female work force in Thailand increased from
44.5% to 47.0% during 1972-1978. However, these women “are placed in the
category of those ‘inadequately utilized’ in terms of hours of work, income from work
or nature of work” (ibid., p. 77). Many women did not earn enough to live on’
because of their level of education which was generally lower than that of men,
especially in the 1970s and 1980s. This explains why female labour was
concentrated in great numbers in manufacturing, commerce, and other services. In
private firms, women were provided with unskilled or low skilled jobs with lower
wages compared to men®. The situation in the government bureaucracy was not
better and “appears to be even more discriminatory” (ibid., p.78) and very few

women worked at the management level. Not surprisingly, Thai women have also

*In an urban area, the average age could be two or three years later.
> Those who could not earn sufficiently were female migrants from rural Thailand.
® Ghosh'’s statistics show that in 1978 women received one-third less pay than men.
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performed double roles as “house-keepers and workers, as wage earners or unpaid

workers” (ibid., p.94).

However, before the turn of the Twenty-first Century, Thailand faced a severe
economic crisis in 1997, which affected the country’s economy and culture.
According to Arnika Fuhrmann, in her PhD thesis Ghostly Desires: Sexual
Subjectivity in Thai Cinema and Politics After 1997, 1997 was a period of cultural
and economic loss and the late 1990s was a period of “resurgent cultural
nationalism” that brought conservative discourses on sexuality back to Thai society
(Fuhrmann 2008, p.29). After the economic crisis in 1997, the Thai government
reevaluated their economic plans and cultural nationalism. Since then self-
sufficiency has been promoted to cope with the economic catastrophe and the
notion of Thainess has been propagated in an attempt to bring in quintessential Thai
ways of life in the struggle against economic difficulties and globalization. Focusing
on gender and sexuality, Fuhrmann claims that normative prescriptions for sexuality
were articulated as a means of intervention that might counteract the cultural loss
that was caused by globalization. She does this in the context of her investigation of
female ghosts in Thai films from the late 1990s to 2000s. Her study shows that
since the turn of the Twenty-first Century, particularly after the Asian economic
crisis, Thailand has had concerns both about its economy and about globalization

as a threat to Thai identity.

The Women’s movement in Thailand was first started in 1932 by professional
elite women (Phurisinsit 2002). According to Varunee Phurisinsit, a Thai female
scholar, the women’s movement in Thailand has been associated with liberal
feminism with a focus on seeking for legal and social equality in education, careers,
and marriage. In the 1960s and 70s, Thai feminist activism was linked to Marxist
politics, especially Marxist ideas of social justice combined with socialist feminism

and liberal feminism. In the 1980s, there was a growth in the bourgeoisie, due to a



higher level of education and higher incomes, and a growth of the mass media. In
rural areas, non-governmental organizations also expanded very quickly and many
of them focused on women’s issues such as battered wives and sex workers.
Women’s movement organisations that focus on lower-class women are based on
the struggle for legal and social equality. However, Phurisinsit argues that these
socialist and liberal movements do not really challenge or bring changes to the
structure of Thai society and solve women’s problems. For instance, there are
female executives in the media and the cabinet, but these authoritative women
persistently conform to heterosexual norms of traditional Thai women, which limit
the real agency of women instead of challenging them. Phurisinsit points out that
the myth that Thai women have a higher status compared to other nations may
explain the limitations of the women’s movement in Thailand. Apart from this, some
organizations that receive financial support from Western countries might not have
the freedom to work on indigenous issues; and thus, cannot develop new
approaches to cope with local issues. She also mentions the absence of female
solidarity in Thai society and mentions class position as another factor accounting
for the lack of cooperation among Thai women in tackling women’s problems.

Romantic Practices

Sumalee Bumroonsook, a Thai lecturer at the University of Durham’s Department of
Politics, has noted that courtship in Thai society from the 1930s to the 1960s
required chaperones as company for women (Bumroongsook 2003). According to
her study of love and marriage in twentieth-century central Thailand, Bumroonsook
claims that in the early twentieth century, Thai courtship was clandestine with strict
separation of the sexes, so courtship must have been secret and unknown to
parents and elders. From the 1930s to 1960s, Thai women were encouraged to
socialize with men and this was approved by King Rama VI, who received a

Western education at Sandhurst military academy and via studies in law and history



at Christ Church College Oxford in England’. As a result of cross gender socialising,
Western practices of femininity began to become mingled with traditional Thai
femininity. However, during this time women still needed chaperones, either
siblings, relatives, female friends, or servants, to accompany them for social
activities. The decline in the practice of having a chaperone and encouragement to
socialize across gender for both men and women points to the decline of parental
influence in spouse selections. It also signifies more freedom for young men and

women to choose their own spouses.

| will argue that there has long been an attempt to discipline and control Thai
female sexuality through narrative discourses. From this perspective, literary
discourses can be read as attempting to suppress female sexuality, for example
traditional advice literatures like Kritsana Son Nong (The Advice of Kritsana to Her
Younger Sister) and Suphasit Son Ying (Words of Wisdom for Women) which were
written by male poets in the early Rattanakosin period (1782-1932)°. These
traditional ‘advice literatures’ reflected men’s expectations and concerns about
women’s roles and behavior to a such an extent that they contained invented female
ideologies with which to dominate women®. It is not surprising that these literatures
did not approve of premarital sex. Notwithstanding this, as Bumroonsook points out
practice in real life was otherwise: “Traditional advice literature in Central Thailand

frowned upon premarital sex. However, evidence reveals that the practice of

"t is noteworthy that abduction and black magic were used until the 1960s if courtship
failed. Abductions could also be staged elopements or real kidnap. In the latter case, a
woman might agree to become a kidnapper’s wife after forced sexual contact or a woman
could deny an offer of marriage if she saw no possibility of living with the man who
kidnapped and abused her sexually. However, | would argue that abduction and forced
sexual affairs are violent devices to silence and oppress women, even though some women
would later come to love their husbands/kidnappers.

¥ 1t was when the Chakri Dynasty stabilized the kingdom after periodic conflicts with
neighbouring countries.

° As they were written in poetry, they are easy to remember because of the rhythms and
rhymes. Also some appear in other forms such as novels from time to time and are also
taught in schools, especially Suphasit Son Ying which was written by Sunthorn Phu, a
UNESCO great world poet. | still remember some parts of them that | learned by heart up
until now.



premarital sex has existed in every stratum of the society” (ibid., p.49). In nitan juk
Jjuk wong wong or traditional Thai romance, premarital sex is evident even though
the sexual intercourse scenes are not explicit, see for example Phra Aphaimani
written by Sunthorn Phu (1821-1845). Bumroonsook claims that Thai scholars
interpret premarital sex as “an outlet against the strict moral code regarding
sexuality in Thai society” (ibid., p.49). It is doubtful however that this actually reflects
behavior for most readers outside the narratives since commoners appeared to
have looser norms of conduct on sexuality regarding premarital sex. | concur with
Bumroonsook when she contends that the authors of these texts would not approve
of premarital sex outside of the narrative fantasy and even condemned it, as in
Suphasit Son Ying. Based upon this assumption, | think the sexual intercourse
scenes are mere narrative devices to attract the reader. | have also made the same
observation as Bumroonsook that narratives in most of the Twentieth Century do
not portray explicit sexual intercourse scenes between the hero and the heroine. It

is the female rivals that the hero can have sex with, but not the heroine.

By the turn of the Twenty-first Century, the number of unmarried women in
Thailand had increased; thus, this factor can be seen as both informing and
reflecting changes in gender relations in Thai society. The fact that Thai society has
shown prejudice to unmarried women does not actually reflect the mounting number
of unmarried women. Based on research for her M.A thesis entitled Understanding
Never-Married Women: A Case Study of Educated, Urban Women in Thailand,
Kulcharee Tansubhapol reports that “social and economic development, higher
education, and Westernization are all factors that lead Thai women to delay

marriage — or refuse it altogether” (Tansubhapol 2002, p. 66).
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Westernization and the Changing Gender Norms in Thailand

Westernization and Western theories have affected Thai society to a great extent.
To begin with Westernization, the government was forced to open up the country in
1855 because of the gunboat diplomacy of the British and ended up with the
Bowring Treaty that allowed free trade by all foreigners'®. This brought tremendous
changes to the country and has been called the beginning of Thailand’s
modernization, which affected and led to changes in essential aspects of Thai
society, such as the bureaucracy, national education, and literature. These
institutions and practices also played an important role in the construction of Thai
gender relations in several different ways. From the second half of the Nineteenth
Century to 1932, the year in which constitutional democracy replaced the absolute
monarchy, Thai kings, Rama IV to Rama VI, engendered policies and arrangements
to cope with colonialism and imperialism. These policies and administrative
arrangements affected gender relations implicitly. For instance, the abolition of the
practice of husbands selling wives in the reign of King Rama IV and the enactment
of compulsory national education for girls and boys alike in the reign of King Rama
V helped improve women’s position within the social realm because the abolition of
wife selling can be regarded as stopping crime or violence against women. Granting
both boys and girls education enhances their abilities to earn a living by giving them
access to proper paid jobs and professions. However, literature produced from this
era to the present has seemed to confine and restrain female agency instead of
enhancing it. This effect is achieved through discursive practices prescribed by the
male elite, that restrict women immensely within the private realm and attempt to

guarantee the perpetuation of the ideology of women'’s value as inhering in the roles

' A gunboat policy is the policy that uses military force, especially a fleet of ships, to
blockade a less powerful state for its resources.
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of daughter, wife, and mother'". Later, after the overthrow of the absolute monarchy,
Field Marshal Pibulsonkram, who was the prime minister from 1938 to 1944 and
from 1957 to 1958, established cultural schemes to counteract the potential effects
of Western colonization and influence that were in concordance with the royal
schemes. These also affected gender relations in ways that accorded with what the

existing patriarchal order and authority demanded.

In Wanida (1941), the heroine is portrayed as having an inappropriately high
lifestyle, which is signified by her eating Western food, bread and coffee for
breakfast, instead of eating rice in the morning, for instance. To elaborate, the book
itself is believed by Wor Winijchaikul to be an adaptation of a Western story
enhanced by the author’'s adept skill in making it appear very Thai. Diversion to
Heaven (1965-1967) seems to present a more modern concept of Thai femininity. It
was written around the time of Marxist ideas flourishing in Thailand. The heroine is
represented as a working woman who shows ambition as regards her career
prospects and holds on to social values such as hard work and independence.
However, she is very far from what Western critics might call a feminist because she
is depicted as a ‘real’ Thai woman whose feminine value is strongly linked to
virginity. In the book, Western sexuality is criticized and regarded as loose, whereas
the heroine preserves her body from men. As for the issue of feminism, according to
Jarupa Panitchapakdi’'s study of the representations of women in Thai soap operas,
which considers the work of screenwriters and directors, Patravadi Mejudhon, a
progressive Thai female screenwriter and director “does not see feminism as an
adequate framework to explain her works and is in fact critical of Western feminist

discourses and their purported relevance to the Thai context” (Panitchpakdi 2007,

" For instance, King Vajiravudh (1910-1925) wrote stories and plays during his nation-building that
have had a great influence on gender norms. Thamora V. Fishel studies one of his ficitons, Hua-jai
chai num (The Heart of a Young Man), and has found that the writer shows desire for the West as the
site of modernity with regards to nationalism, gender roles, sexual norms, and ideals of beauty (Fishel
1999, p. 165). However, his image of modern women, according to Fishel, is “circumscribed by
bourgeois notions of domesticity and sexual respectability”(ibid., p. 162).
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p.16). Despite the fact that Mejudhon’s previous works portray strong female
characters who challenge conventional norms and ideologies, she has more
recently become more conservative but sophisticated, insisting on Buddhism as her
main approach. Yet, Thai Buddhism appears incompatible with feminism in many
respects, such as the prohibition of female ordination or the hierarchical order
between monks and nuns that can be interpreted as the subordination of women. |
would argue that feminism has been regarded with skepticism, like other forms of
Western knowledge and practices since the time of colonization. To some extent,
this scepticism reflects the elite’s sense of constructing and maintaining the nation’s
identity. This may indicate subtle fear of colonization in every form including the

digital forms that have become ubiquitous via globalization.

In accordance with the female screenwriter and director quoted above,
another male scholar, Chetana Nagavajara advocates the need to develop ‘a home-
based theory’, articulated by him as a vague idea of in-house theory that may
illustrate the uniqueness of the country and Thainess. He expresses reluctance to
embrace Western theory for its inability to fully understand the concepts of both Us
and Other in the Thai context. His scepticism towards Western theory is clear from
his arguments that Western knowledge is attractive, but full of ambition to dominate
the ‘other’ (Nagavajara 2006, p.19)'?. He draws a parallel with music to advocate a
spiritually based practice of what he refers to as the aesthetics of preserving mind
and body and argues that this can also apply to Thai ways of life, not just music. He
affirms that Thais prefer accentuating concrete practices to constructing abstract
theories and claims that theories are implicit or reside in practices and that this
presupposition is known by both Thai teachers and students. On this particular

point, Thongchai Winichakul, a well-known Thai professor of history at the

2 He points out that Thai society is basically horizontal. Community is the most effective
area for powerful, informal education. He suggests a model of Thai culture as a culture of
the bass xylophone, which means the excellent or the master will play a secondary role
while a young, prominent student will play the main one.
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University of Wisconsin-Madison, interestingly proposes a concept of bifurcation as
a Thai intellectual strategy to cope with the fear of the West. This strategy defines
Western society as the worldly, inferior, while it acknowledges Thai culture as the
spiritual, superior, and this conceptual framework has been deployed to cope with
the West up until the present, regardless of its simplicity and imprecision
(Winichakul 2010, p. 136). Drawing on this model, it is possible to argue that this
bifurcation is identical to a patriarchal binary system that defines women as
belonging to a lower hierarchy of the worldly. Interestingly enough, as an historian,
Winichakul contends that conceptual bifurcation, which also emerged in Bengal in
the late nineteenth century, is another imported Western way of thinking that came
to Thailand in the Nineteenth Century and “has become a normative rationality, a
fixture in the Thai mentality” (ibid., p. 139). Nagavajara’s proposal for an in-house
theory that is based on spirituality, suggests that this bifurcation has already
become the norm by which to approach the West, the ‘Other’. As a prominent
scholar in literary criticism, Nagavajara upholds rather conservative perspectives on
Thai literature. Accordingly, like most Thai literary scholars, his academic study

does not include a genre such as romance.

In general, | have observed, like many contributors to the volume Disturbing
Conventions: Decentering Thai Literary Cultures (Harrison 2014), which mention the
conservativeness of Thai scholars, who are usually also nativists, that there is a
strong desire to construct what Chetana Nagavachara calls a ‘home-based theory’
without a clear conceptualization of how or what it will be. This raises the question
of whether it is possible to really develop a home-based theory. As in my own
research, Rachel Harrison also suggests that it is the Bangkok elite who invented
Thai identity or Thainess in order to secure a specific national form of identity. |
would add that its origins lie in the effects of the Western threat to the country in the

early Bangkok period. | would further argue that it is not helpful to maintain prejudice
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against all Western wisdom'®. Chaladchai Ramitanon also argues that the idea that
feminism is an imported theory and might not be compatible with Thai society,
indicates reductionism and ignores the context of Thai society that has long

imported goods, doctrines, and theories from other cultures (ibid., p.17-18).

| have found that anthropologists’ perspectives are important as regards
gender issues and the appropriateness of Western theories to Thai society. Pranee
Wongtes, a Thai anthropologist, stresses that Western theoretical frameworks and
theories are not universal, and for this reason they might not be able to analyze
every society, especially when it comes to gender relations (Wongtes 2006, p.4).
She asserts that the Western analysis of gender relations, which is based on
hierarchy and binary oppositions may not work with Southeast Asian societies
where binary conceptions of ‘difference’ are not an emphasis. Wongtes does not
claim that female status in Southeast Asia is higher than that of women in other
parts of the world as some Thai and Western anthropologists have observed, but
insists on the insignificance of gender differences in many aspects of life,
particularly in agriculture and trading. She assumes this to be a reason why gender
is not a popular subject to study in Southeast Asia. Accordingly, she points out that
the bilateral system in kinship in Southeast Asia might form another type of gender
relations unlike the patrilineal system in the West. She argues that essentially, the
conceptualization of ‘power’ in Southeast Asia is not similar to the West. According
to Southeast Asian people, ‘power’ is a sign and it is invisible. Power is not to be
used as in the West, but collected or gathered instead (ibid., p. 36). In this regard,
she argues for a review of using Western theories and frameworks or for taking

them up with great caution. | think Wongtes ’ remark is intriguing because cultural

® The recent coup d’état (2014) that resulted in reduced ties with Thailand by Western
countries brought anger to many Thais who posted on their Facebook accounts their desire
to ban Western products. Some comment that these people should stop using Facebook
since it is American.

15



and historical contexts are rendered important for the analysis of gender relations as

in the poststructuralist positions that | take.

I would argue not only that Western theories play crucial roles in Thai society,
but that Western gender norms also affect Thai practices regarding sexuality. When
looking at Thai female sexuality at the present time, Thai standards of sexuality
have assimilated the Western norms of female sexuality to a great extent yet these
norms are regarded as Thai in origin (Songsamphan 2004, p. 164). Chalidaporn
Songsamphan claims that Victorian control of sexuality has had an influence in most
societies, but it may not be the same in different societies and she asserts that “the
Thai version has been localized and adjusted to the context” (ibid.). This is due to
the fact that resistance to and contestation of sexually hegemonic femininity and
masculinity have occurred from time to time. Songsamphan states that only the
main ideology has been totally successful and | would say that the quintessential

practice is to remain chaste before marriage.

Although Thai universities provide both undergraduate and graduate
programs in women’s studies and gender studies, Thais do not have what the
Westerners call ‘popular feminism’ which | understand as the wide acceptance of
feminist ideas in the West. The situation of feminism in Thailand is more limited and
being a feminist is not a popular stance since it connotes a sense of aggression
which is an undesirable feminine quality in Thai society. Despite this, aspects of
feminism may be included in texts used in teaching in the Humanities or Social
Sciences. Moreover, the impact of Western feminism can be seen in several
aspects of women’s lives, especially in the law that women can maintain their
surnames after marriage registration, which has been in force since 2005. Yet,
gains have been limited. Indeed, | concur with Suwanna Satha-Anand that despite
the women’s movement and organizations or university programmes, these appear

not to really empower women since “major legal and political decisions still reflect

16



the centrality of male dominance and the image of women in the media still reflects
patriarchal values” (ibid., p. 18). This is also true of the romance fiction to be
analysed later.

Thai Romance Novels and their Specificity

It is worth noting that the selected novels are long and the price ranges from 6-10
pounds'*. Wanida and Swan Snare have about 500 pages while the longest is

Diversion to Heaven which has 787 pages. The length and the price of the novels
suggest that, in the Thai context, reading romance novels is the leisure activity of

the middle class.

In the Thai language, romance novels are called niyay-pha-fun (novels that
induce dreams); this connotes the sense of fantasy or illusion, which is linked to
dreams. For this reason the meaning of romance in Thai is similar to its Western
counterpart in that romance is largely fantasy. Satien Junthimatorn, a Thai freelance
journalist and editor, explains that niyay-pha-fun’s plots are about the love of the
protagonists who are from different social classes. The story recounts the hero’s or
the heroine’s life difficulties in the beginning and the story ends with the
protagonists’ happiness. He points out that the important elements of this type of
novel are coincidences (Wongthanachai 1999). Accordingly, Bunleua
Theppayasuwan, a Thai lecturer in literature, affirms that the story of niyay-pha-fun
usually portrays the protagonists as faced with some difficulties at the beginning and
in the end they gain happiness. She contends that the author of niyay-pha-fun is
pleased to illustrate a more beautiful life than a miserable flawed life to the reader
and this is regarded as not real or even surreal. The protagonists are occasionally

exceptionally good so that the reader will admire them; and specifically, the villains

'* Thai money is called baht and the exchange is approximately 47-49 baht = 1 £ (the
exchange rate in 2013). According to the National Statistical Office (www.nso.go.th) the
average household income per month was about 23,236 baht, that is about 503.37 pounds,
in 2011.
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are evidently bad. The villains can be transformed to become good people or be
punished for their vile behavior (Theppayasuwan 1992). By claiming that
coincidental events are essential to niyay-pha-fun, Junthimatorn suggests, like

Theppayasuwan, that the story, is fantasy.

Another Thai scholar, Aim-on Chitasophon, defines Thai classical romance
literature as unrealistic stories which are about love, adventures and loyalty to the
royal family with a focus on entertainment. They sometimes also maintain the
Buddhist trilogies of impermanence, suffering, non-identity and the principle of
samsara'® (Chitasophon 1992). Specifically, Chitasophon’s definition of romance
literature is similar to the Western romance in the medieval period that tells stories
about chivalry and knights’ adventures. The term traditional Thai romance usually
refers to the royal tales, known in Thai as nitan juk juk wong wong'®, usually written
in a poetic form. They are called nitan juk juk wong wong because the protagonists
are normally members of the royal family (either a prince or princess). Typically, as
Thanathat Kongthong claims in his study of the disguise of characters in the nitan
Jjuk juk wong wong and TV series, nitan juk juk wong wong starts with the
displacement of the major character(s), love and courtship are followed by
separation from the loved one, adventures, and the return to rule the kingdom at the

end (Kongthong 2006). As he observes, nitan juk juk wong wong usually reproduce

'® Samsara is the cycle of life that starts with birth to death and the cycle repeats itself again
and again via reincarnation. A religion such as Buddhism sees that this cycle causes
suffering and then suggests stopping this cycle in order to attain Nirvana.

'® These poetic tales usually contain the words jak or wong, for example, Wongthewarat and
Jaknarai. Thanapol Limapichart, in his essay about the royal Thai society of literature,
contends that the Thai elite expressed “dismissive criticism” of reuang jakjak wongwong
because it appears that the publishers were Westerners and commoners, despite the fact
that the authors were Thais. Remarkably, they were popular although the elite rendered
them as trivial and inferior (Limapichart 2014). Reuang jakjak wongwong is also known as
“reuang pralome loke, a story type that contained supernatural events and unrealistic
characters” (ibid., p.42). Thanapol claims that the “dismissive criticism” towards popular
genres such as reuang jakjak wongwong is the elite’s response to historical transformations
which are, “the rise of print capitalism and the emergence of the modern public sphere that
had challenged the Siamese ruling elite’s authority and their ability to control political
discourses and literary production” (ibid. p. 44). Accordingly, romantic fictions are also called
reuang pralome loke regardless of the fact that they do not include the supernatural and
characters are more contemporary.
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the belief in the law of karma as in the representation of displacement of the
protagonists, especially of the hero, from his home kingdom as bad karma. Once
the protagonists have compensated for their bad deeds, they can return home and
acquire true identity and position. In his analysis, Kongthong has found significant
similarities between nitan juk juk wong wong and the present-day narratives such as
those found in TV series (even in the Twenty-First Century), particularly in the guise

of the main characters.

As to the concept of love in Thai romance, it is also a key element of Thai
novels both in nitan juk juk wong wong and niyay-pha-fun. There is evidence that
Thais’ notion of love has undergone change. Nithi Eeoseewong interestingly states
that from his historical study of the first half of the Rattanakosin period (1782-1932)
based on literature, it is clear that the conceptualization of love as seen in the
portrayal of characters had changed from that of the Ayuthhaya period (1351-1767)
(Eeoseewong 2004a). According to him, written literature of Ayutthaya, or what he
calls “Wannakam Sakdina” (bourgeois literature), portrayed reasons for the
protagonists to “love and live together” because they are suitable partner for each
other in terms of politics, economics, or the complication of their karma or divine
destiny rather than simple individualistic love (ibid., p.389). | would add that these
reasons for suitability allowed men to practice polygamy. As a man, Eeoseewong
argues that love has more than one form and individualistic love appeared more
vividly in the beginning of the Rattanakosin period and later has become the
mainstream form of love in Thai novels. Those who love for other reasons turn out
to be villains while individualistic love is portrayed as ‘pure’ and ‘natural’. He

explains the change as due to the emergence of the bourgeoisie in Thai society.
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The Usefulness of Western Feminist and Literary Theories in Analyzing Thai

Romance: Towards a Methodology

Despite the arguments of Thai scholars to the contrary, | draw on both Western
theory and some Western analyses of romantic fiction useful in my study of the
changing nature of Thai romance between 1940s and 1990s in order to consider
their relevance. In this thesis, | employ George Paizis’s model from a book entitled
Love and the Novel (Paizis 1998) to analyze the selected romantic fictions because
he provides useful frameworks with which to investigate romance based on the
genre’s politics and aesthetic values. In different ways, this research has developed
in dialogue with Western approaches to romance. Paizis is a scholar who makes an
attempt to produce a methodology, a textual analysis, to explore how romance is
related to society and the specificity of romance as a genre. For this reason, his
study is systematic when compared with the work of other scholars or feminists who
tend to critique and examine romance. However, | do not follow all aspects of his
model, but adopt key narrative elements that are essential in the representation of
the characters, since | intend to look at the construction of characters from a
feminist perspective. For this reason, | combine some aspects together and
separate Paizis’ chapter on characterization into two distinct topics in my own
analysis. | also integrate a feminist’ reading of romance both to support my
arguments and to create a dialogue with my arguments at various moments in the
thesis. Following Paizis’ model, my chapters covers five topics: “Time and Place”,

“Female Characters”, “Male Characters

, “Love and Marriage”, and “Conflicts and

Solutions”.

The textual analysis starts with the front cover, which Paizis insists is a key
component of the genre, that is, the reader can tell that a book is a romance from its
front cover, which presents the image of the protagonists’ relationships through the

illustration with a particular background. In the Western context it is the cover, with
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its illustration, its reference to the publishing house, the often colour coded sub-
genre of romance (for example hospital romance) and its place on the shelves of
the bookshop that must advertise the novel in order to attract the reader as best as
it can. For this reason the front covers of Western romance are an important
marketing tool. The images shown on the cover are carefully designed as regards
the postures in the illustration of the protagonists, the background that indicated the
location of the story, clothes that signify social status and even appearance that
implies reproductive viability. None of these aspects are depicted on the front cover

of the Thai romantic fictions in this research.

Instead of indicating ‘time’ as another important aspect of romance, Paizis
employs ‘temporalisation’ to refer to time that produces meanings in the narrative
and defines it thus: “Temporalisation is the indicators of time which a novel uses to
achieve its ends. The main function of temporalisation in the novel is to create the
illusion of reality; by inscribing the story of the text in time it is naturalized and it is
made to appear real” (ibid., p.58). The realism of time is important because it
evokes the reader’s engagement with ‘the illusion of reality’ which comes in the form
of modern, linear time. However, Paizis mentions that the traits of temporalisation in
romance are also “affective, cyclical, and reproductive” (ibid., p.61) in theme. His
particular attention to time falls on the beginning and the ending of the story, which
culturally has a prominent role. Generally, Western romance begins around May
and ends before Autumn, at the end of Autumn, or in Winter. According to Paizis,
the time of the ending signifies a period of reproduction, the settlement of the
protagonists to form a real family. Nature and time seem inextricably linked in ways
that produce indications of the meanings of the romance that enable the reader to
decode the symbolism of the texts. On this basis, Paizis points out that time and
nature “are appropriated to the heroine and are used not only to signify drama or

achievement but how the heroine appropriates these elements” (ibid., p.62). Yet,
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specific dates are not given and the use of time is not very strict, although Paizis

mentions that the time of the action of the narrative is basically less than one month.

Localisation is Paizis’ term for place, which has its value and significance to
the story via the convention of giving the name of a place or the description of
topology. In so doing, localization suggests context to the reader and through the
text the denotation and connotation of values that depend on cultural contexts. He
proposes that the significant traits of localization are to be found at the first meeting
and the last meeting of the protagonists and the places for these particular meetings
are required to be exotic, utopian and realistic as these are “the parameters of
localization” (ibid., p.66). The word ‘exotic’ implies travel and moving from one place
to another, “and the movement of the heroine tends to be away from her own place
to the man’s, which is where she finds or makes utopia” (ibid., p.67). This suggests
that romance is the heroine’s quest, something she acquires by leaving her familiar,
comfortable place for another unknown, strange place of the hero, through which
Paizis contends that her displacement or quest is initiated for the “emotional,
cultural or material development of the self’ (ibid.) with no connection to the hero.
Places are regarded as symbolic and signify a subtle essence, which must be
intelligible in order for the reader to understand the implicit ideologies. Viewed more
widely, the connotations of place may refer to the struggle for an upwardly mobile
change of social class for the woman, a new patrilocality, or even a return to the
heroine’s roots. On a smaller scale, localization is used to represent modernity,

ancient spaces, tradition, refinement and much more.

Paizis provides a productive framework for the analysis of characterization in
Thai romantic fictions, even though | do not use all of his categories. Paizis
contends that characters’ positions in romantic fictions articulate an imbalance
between power and ‘quality’ and that both protagonists must prove themselves to

each other and to the reader. The construction of conventional signs, such as male
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and female characterization are analysed in detail in chapters 4, 5, 6, starting with
names, physical appearance, spiritual traits and social positions. All of these are
regarded as ‘qualities’ and assumed to represent the nature of men and women.
These qualities, | will argue, reflect aspects of the social and cultural expectations of

desirable male and female traits at the particular time the fictions were written™’.

In his investigation of the depiction of the first meeting of the protagonists of
Western romance fiction, Paizis draws on a concept of love found in Balzac’s Le
Prince de la Boheme, published in 1840, which he traces back to the Seventeenth
Century. In this model, there are two types of love: love at first sight and gradual

love as shown in the table:

Type Passion-love Marriage-love
Nature Thunderbolt Gradual fusion
Origin Destiny/Chance Choice
Mode Recognition Knowledge
Effect Sympathy Esteem

Figure 1: Balzac’s two types of love (ibid., p.109)

Love at first sight, based on passion, is regarded as unpalatable since it connotes
relinquishing agency by surrendering to an unknown force, destiny, or nature. The

basis of passion-based love requires the Other to “satisfy desire or appetite ... the

" These romantic fictions are considered contemporary because the constitution of gender
expectations via the relationships of the hero and the heroine has been passed on from the
1940s, 1960s, and 1990s in another form of media, the TV serials. The expression by La
Rochefoucauld, a French moralist in the seventeenth, is well-known and controversial:
“many people would not have fallen in love had they not heard of it” (lllouz 1999, p. 162).
Although his maxim came from a moralistic and religious point of view, Rochefoucauld is
aware of the power of narrative to construct subjectivity and influence modes of behavior. |
contend that the discourse is likely to have an effect 