
CHAPTER I I I

3.1 Body, B uddhism  and Socialization

Body, Buddhism and the process of socialization of Thai women are the key 
themes of this chapter. Theories of the body are highly relevant to Thai society, 
which is so noticeably concerned with the physical bodies of its citizens. Body 
theorems are currently en vogue among the sociological and anthropological set of 
scholars, which has created a plethora of theories that one may apply to any and all 
cultures. In this chapter I will give a brief summary of key theories of the body that 
help to illustrate the Thai construct of the social body.

Popular Thai Buddhism in general, maps the body and the Thai worldview. I 
use this term 'popular' to indicate that the Thai practice of Buddhism is intertwined 
with other spiritual traditions linked to Brahmanism and animism. Buddhism is a 
religious tradition that is greatly influenced by thoughts on and about the body. 
This chapter will examine the Buddhist worldview of the body and the view of the 
female body in particular.

The aim of this survey of body theorems and popular Thai Buddhism is 
twofold' to apply the fundamental elements of the bodily pollution theory 
promulgated by anthropologist Mary Douglas and to assess the implications the 
consequent worldview has on women in the sport of Muay Thai, otherwise known as 
Thai boxing. It is my contention that the Buddhist preoccupation with the body and 
its fear of bodily contamination relates directly to the restrictions placed on female 
Muay Thai competitors.

The issue of gender and Thai women has become of particular interest in the 
area of Thai studies in recent years. Books, seminars and numerous papers have 
been written on the position and role of Thai women in the areas of economy, politics 
and the family but what has come to light is that the issue of gender is the 
overriding factor that determines women’s access and treatment in these various 
spheres. In the latter half of this chapter I discuss the agents of socialization for 
Thai women and furthermore to postulate that in the move towards modernization 
the focus of socialization has shifted from the family onto the peer group.



34

It is  h ere th a t  I w ish  to  define th e  k ey  term s in  th e  above paragraph: 
S ocia liza tion  and G ender. S ocia liza tion  is  th e  lea rn in g  p rocess th a t tran sm its  
cu ltu ra l con ten t to  th e  in d iv id u al, w h ich  fa c ilita tes  th e ir  su ccessfu l interaction  
w ith in  th e  society . I t  is  a  p rocess th a t  s ta r ts  a t  b ir th  an d  co n tin u es u n til death. 
H ow ever, th e  m o st im p ortan t y ea rs w ith in  th e  p rocess occur d u rin g  childhood and  
early  ad olescen ce. T he a g en ts  o f  soc ia liza tion  in clu d e p a ren ts, peers, teachers, 
in stitu tio n s  su ch  a s organ ized  relig ion , m ed ia  an d  pop u lar cu ltu re  includin g gam es, 
fo lk ta les  an d  litera tu re . G ender is  m ore am b igu ou sly  d efin ed  a s  m an y  people do not 
m ake th e  d istin c tio n  b etw een  it  and  b iolog ica l sex . In  th e  p a st, phenom enon th a t  
are now  ascribed  to  gen d er w ere called  sex-ro les. A t p resen t th ere  is  a con sen su s  
am ong sch olars on  gen d er th a t  it  con n otes th e  p sych olog ica l a sp ects  o f behavior  
ex h ib ited  by th e  sex es . For th e  purpose o f th is  th e s is  I d efin e  gender a s a cu ltu ral 
con stru ct re la ted  to  b iolog ica l sex  rep resen tin g  a  d ichotom y o f social and  
p sych ologica l b eh aviors.

3 .2  B ody an d  B u d d h ism

T hai soc iety  h a s  h igh  le v e ls  o f a w a ren ess  about th e  body an d  it's relation  to 
oth er bod ies w ith in  th e  society . E m bodied d isp la y s o f  su b m issio n  support soc ieta l 
norm s o f  h ierarch y  an d  patriarchy. S ocia l r e stra in ts  on  th e  body apply to  m en and  
w om en  b u t th ere  are m an y  m ore restr iction s p laced  on  fem a les . T he over regulation  
o f  fem ale  bod ies, th e  sp ace  th ey  occupy, an d  th e  action s th e y  perform  contribute to  
su sta in in g  th e  s ta tu s  quo o f m ale  dom inance.

T he w ai is  th e  stan d ard  greetin g  o f  th e  T h ais. I t  sh ou ld  not be equated to th e  
w estern  custom  o f th e  h an d sh ak e  a s  th ere  are ru le s  govern in g  th e in itia tion , 
p osition , and retu rn  o f  th is  gestu re. T h ese  ru les re la te  to  th e  socia l s ta tu s  of th e  
actors. F o llow in g  th e  ru les o f  th e  w ai rein forces th e  so c ia l stru ctu re  by m ean s o f a 
pu rely  p h y sica l act, w h ich  r itu a lizes  su b m ission  to  th e  h ierarch y.

T he T h a is  em p h a size  th e  sign ifican ce  o f th e  h ead  an d  fee t a s  polar opposites  
o f th e  body. T he h ea d  is  th e  top o f th e  body and th e  resid en ce  o f th e khw an  or 
sp ir itu a l e ssen ce . It  is  taboo am ong th e  T h a is  to tou ch  th e  h ea d  o f another. The  
khw an  concept is  su p erim p osed  upon oth er e n tit ie s  su ch  a s  h o u ses  and v illages. I 
b elieve it  is  a lso  lin k ed  to th e  M uay T hai ring, w h ich  lea d s to th e  restriction placed
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on w om en by w h ich  th ey  m u st en ter  th e  ring under th e  ropes ra th er  th a n  over them  
as m en do (to be d iscu ssed  m ore fu lly  in  th e section  d ea lin g  d irectly  w ith  M uay  
Thai).

T he feet, a s  opposed  to  th e  head , are th e  le a s t  sacred  p art o f  th e  body. U se  o f  
th e  fee t for a p u rp ose  o th er  th a n  w a lk in g  is  frow ned upon. F e e t  sh ou ld  n ot be used  
to  p o in t a t an  object or p erson . T h ey  sh ou ld  n ot be u sed  to  p u sh  or hold  objects such  
a s doors. P eop le m u st  be con sciou s o f th e  p osition  o f th e ir  fee t  w h ile  s it t in g  so a s  not 
to  u n in ten tio n a lly  p o in t th em  tow ards an oth er p erson  or sacred  im age  su ch  a s  th e  
B uddha im age or K ing. T h is  b rief lita n y  on th e  fee t  ex p o ses th e  body aw aren ess  
n ecessary  to  a ll T h a is  in  order to  conform  to soc ieta l precep ts.

In ad d ition  to  th e  p reviou sly  m en tion ed  bodily sa n ctio n s, w om en m u st  
conform  to o th er  p roscrip tion s govern ing  th e ir  bodies. T h ere are restr iction s on the  
p h ysica l sp ace th a t  w om en  m ay occupy. W om en m u st avoid  con tact w ith  m onks. 
W hile both m on k s an d  w om en  act to  uphold  th is  p recep t th e  sy ste m  o f h ierarchy  
p laces th e bu rd en  m ore fu lly  on w om en, a s th ey  sh ou ld  m ak e w a y  for th e  m onks. 
T h is h a s  im p lica tio n s for w om en  w h en ev er  th ey  leave th e ir  ow n h om es, a s  th ey  m u st 
be conscious o f  a  m onk's p resen ce and proxim ity.

T he stu d y  o f  proxem ics su g g ests  th a t  power, s ta tu s  an d  p h y sica l space are 
en tw in ed . T h e a m o u n t o f  sp ace a llocated  to in d iv id u a ls  d e s ig n a te s  w ho is  
im p ortan t and w h o  h a s  p riv ilege . In  th e  T h ais socia l co n tex t it  is  c lear th a t  w om en  
h ave le ss  pow er a s  it  is  m ens' territory n ot w om ens' territory  th a t  is  respected . In  
addition  to  th e  p rox im ity  o f  m onks, w om en are a lso  restr ic ted  from som e areas 
w ith in  th e tem p le  grou n d s due to th e  p resen ce o f B u d d h ist relics. T h is  restr iction  is  
b ased  on th e  a rg u m en t th a t  w om en  m ay p ollu te  and d etra ct from  th e  m ystica l power  
o f th e  artifacts. T he concept o f  body p ollu tion  w ill be fu rth er  d iscu ssed  below; a t th is  
p oin t it is  noted  a s  th e  u n d erly in g  cau se  restr ictin g  th e  sp ace th a t  a w om ens' body 
m ay occupy.

3.2 .1  T h eo r ies o f  th e  Body

"I th in k  th erefore I am" is  th e  q u in tessen tia l 
th eories about th e  body. R ene D escartes, to  w hom  
b e lie v e d  th a t h is  m in d  and not h is  body defined  him .

p h rase  th a t  exp ressed  early  
th e se  w ord s are attributed , 
C a rtesia n  th o u g h t separated

1*1 ๆ  6*2 8 0 1 4
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th e m ind and body im p ly in g  th a t th e body w as ju s t th e  h o u se  o f  th e  m ind. T he body, 
according to th is  id ea  did  not in fluence th e  d evelop m en t o f  th e  m ind. In th e  
fo llow in g  cen tu r ies  s in ce  D esca rtes esp ou sed  th is  id ea  th ere  h a s  b een  su ch  a 
p aradigm  sh ift  th a t  som e su g g est th a t th e body co n stitu te s  th e  se lf. T he truth  lies  
som ew h ere in  th e  m id d le . N ew  a n a ly sis  o f th e  body h a s  sh ow n  th a t  th e  p h ysica l s e lf  
affects th e  m en ta l s e l f  a s  w e ll a s  vice versa . In th e  fo llow in g  paragraphs, I w ill 
d eta il som e th eo r ies  o f  th e  body w hich  re la te  to T h a i so c ie ty  in  gen era l and th e  
s itu a tio n  o f w om en  in  M u ay  T hai in  particular.

T he n a tu ra lis t ic  concept purports th a t th e body is  th e  b iological b ase  on 
w h ich  th e  su p erstru ctu re  o f society  is  organized. T he ca p a b ilitie s  an d  con stra in ts  o f  
th e  body defin e th e  in d iv id u a l and gen era te  th e socia l, p o litica l, and  econom ic  
re la tio n s b etw een  m em b ers o f society . T h is v iew  ju st if ie s  th e  in eq u a lit ie s  th a t  are 
found w ith in  so c ie tie s , w h ich  are often  b ased  on b io log ica l sex , race, an d  class. Such  
con cep tion s o f th e  body are often  u sed  to  ju stify  th e  ex c lu sio n  o f w om en  from various  
rea lm s o f a ctiv ity  in c lu d in g  education , p o litics and sp orts. G en d er in eq u a lity  is  cited  
as a d irect resu lt o f  fem ales' w ea k  and u n stab le  bodies.

T he im p lied  w e a k n e ss  o f  th e  fem ale body re la te s  to  ea r ly  m odels o f th e  
h u m an  body, w h ich  w ere  b ased  on th e  m ale  form. W hen b od ies w ere first stu d ied  
fem ale  an atom y corresponded  w ith  m ale anatom y and w a s describ ed  a s a  grad ien t o f  
th e  m ale  form . A n  ex a m p le  o f th is  w a s th e  lik en in g  o f th e  fem a le  c litoris to an  
u n derdeveloped  p en is . B y  th e  19th century  th e  fem ale  body b ecam e a polar opposite  
to  th e  m ale  body. D ifferen ces w ere em p h asized  an d  s im ila r it ie s  n ot d iscu ssed . The 
fem ale  body w a s o p en  to  p en etra tion  and great ex p u ls io n s e ith e r  du rin g  childbirth  
or m on th ly  m en stru a tio n . T he w ea k n ess  o f  such  a n  open  sy s te m  w ith  unprotected  
boarders seem ed  se lf-ev id en t to m any scholars o f  th e  tim e  (Sh illin g , 1993). 
M en stru ation  w a s dubbed th e  e tern a l w ound, w hich  corresponded w ell w ith  th e  
w eak  w om en d iscou rse.

T he p h y sica l in feriority  o f  th e  fem ale body con stru cted  by th e  n atu ra listic  
conception  o f th e  body w a s  stren gth en ed  by th e  action s o f w om en  th em se lv es. M any  
w om en  w ho lim ited  th e ir  action s according to w h a t soc ie ty  d eem ed  appropriate  
in tern a lized  th e  m e ssa g e  o f th e  w eak  w om an d iscourse. T h is  reaction  w a s generally  
confined  to th e  u p p er  lev e ls  o f society  w h ere w om en  w ere  a t  th e ir  le isu re. The  
"physically in ferior wom an" in low er lev e ls  o f  soc iety  w a s  too busy  perform ing



37

m an u al labor in in d u stry  and agricu ltu re to be concerned  w ith  such socia l 
constructs.

W om en m ay h a v e  h elp ed  prom u lgate  th is  id ea  o f th e  w eak er  sex  in  order to  
escap e certa in  d u tie s  an d  ob ligation s. C ases o f  th e  w eak er  se x  arg u m en t are u sed  to  
th is  d ay  a s  an y  p h y sica l ed u cation  teach er  can  a ttest; fem ale  s tu d en ts  often  u se  
th e ir  m en stru ation  a s  a tick e t o u t o f  c la ss . W ith  th is  in  m ind, one m u st begin  to  
q u estion  i f  it  is  th e  b iology th a t  crea tes th is  so-called  w ea k n ess  or is  it  ac tu a lly  th e  
societies' com pliance to  th e  id ea  o f  w ea k n ess  th a t sh a p es  th e  p h y sica l body o f th e  
sex. S u ch  q u estio n in g  is  a n sw ered  by th e  so c ia l con stru ction  th eory  o f th e  body.

Socia l co n stru ctio n ists  con cep tu a lize  th e  body a s  th e  outcom e o f  socia l forces, 
w hich  act on an d  form  th e  in com p lete  body. From  th e  first b rea th e  o f life, and now  
w ith  p re-n ata l sex  d eterm in a tio n  ev en  before, th e  body is  cu ltu ra lly  m apped  
according to gender, race, an d  c la ss. B od ies are developed  in  w a y s th a t  are seen  to  
have v a lu e  in  so c ia l f ie ld s (S h illin g , 1993). In T hailand  th is  is  c learly  defined  in  
term s o f th e  m ale /fem ale  p olarity  cu ltiv a tin g  boxers and b eau ty  q u een s resp ectively .

T he body is  a t  th e  cen ter  o f  th e  natu re/cu ltu re, b io logy/society  debate. T he  
tw o previou s body th eo r ie s  are rep resen ta tive  o f th ese  op p osin g  v iew s. A  m iddle  
p ath  b etw een  th ese  tw o  con cep ts is  m ore com p reh en sive. T he body is  form ed both by  
it's n a tu ra l b io log ica l s ta te  an d  tran sform ed  and m olded a s  it  grow s by th e socia l 
forces exerted  on it.

T he gen d ered  body concept p rom u lgated  by R. C onnell, is  u sefu l in  
u n d erstan d in g  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  current m ale  and fem ale  body form s and actions. 
H e em p h a sizes th a t  so c ie tie s  exag g era te  th e  d ifferences b etw een  m ale and fem ale  
bodies. F urtherm ore, m en  and w om en are scripted  by socia liza tion  to fu lfill th ese  
bodily exp ecta tion s. T he id ea  o f gender d ifference is  em bodied  and becom es a self- 
fu lfillin g  prophecy. G ender tra in in g  crea tes w om en w h o are w eaker and le ss  
capable in th e sp ortin g  aren a.

T he concept o f  th e  com m oditized  body in  th e  age o f cap ita lism  and  
m odernization  ex p la in  th e  overw h elm in g  concern o f m odern people w ith  body im age. 
In T hailan d  th e  sh ift  from an  agrarian  b ased  econom y to  th a t  o f  a m arket-based  
econom y h as led  to  a sh ift  in  id ea l body im age. The in flu en ce  o f th e  ca p ita lis t  
econom y has created  new  bodily  norm s often  shaped  by m ark etin g . The id eal sh ap e  
for th e  m ale body h a s  becom e in creasin g ly  m uscu lar and th a t o f th e  fem ale body h as
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becom e in creasin g ly  th in . T he n ew  econom y and th e  p rogression  o f w om en into  
im p ortan t roles w ith in  th e  public sp h ere h a s led m en  to  red efin e th em se lv es in  
term s o f  th eir  p h y sica l app earan ce. T he h yp er-m u scu latu re th a t  can  be achieved  by 
m en is  rarely p h y sica lly  a tta in a b le  by w om en (due to lack  o f tim e  for ph ysica l 
d evelop m en t ca u sed  by th e  double burden  o f  w om en in  regard s to  w ork in sid e  and  
o u tsid e  o f th e  hom e). F u rtherm ore, m u scle  in  w om en is  soc ia lly  u n d esirab le  and few  
w om en ch a llen ge  th e  soc ia l norm .

T he body h a s  becom e a source o f  p h ysica l cap ita l. T he body can  be u sed  to 
transform  p h y sica l sh a p e , s ize  and ab ility  in to  econom ic ga in . For m en  th ere are 
m ore op p ortu n ities to  tra n s la te  p h y sica l cap ita l in to  o th er form s. M en m ay  
p artic ip ate  in  m a n y  form s o f  m a n u a l labour and a w id e  range o f sp ortin g  activ ities  
for w h ich  th ey  rece ive  d irect p a y m en t or gen erate  so c ia l n etw ork s, w hich  can  la ter  
be tra n sla ted  in to  econom ic ga in s. W om en's p h ysica l cap ita l is  le s s  lik ely  to  be 
transform ed in to  o th er  sou rces o f  cap ita l and is  o ften  controlled  by th eir  m ale  
rela tives.

In T h a ilan d  m ale  p h y sica l cap ita l can  be tra n sla ted  in to  grea t econom ic ga in  
in  th e  area o f  sp o rts  in  p articu lar  M uay T hai. T h ai w om en  freq u en tly  tran sla te  
th eir  p h ysica l ca p ita l in to  econom ic ga in  through  b ea u ty  co n test and prostitu tion . 
T he difference b e in g  th a t m en  active ly  w ork to develop  th e ir  bod ies and w om en  
p a ssiv e ly  keep  th e ir  b od ies an d  add to  th e ir  m ark etab ility  by ap p ly in g  w ork to  th e  
body's surface ra th er  th a n  tran sform in g  it  in ternally .

T h ai so c ie ty  is  h ig h ly  con sciou s o f  th e  body an d  how  it  in teracts and  
in terp rets socia l v a lu es , h en ce  th ese  th eor ies o f  th e  body h ave grea t relevan ce to the  
discourse on T h a i cu ltu re. A ll o f  th ese  id eas go som e w a y  tow ard s deconstructing  
th e su p erstitio n s  an d  trad ition s, w hich  lim it w om en's p artic ip ation  in com petitive  
M uay Thai. I w ill d iscu ss  th e se  p o in ts fu rth er after a b r ie f d iscu ssio n  o f th e popular  
relig ion  in T h ailan d , w h ich  a lso  factors in to  th e lim ita tio n s eq u ation .

3 .2 .2  P op u lar R elig ion  in T h ailan d

A ccording to govern m en t s ta tis t ic s , over 95% o f  T h a i c itizen s  are B uddhist. 
H ow ever, B u d d h ism  is  su p p lem en ted  by e lem en ts  o f  H in d u ism  an d  anim ism , w hich  
con stitu te  th e  popular relig ion  o f  th e  country. T h ese  th ree  relig iou s trad ition s fill
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d ifferen t roles in  th e  sp ir itu a l liv es o f  T hai people. B u d d h ism  serv es th e social 
form ation th rou gh  th e  S a n g h a  and th e m u tu a l d ep en d en ce  o f  th e  m onks and th e  
la ity . A n im ism  h a s  a th era p eu tic  function  for th e  people's d ay  to  d ay  liv es  rooted in  
th is  earth ly  rea lm . B rah m in ism  is  u sed  in  court r itu a ls  c rea tin g  a  su p ern atu ral 
au ra  around th e  K ing. M an y T h ai B u d d h ist incorporate th e se  re lig iou s trad itions  
in to  th e ir  sp ir itu a l liv e s  a s B u d d h ist tem p les th em se lv es  o ften  do. Som e tem p les  
con ta in  u rn s o f  ho ly  w ater, fortune te llin g , and  m onks w h o perform  ta ttoo in g  in  th e  
B rah m an istic  tra d itio n  n on e o f w h ich  are p art o f  can on ica l B u d d h ism .

B u d d h ism  is  a  p h ilosop h y  th a t w a s p rom u lgated  a s  a  reaction  to  H indu ism  in  
a n c ien t India . I t  h a s  s in ce  b een  adopted a s  a relig ion  in  m a n y  reg ions o f A sia  
a lth ou gh  its' p op u la rity  in  th e  area  o f its' inception  is  n o tab ly  th e  lo w est in  th e area. 
T he T h a i peop le  adopted  th e  T heravada trad ition  o f B u d d h ism , w h ich  is  a lso  know n  
a s th e  w ay  o f th e  e ld ers. It  is  d istin g u ish ed  from  th e  M a h a y a n a  trad ition  or th a t o f  
"the great vehicle" by its' u se  o f  P ah  rath er th en  S a n sk r it la n g u a g e  an d  it's focus on  
th e  orig in al te a c h in g s  o f  th e  B udd ha as h anded  dow n from  th e  first e ld ers. It is  a lso  
m ore focused on  th e  in d iv id u a ls  resp on sib ility  tow ard s th e  ascerta in m en t o f  
sp ir itu a l e n lig h te n m e n t rath er th a n  th e  m ore a ltru is tic  goa ls  o f  M ahayana  
B udd hism . B oth  tra d itio n s are b ased  on th e  doctrine o f th e  four nob le truths:

A ll life is  su ffer in g  (D ukkha)
S u ffer in g  is  ca u sed  by d esire  (Tanha)
T he c e ssa tio n  o f  d u k k h a
T he w a y  lea d in g  to  cessa tio n  o f d u k k h a is  th e  N ob le  E igh tfo ld  P ath , w hich  
co n sist o f

R ig h t V iew , R igh t In ten tion , R ight S p eech , R ig h t A ction, R ight 
L ivelihood , R igh t Effort, R igh t M in d fu ln ess an d  R ig h t C oncentration  
(T itm u ss, 1999).

3 .2 .3  B u d d h ism  and th e  Body

The B u d d h ist trad ition  is  stron gly  focused on  th e  body. T herevada  
B udd hism , w h ich  is  th e  form practiced  in  T h ailan d , focu ses on ind iv id ual 
d etach m en t from  w orld ly  concerns. T he p h ysica l body is  o ften  th e  focus o f th is  
d etach m en t and a com m on source o f revu lsion  in  th e  B u d d h ist world v iew  as
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ev id en ced  by th is  quote from th e  T h erigath a , a tex t th a t  is  p art o f  th e  P a li canonical 
scr ip tu res a ttr ib u ted  to fem ale  follow ers o f th e  D ham m a, v er se s  466-471:

W hy sh ou ld  I c lin g  to  th is  foul body, im pure, sm e llin g  o f urine, a frightfu l 
w a ter  b a g  o f  corpses, a lw ays flow ing, fu ll of im pure su b sta n ces?  T he body is  
soon carried  ou t to  th e  cem etery, devoid o f con sciou sn ess; it  is  throw n aw ay  
lik e  a  log by d isg u sted  re la tives. I f  anyone w ere d issec tin g  it, w ere to m ake  
th e  in sid e  o u tsid e , ev en  one's ow n m other w ould  be d isg u sted , b e in g  un ab le to  
bear th e  sm e ll (H a n eg ra a ff & K loppenborg, 1995, 168).

O ne m u st lea rn  th a t  th e  body is  im p erm an en t an d  th a t  d esire  is  linked  to the  
body o f  o n e se lf  an d  oth ers. A ccording to a tra n sla tio n  from  P a h  by T h an issaro  
B h ik k h u  o f th e  K a y a g a ta -sa ti S u tta  in  th e  M ajjhim a N ik a y a  su b section  o f th e  
T ip itak a  (P ah  la n g u a g e  te x t  th a t form s th e  doctrine o f T h eravad a  B uddhism ) a 
m onk develops m in d fu ln ess  im m ersed  in  th e  body in th e  fo llow in g  m anner:

" ...if  h e w ere  to  see  a  corpse ca st  aw ay in  a ch arn e l ground, picked a t by 
crows, v u ltu res , & h aw k s, by dogs, h yen as, & variou s o th er creatu res... a 
sk e le to n  sm ea red  w ith  flesh  & blood, connected  w ith  ten d on s... a  f le sh less  
sk eleton  sm ea red  w ith  blood, con n ected  w ith  ten d o n s... a  sk e le to n  w ith ou t  
flesh  or blood, con n ected  w ith  ten d on s... bones d etach ed  from  th e ir  ten d on s, 
sca ttered  in  a ll d irection s -- here a  h an d  bone, th ere  a foot bone, here a  sh in  
bone, th ere  a  th ig h  bone, here a h ip  bone, th ere a back  bone, h ere a rib, there  
a  ch est bone, h ere  a  sh ou ld er bone, th ere  a n eck  bone, h ere a jaw  bone, there  
a tooth , h ere  a sk u ll... th e  bones w h iten ed , so m ew h a t lik e  th e  color o f sh e lls ... 
piled  up, m ore th a n  a  year  old... decom posed in to  a pow der: H e ap p lies it  to  
th is  very  body, 'This body, too: S u ch  is  its  n atu re, su ch  is  its  future, such  its  
unavoid ab le fa te . "(Tipitaka te x t ava ilab le  from  
w w w .accessto in sigh t.org /can on /su tta /m ajjh im a/m n  119.htm l).

D esire is  th e  ca u se  o f a ll su fferin g  an d  it is  th e  goal o f B ud d h ism  to  e lim in a te  
th is  suffering. O ne o f  th e  grea test bodily d esires is  sex u a l and h ence th e  ph ysica l 
b od ies o f  w om en  are con sid ered  d an gerou s to m en and vice versa . B oth o f the  
fo llow in g  v erses  are  a ttr ib u ted  to th e  B uddha in  th e  P a r iy a d a n a  S u tta  o f th e  
A n gu ttara  N ik a y a  su b sectio n  o f th e T ip itak a  regarding th is  problem :

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/canon/sutta/majjhima/mn
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"Monks, I do n ot see  an y  o th er sin g le  form  th a t in v a d es  th e  m ind o f a m an  
and rem a in s lik e  th e  form o f  a w om an. M onks, th e  form  o f  a  w om an  invades  
th e  m ind  o f  a  m an  and rem ain s.
M onks, I do n o t see  an y  o th er  s in g le  form  th a t in v a d es  th e  m in d  o f a  w om an  
and rem a in s lik e  th e  form  o f  a  m an. M onks, th e  form  o f  a  m an  in vad es the  
m ind o f a  w om an  an d  rem a in s " (T ip itak a  te x t  availab le from  
w w w .q u an gd u c.n et/E n gh sh /can on /su tta /an gu tarra /an 01 .h tm O .

H ow ever, th e  n eg a tiv e  in flu en ce  o f  m ens' bod ies over w om en  h a s  long been  
overshadow ed  by th e  concern  about th e  in flu en ce o f  w om en s' bod ies on m en  in  
popular B udd hism .

3 .2 .4  B u d d h ism  an d  W om en

B u d d h ism  is  o ften  ch arged  w ith  b ein g  gender b ia sed  an d  a  force contributing  
to  con tin u ed  gen d er in eq u a lity  in  th e  cou n tr ies w h ere i t  is  practiced . E m in en t T hai 
B u d d h ist sch olar C h a tsu m a m  K ab ilsin gh  argu es th a t  B u d d h ism  d ea lin g  d irectly  
w ith  th e  sp ir itu a l p a th  is  free from  gen d er b ia s  b u t o th er  tea ch in g s have been  
affected  by th e  so c ia l co n tex t o f  both th e  B uddhas' tim e  an d  th e  current period  
(C hatsum arn , 1991, p .24). In  addition , th e ir  m ale  in terp reters m ay further b ias th e  
B u d d h ist tex t.

T he d eb ate  over gen d er eq u a lity  and/or d iscr im in ation  h a s roots in  the  
ea r lie s t  period o f B u d d h ism , d u rin g  th e  life tim e o f th e  B u d d h a  h im self. W hen th e  
B udd ha first organ ized  th e  soc iety  o f  m onks, or S an gh a , no fem ale  follow ers o f  th e  
B udd ha w ere ad m itted  in to  th e  m on astic  order. A fter th ree  a ttem p ts  A nanda, th e  
B uddha's p reem in en t ad h eren t, convinced  th e  B u d d h a to  a llow  fem ales entrance  
in to  th e S an gh a . T he fem ale  m onks, or B h ik k h u n is, w ere trea ted  d ifferently from  
th e ir  m ale cou n terp arts, or B h ik k h u , from  th e  o u tse t o f th e  order. T he B hikk hunis  
had m ore p recep ts to follow , w ere restr icted  from a c tiv it ie s  su ch  a s  clim bing  
m ou n ta in s and rec lu siv e  forest m ed ita tiv e  retrea ts, and  w ere  subject to th e  m ale  
hierarchy in w h ich  th ey  w ere  low er in  ran k  th a n  th e  n e w e s t  ordained B hikkku  
d esp ite  th eir  ow n sen io r ity  w ith in  th e  S an gh a . In  fact, th e  ad m ittan ce  o f w om en  
in to  th e  S a n g h a  w a s sa id  to  sh orten  th e  lon gev ity  o f th e  trad ition  by five hundred  
years. D esp ite  th ese  in sta n ces  o f  d iscrim in atory  p ractices in  early  B uddhism  it  w as,

http://www.quangduc.net/Enghsh/canon/sutta/angutarra/an01.htmO


42

at th e  tim e, th e  m ost lib era l and eq u al rela tion sh ip  in  ex is ten ce  b etw een  m en and  
w om en. It w a s  ev en  ad m itted  a t th is  tim e  th a t m en  an d  w om en  w ere equally  
capable o f a ch iev in g  en lig h ten m en t, a  sp ir itu a l eq u a lity  n ot p resen t in  other  
relig iou s tra d itio n s o f  th e  day.

M any restr ic tio n s p laced  on th e  B h ik k h u n is serv ed  to  protect th e w om en  
from  harm  or th e  B h ik k h u  from  d esire . O ft cited  a s a n  exam p le  o f  gender b ias in  
B ud d h ism  is  th e  fo llow in g  d iscu ssio n  b etw een  A nanda an d  th e  B u d d h a w ith  regards 
to  how  one sh ou ld  b eh a v e  tow ard s w om en:

T he B uddha: 'Do n o t see  th em , A nanda'.
'But i f  w e  h a v e  to  see  th em , w h a t are w e to do?'

'Do n ot ta lk  to  th em , A nanda'.
'But i f  w e are sp ok en  to, Lord, w h a t are w e to  do?'

'R em ain esta b lish ed  in  m in d fu ln ess' (H an egraaff & K loppenborg, 1995,
p.152).

Som e sch o lars in terp ret th is  p a ssa g e  a s  a  gen era l b e lie f  in  B udd hism  th a t a ll 
w om en  are sed u c tre sse s  w h o w ould  revel in  th e  d estru ctio n  o f a  m onk's p iety. 
A ltern ate ly , th e  p a ssa g e  m ay  be in terp reted  as concern  for th e  m onk's vow of  
celibacy  and how  h e  m ay  m a in ta in  it  in  th e  face o f  h is  ow n unbid den  desire for 
w om en. W hich ever in terp reta tion , w om en  are con stru ed  a s d an gerou s to m onks by 
th e ir  bodily p resen ce  a lone. T he d anger o f  th e  fem ale  body is  fu rth er  extrapolated  to  
p erta in  to a ll th in g s  and p la ces  d eem ed sacred . In th e  fo llow in g  paragraphs, I sh a ll 
d e lin ea te  som e in sta n ces  o f th e  body-based restr iction s and tab oos placed on Thai 
B u d d h ist m en  an d  w om en  a s w e ll a s  illu stra te  th e  n eg a tiv e  im age o f w om en in  
popular T hai B u d d h ism , w h ich  reinforces th e  p erception  o f  fem ale  bodily pollution.

3 .2 .5  T hai B u d d h ist T radition  and W om en

W om en in  T h a ilan d  are restr icted  from en try  in to  th e  Sangh a. As 
aforem entioned , a fem ale  order w as esta b lish ed  d u rin g  th e  tim e o f  th e B uddha but 
T h ai T herevada B u d d h ist did not adopt th e  B h ik k h u n i trad ition . The m ain  roll of 
fem ale  B u d d h ist is  to  provide son s for th e  m onkhood an d  a lm s for m onks. T hese  
d u ties  are rooted in  w orld ly  a tta ch m en ts based  on bodily and m ateria l functions
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s u c h  as  m o th e rh o o d  a n d  e c o n o m ic  a c t iv it ie s ,  w h ic h  s e rv e  to  f u r t h e r  a l ie n a te  fe m a le  
B u d d h is t  f r o m  th e  g o a l o f  s p i r i t u a l  e n l ig h te n m e n t  a c h ie v e d  b y  c e s s a tio n  o f  d e s ire .

3 .2 .6  P o p u la r  T h a i  B u d d h is t  W o r ld v ie w  o f  W o m e n

T h e  T r a i  P h u m  P h r a  R u a n g , w r i t t e n  a p p ro x im a te ly  in  th e  y e a r  1 3 4 5  A D  b y  
P h y a  L i t h a i  a n  h e i r  to  th e  S u k h o th a i- S r is a c h a n a la i  th r o n e  a n d  la t e r  to  becom e 
K in g ,  is  a  s e rm o n  b a se d  o n  th e  T h e r a v a d a  T r a d i t io n  w i t h  s o u rc e s  f r o m  v a r io u s  h o ly  
te x ts .  I t  w a s  c o m p o se d  w i t h  th e  in t e n t io n  o f  m a k in g  th e  D h a m m a  m o re  acce ss ib le  to  
th e  la i t y .  T h e  t e x t  w a s  co m p ose d  in  th e  T h a i  la n g u a g e  r a t h e r  t h a n  th e  c a n o n ic a l 
la n g u a g e  o f  P a h .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  th e  t e x t  w a s  f r e q u e n t ly  u s e d  a s  a  s o u rc e  o f  m o n k 's  
s e rm o n s  to  th e  p e o p le  a n d  o f te n  th e  in s p i r a t io n  f o r  m u r a l  p a in t in g s  i n  T h a i  te m p le s . 
T o  t h is  d a y  th e  t e x t  is  s tu d ie d  as a  p i l l a r  o f  c la s s ic a l T h a i  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  is  w e l l  
k n o w n  b y  th e  g e n e ra l p o p u la t io n .

T h e  T r a i  P h u m  P h r a  R u a n g , w h ic h  t r a n s la te s  to  T h r e e  W o r ld s  A c c o r d in g  to  
K in g  R u a n g  is  b a se d  o n  th e  c o s m o lo g ic a l o rd e r  o f  B u d d h is m . T h e  th r e e  w o r ld s  can  
be lo o s e ly  e q u a te d  w i t h  th e  w e s te rn  c o n c e p tio n  o f  h e a v e n , e a r t h  a n d  h e l l  o r  th e  
u n d e rw o r ld .  I n  o n e  s e c tio n  o f  th e  t e x t  e n t i t le d  F e m a le  s p i r i t s  a  w o m a n 's  
p u n is h m e n t  f o r  v a r io u s  e v i l  deeds d u r in g  e a r t h ly  l i f e  a re  d e ta ile d .

'O n e  k in d  o f  fe m a le  s p i r i t  is  a lw a y s  n a k e d  a n d  t h e i r  b o d ie s  s m e ll f r o m  
e v e ry  p o re . . . .T h e s e  fe m a le  s p i r i t s  e a t  th e  f le s h  o f  t h e i r  o w n  c h ild re n  b ecause  
th e y  c a n n o t  s ta n d  th e  g n a w in g  h u n g e r .  A s  h u m a n  b e in g s , th e y  g ave 
m e d ic in e  to  p re g n a n t  w o m e n  to  a b o r t  t h e i r  b a b ie s . . . .T h e  n e x t  o f  th e  fe m a le  
s p i r i t s  a re  u g ly  a n d  n a k e d . T h e y  a re  a lw a y s  h u n g r y .  W h e n  th e y  see foo d  a n d  
w a te r  b e fo re  th e m  a n d  th e y  p ic k  o u t  w h a t  th e y  w a n t  to  e a t,  th e  foo d  a n d  
w a te r  t u r n s  in t o  feces, b lo o d  c lo ts , a n d  p u s . W h e n  th e y  see a  p iece o f  c lo th ,  
th e y  w is h  to  w e a r  i t ;  b u t  th e  c lo th  t u r n s  in t o  b u r n in g - h o t  i r o n  s h e e ts  w h e n  
th e y  t r y  to  c o v e r t h e i r  b o d ie s . T h e s e  d e p a rte d  s p ir i t s ,  w h e n  b e in g  h u m a n , 
w e re  a n g ry  w i t h  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s  w h e n  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s  g a ve  food , w a te r  a n d  
c lo th  to  th e  m o n k s  a n d  th e y  c u rs e d  t h e m . . . "  ( N a t io n a l I d e n t i t y  B o a rd , 1992, 
p. 2 3 -2 5 ).
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T h e  T h r a i  P h u m  is  a  c e n t r a l  t e x t  in  p o p u la r  B u d d h is m  in  T h a i la n d  in  w h ic h  
th e  m a jo r  th e m e  is  th e  h ie ra rc h ic a l s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  co sm os a n d  th e  p o s it io n  o f  
w o m e n  b e lo w  m e n  w i t h in  t h a t  s y s te m . T h e  ab ove  q u o ta t io n  e lu c id a te s  th e  n e g a t iv e  
a t t i t u d e  to w a r d  w o m e n  t h a t  is  in h e r e n t  in  th e  T h a i  B u d d h is t  w o r ld v ie w .  T h e  
p o p u la r  te a c h in g  o f  t h is  t e x t  le a d s  to  th e  accep tance  o f  t h is  n e g a t iv e  s te re o ty p e  b y  
b o th  m e n  a n d  w o m e n .  I t  i l lu s t r a t e s  w o m e n 's  e v i l  i n  t h e i r  p ro p e n s ity  to  k i l l  th e  
u n b o rn ,  b e g ru d g e  c h a r i t y  to w a rd s  m o n k s  a n d , f in a l ly ,  to  c u rs e  th e  e m b o d im e n t o f  
B u d d h is m , th e  m o n k s  th e m s e lv e s .

T h e  J a ta k a  ta le s  a re  p re -B u d d h is t  I n d ia n  fo lk ta le s  t h a t  w e re  a d a p te d  to  
i l l u s t r a t e  th e  d o c tr in e  o f  k a r m a  in  th e  y e a rs  fo l lo w in g  th e  B u d d h a 's  d e a th .  B y  th e  
f i f t h  c e n tu ry  A D  m o s t  o f  th e  J a ta k a  s to r ie s  d e a lt  w i t h  th e  p re v io u s  l iv e s  o f  th e  
B u d d h a . T h e  m o s t  fa m o u s  J a ta k a  ta le  is  th e  V e s s a n ta ra  J a ta k a ,  w h ic h  is  th e  s to ry  
o f  th e  la s t  in c a r n a t io n  o f  th e  B u d d h a  b e fo re  h is  r e b i r t h  in t o  th e  l i f e  in  w h ic h  he  
b e c a m e  th e  B u d d h a . I n  t h is  ta le ,  V e s s a n ta ra  g a in e d  g re a t  m e r i t  b y  g iv in g  a w a y  a l l  
h is  p o ss e s s io n s  in c lu d in g  h is  c h i ld re n  a n d  w ife .  I t  d e m o n s tra te s  h is  c o m m itm e n t  to  
d e ta c h m e n t f r o m  t h is  w o r ld  b y  h is  w i l l in g n e s s  to  g iv e  u p  h is  m o s t  b e lo v e d  fa m i ly .  
W h i le  h o w e v e r  n o b le  t h is  a c t io n  m a y  be o n  th e  p a r t  o f  V e s s a n ta ra  i t  a ls o  i l lu s t r a t e s  
th e  p o s it io n  o f  w o m e n  a n d  c h ild re n  as  p o ss e s s io n s  o f  m e n  w h o  c a n  n o t  a c t w i t h  
f r e e w i l l .  I t  is  a n  e x a m p le  o f  th e  s u b m is s iv e  im a g e  o f  th e  fe m a le ,  w h ic h  is  conc e ived  
as  th e  id e a l fe m a le  in  th e  B u d d h is t  w o r ld v ie w .  V e s s a n ta ra 's  w ife  M a d d i is  q u o te d  as  
s a y in g :  " F r o m  m a id e n h o o d  I  w a s  h is  w ife ,  h e  is  m y  m a s te r  s t i l l .  L e t  h im  to  w h o m  so 
h e  d e s ire  o r  g iv e , o r  s e ll,  o r  k i l l . . "  (K o rn v ip a ,  1989 , p .3 7 ).

T h e  J a ta k a s  o f te n  o p e ra te  to  re in fo rc e  g e n d e r s te re o ty p e s  a n d  s u p p o r t  th e  
h ie ra rc h ic a l s t r u c tu r e  o f  T h a i  s o c ie ty . T h e  G a h a p a t i J a ta k a  p o r t r a y s  w o m e n  as 
s p i r i t u a l ly  w e a k  a n d  in t e n t io n a l ly  s e e k in g  to  d is ru p t  a  m a n  o n  h is  p a th  to  s p i r i t u a l  
e n l ig h te n m e n t .  T h is  is  a ls o  th e  th e m e  in  th e  T a k k a  J a ta k a .  T h e  s to r ie s  a re  
d e p ic te d  in  p o p u la r  d ra m a ,  m u r a l  p a in t in g s  a n d  B u d d h is t  s e rm o n s . T h e  n e g a t iv e  
p o r t r a y a ls  o f  w o m e n  in  th e  J a ta k a  T a le s  h e lp s  to  ju s t i f y  th e  r e s t r ic t io n s  p lac ed  o n  
w o m e n  b y  th e  s o c ie ty  w h ic h  a re  s u p p o r te d  b y  b o th  m a le  a n d  fe m a le  B u d d h is t .  T h e  
p o p u la r i ty  o f  th e s e  s to r ie s  e ffe c ts  th e  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  T h a i  w o m e n  a n d  t h e i r  s e lf-  
im a g e . T h e y  a re  s o c ia liz e d  to  accep t s u b o rd in a t io n  a n d  o p p re s s io n  in  r e t u r n  t h e i r  
m o r a l goodness is  v is ib ly  re w a rd e d  b y  o u te r  b e a u ty .
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A p a r t  f r o m  th e  p o p u la r  B u d d h is t  t e x t  t h a t  fo r m  th e  B u d d h is t  w o r ld v ie w  o f  
w o m e n , g e n e ra l w is d o m  p ro c la im s  t h a t  b i r t h  as  a  fe m a le  is  th e  r e s u l t  o f  b ad  k a rm a .  
T h is  is  n e v e r  s p e c if ic a lly  w r i t t e n  in  th e  B u d d h is t  c a n o n ic a l te x ts  b u t  i t  is  a s s u m e d  
d u e  to  th e  in a b i l i t y  o f  T h a i  w o m e n  to  g a in  m e r i t  th r o u g h  e n tra n c e  in t o  th e  S a n g h a  
a n d  th e  b e lie f  t h a t  o n e  o f  th e  h ig h e s t  s p i r i t u a l  a t ta in m e n ts ,  t h a t  o f  a  B o d d h is a tv a , is  
o n ly  p o s s ib le  f o r  m a le s .

3 .2 .7  W o m e n 's  B o d ie s  a n d  P o p u la r  T h a i  B u d d h is m

A c c o rd in g  t o  th e  e v id e n c e  p ro v id e d  ab ove , w o m e n  in  th e  T h a i  B u d d h is t  
w o r ld v ie w  a re  o f te n  p o r t r a y e d  as  w e a k , s u b s e rv ie n t ,  w o r ld ly  a n d  d a n g e ro u s  i f  n o t  
o u t r ig h t  e v i l .  T h e  d a n g e ro u s  a s p e c t o f  w o m e n  is  o f te n  m a n ife s t  i n  t h e i r  b o d ie s  e i th e r  
b y  th e  fe m a le  fo r m s ' a b i l i t y  to  sed uce m e n  o r  th e  p o l lu t in g  q u a l i t y  o f  fe m a le  b o d ily  
f lu id s .  T h e  fe a r  o f  m e n s t r u a t in g  w o m e n  is  n o t  d e r iv e d  f r o m  c a n o n ic a l B u d d h is t  t e x t  
b u t  m a y  be re la te d  to  a n im is t ic  a n d  B r a h m a n is t ic  t r a d i t io n s  in c o rp o ra te d  in to  T h a i  
B u d d h is m . M o r e o v e r  th e  fe a r  o f  p o l lu t io n  b y  m e n s t r u a l  b lo o d  is  b y  n o  m e a n s  
re s t r ic te d  to  T h a i  c u l tu r e  b u t  is  f r e q u e n t ly  o b se rv e d  in  t r ib a l  c u ltu re s  th r o u g h o u t  
th e  w o r ld  (D o u g la s , 1 9 6 6 ). S t r ic t l y  s p e a k in g , i t  is  th e  fe a r  t h a t  m e n s t r u a l  b lo o d  w i l l  
p o llu te  a n d  n e g a te  th e  m a g ic a l p o w e rs  o f  c h a rm s  a n d  s a c re d  p e o p le , p lac es  a n d /o r  
th in g s  t h a t  f a c i l i t a te s  s o c ie t ie s  n e e d  to  p la c e  r e s t r ic t io n s  o n  w o m e n . A s  i t  is  
im p o s s ib le  to  k n o w  w h e n  a  w o m a n  m a y  be in  t h is  d a n g e ro u s  s i t u a t io n  th e  r e s u l t  is  a  
p e rm a n e n t  b a n  o n  a l l  w o m e n  a t  a l l  t im e s  f r o m  a re a s  w h e re  th e y  m ig h t  cause 
p o llu t io n .  I t  is  t h r o u g h  t h is  re a s o n in g  t h a t  w o m e n  a re  fo rb id d e n  to  e n te r  som e 
te m p le  c o m p o u n d s  f o r  fe a r  o f  d e f i l in g  sac red  re lic s  k e p t  w i t h in .

T h e  o rd e r  o f  p o l lu t io n  a t t r ib u te d  to  fe m a le s  e x te n d s  to  t h e i r  e n t ir e  b o d ie s  in  
th e  case o f  fe m a le  in te r a c t io n s  w i t h  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  S a n g h a . W o m e n  a re  fo rb id d e n  
f r o m  to u c h in g  a  m o n k  fo r  to  do so  w o u ld  c o n ta m in a te  th e  m o n k .  A c c o rd in g  to  J o h n  
V a n  E s t e r ik  in  h is  a r t ic le ,  W o m e n  M e d ita t io n  T e a c h e r s  I n  T h a ila n d , “W o m e n  a re  
d o c t r in a l ly  p o l lu t in g  in  t h e i r  e f fe c t o n  m o n k s , s in c e  a n y  s l ig h t ,  e v e n  a c c id e n ta l 
p h y s ic a l c o n ta c t b e tw e e n  a  m o n k  a n d  a w o m a n  m u s t  be r i t u a l l y  e x p ia te d "  (V a n  
E s te r ik ,  J o h n ,  1 9 9 6 , p .3 6 ).
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M o n k s  a re  re s t r ic te d  in  t h e i r  b e h a v io r  to w a rd s  w o m e n  m a in ly  d u e  to  fe a r  o f  
p o l lu t io n  f r o m  b o d ily  c o n ta c t  w i t h  fe m a le s . A  m o n k  m u s t  n o t  s i t  n e x t  to  o r  s leep  
u n d e r  th e  s a m e  r o o f  a s  a  w o m a n . H e  m a y  n o t  g iv e  a  ro b e  to  a  w o m a n  o r  
c o m m u n ic a te  w i t h  a  w o m a n  a f t e r  s u n d o w n  w i t h o u t  th e  p e rm is s io n  o f  o th e r  m e m b e rs  
o f  th e  S a n g h a . T h e y  m u s t  n o t  go o n  a  jo u r n e y  w i t h  w o m e n  o r  te a c h  m o re  th a n  f iv e  
o r  s ix  f in e s  o f  th e  D h a m m a  to  a  w o m a n  a t  o n e  t im e  d u e  to  th e  sup p osed  la c k  o f  
fe m a le  in te l le c t .  M a n y  o f  th e s e  r e s t r ic t io n s  fu n c t io n  to  l i m i t  th e  p o w e r  o f  w o m e n  
a n d  s u s ta in  th e  p a t r ia r c h a l  h ie ra rc h y  in  w h ic h  m e n  a re  th e  v e s s e ls  o f  k n o w le d g e  
a n d  s p i r i t u a l i t y  a n d  w o m e n  a re  th e  m a te r ia l  b a se  fo r  t h is  w o r ld ly  e x is te n c e .

I n  th e  p re v io u s  p a g es  I  h a v e  s u m m a r iz e d  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  
B u d d h is m , p o p u la r  B u d d h is m  a n d  w o m e n  a s  i t  p e r ta in s  to  th e  w o r ld v ie w  o f  th e  
T h a is  a n d  t h e i r  p e rc e p t io n  o f  w o m e n . I  h a v e  e n d e a v o re d  to  p ro v id e  t h is  o v e rv ie w  to  
s e t  th e  s ta g e  f o r  th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l b a c k g ro u n d  t h a t  f ra m e s  th e  re s t r ic t io n s  a n d  
l im i t a t io n s  p la c e d  o n  w o m e n  in  th e  M u a y  T h a i  a re n a .  F i r s t ,  I  s h a l l  m o re  th o ro u g h ly  
e x p la in  th e  o v e r r id in g  th e o r y  o f  b o d ily  p o l lu t io n  t h a t  p e r ta in s  to  t h is  s u b je c t m a t te r  
b y  w a y  o f  e m in e n t  a n th r o p o lo g is t  M a r y  D o u g la s 's  th e s is  o n  p u r i t y  a n d  d a n g e r.

3.3 Mary Douglas: Purity and Danger

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  a n th ro p o lo g is t  M a r y  D o u g la s  i t  is  i n  h u m a n  n a tu r e  to  
c la s s ify  p e o p le , p la c e s  a n d  th in g s .  T y p ic a l ly  th e s e  c la s s if ic a t io n s  a re  o f te n  exp re sse d  
in  o p p o s in g  c a te g o r ie s  s u c h  a s  r ig h t / le f t ,  m a le / fe m a le ,  a n d  s a c re d /p ro fa n e . T h e re  is  
a  p e rc e iv e d  d a n g e r  w h e n  th e s e  c a te g o r ie s  o v e r la p  o r  th e  f in e s  b e tw e e n  th e  d is c re te  
c a te g o r ie s  b e com e  b lu r r e d .  I t  is  m o s t  o f te n  th e  fu n c t io n  o f  r i t u a l  to  m a in ta in  th e  
s e p a ra t io n  a n d  d e m a rc a t io n  b e tw e e n  th e s e  p o la r i t ie s .

T h e  d ic h o to m y  o f  t h e  sac red  a n d  th e  p ro fa n e  p e r ta in s  to  th e  b o d ily  p o llu t io n  
fe a rs  e x p re s s e d  b y  B u d d h is m  re g a rd in g  w o m e n . M a n y  s o c ie t ie s  h a v e  r i t u a l  
b e h a v io u r  c o n c e rn in g  m e n s t r u a t io n .  O f te n  t h is  e n ta i ls  p h y s ic a l a n d  o r  s o c ia l 
is o la t io n  o f  th e  fe m a le  d u r in g  t h is  t im e .  T h e  d a n g e r  m a y  be e x p la in e d  b y  th e  
u n c e r ta in  s ta te  o f  t h e  fe m a le  d u r in g  t h is  p ro ce ss . W o m e n  d u r in g  m e n s tr u a t io n  m a y  
n o t  be c a te g o r iz e d  in  e i t h e r  o f  th e  ty p ic a l fe m a le  b o d ily  s ta te s ;  p re g n a n t  o r  ca p ab le  o f  
c o n c e p tio n . I t  is  t h is  b lu r r in g  o f  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  w o m a n h o o d , th e  d a n g e r o f  th e  
t r a n s i t io n a l  s ta te ,  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  fe a r  o f  b o d ily  d is c h a rg e s  in  g e n e ra l t h a t  c re a te s  th e
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p e rc e p t io n  o f  p o l lu t io n .  P o l lu t io n ,  o r  m o re  s im p ly  p u t  d i r t ,  is  a n  o b je c t o u t  o f  p lac e  
be i t  t o i le t  p a p e r  in  th e  k i tc h e n ,  sho es  o n  th e  ta b le ,  o r  b lo o d  o u t  o f  th e  b od y.

A t  a  m o re  b a s ic  le v e l,  a l l  b o d ily  d is c h a rg e s  b o th  o f  w o m e n  a n d  m e n  a re  
c o n s id e re d  p o llu t in g ,  p o te n t ia l ly  d a n g e ro u s , a n d  d a n g e ro u s  to  b o th  th e  p o l lu te r  a n d  
o th e rs  t h a t  m a y  c o m e  in  c o n ta c t w i t h  th e  o f fe n d in g  i te m (s ) .  T h e  b o d y  s h o u ld  be a  
p e r fe c t  c o n ta in e r  w i t h  n o  p h y s ic a l e m is s io n s  t h a t  m a y  w e a k e n  i t .  T h e  p ro te c t iv e  
p o w e r  o f  th e  ta t t o o  u s e d  th r o u g h o u t  T h a i la n d  to  w a rd  o f f  b a d  s p i r i t s  is  v u ln e ra b le  
d u r in g  u r in a t io n  a n d  e ja c u la t io n ,  b o th  a re  t im e s  w h e n  a  m a n  is  u n le a s h in g  p a r t  o f  
h is  in n e r  s t r e n g th  in t o  th e  w o r ld  o u ts id e  h is  b o d y . B o d i ly  d is c h a rg e s  o r  p a ir in g s  
h o ld  s tr o n g  m a g ic  t h a t  c a n  be u s e d  i n  b la c k  m a g ic  s u c h  a s  T h a i  lo v e  p o tio n s  t h a t  
m a y  c o n ta in  m e n s t r u a l  f lu id ,  c o rp se  o i l ,  a n d  feces. T h e  m o re  p o llu te d ,  d i r t y  o r  
d is g u s t in g  th e  s u b s ta n c e s  u s e d  in  b la c k  m a g ic  th e  s tr o n g e r  th e  s p e ll.

R i t u a l  is  a  s y m b o lic  a c t io n  t h a t  re la te s  to  th e  s a c re d  a n d  s u s ta in s  s o c ie ta l 
r e la t io n s h ip s  a n d  ro le s .  F o c u s in g  o n  a  r i t u a l  c re a te s  a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  e x p e rie n c e  a n d  
p ro v id e s  a  m e a n s  o f  fo c u s  a s  w e l l  a s  a n  e x p e c ta t io n  o f  th e  e n s u in g  e v e n ts .  A n  
in d iv id u a l  is  c o n s tru e d  as  p o l lu t in g  b y  d is re g a rd in g  r i t u a l  a c t io n s  a n d  e t iq u e t te .  
S u c h  a n o m a lo u s  b e h a v io u r  th r e a te n s  to  c o lla p s e  th e  s t r u c tu r e  o f  th e  s o c ie ty .

A  p a r a l le l  d a n g e r  c a n  be d ra w n  b e tw e e n  fe m a le  m e m b e rs  o f  th e  S a n g h a  a n d  
w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i .  W o m e n  in  th e s e  p o s it io n s  cause  b o d ily  p o l lu t io n  as  a  r e s u l t  o f  
m e n s t r u a t io n  a n d  th r e a te n  th e  p a t r ia r c h a l  h ie ra rc h y  o f  T h a i  s o c ie ty  b y  c ro s s in g  th e  
r i t u a l i s t ic  l in e s  t h a t  d iv id e  th e  sexes . I t  is  i n  p a r t  th e  s p i r i t u a l  b a s is  o f  th e  M u a y  
T h a i  t r a d i t io n  t h a t  e m b e d s  th e  m o d e rn  s p o r t  w i t h  a  w o r ld v ie w  t h a t  r e s t r ic ts  
w o m e n 's  a c t io n s  d u e  to  b o th  th e  p e rc e p t io n  o f  fe m a le  p h y s ic a l w e a k n e s s  a n d  t h e i r  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l p o w e r  o v e r  m e n . I n  th e  fo l lo w in g  pages, I  w i l l  e x p lo re  th e  im p lic a t io n s  
o f  th e  T h a i  B u d d h is t  w o r ld v ie w  to w a rd s  w o m e n  o n  th e  s p o r t  w h i le  s e e k in g  to  
e x p la in  th e  r e s t r ic t io n s  p la c e d  o n  w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i  u s in g  th e  ab ove  p o llu t io n  
th e o ry .

3 .3 .1  P o l lu t io n  T h e o r y  a n d  M u a y  T h a i

O v e r  th e  y e a rs  s u p e r s t i t io n  h a s  d e ve lo p e d  a ro u n d  M u a y  T h a i  a n d  th e  
p re s e n c e  o f  w o m e n  in  o r  n e a r  th e  r in g .  W o m e n  a re  fo rb id d e n  to  e n te r  th e  M u a y  
T h a i  r in g  o r  fu n c t io n  as  coaches o n  th e  o u te r  r in g  d u r in g  a  m a le  f ig h t .  N o r  a re  th e y
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a llo w e d  to  to u c h  th e  s a c re d  i te m ,  th e  m o n g k o n  o r  h e a d b a n d , u se d  b y  th e  f ig h te r  
d u r in g  a  c o n te s t.  T h e  re a s o n  f o r  s u c h  r e s t r ic t io n s  a p p e a rs  to  be fe a r  o f  
c o n ta m in a t in g  th e  m a g ic  in  th e  r in g  as  w e l l  as  s to r ie s  o f  b a d  lu c k  l in k e d  to  a  fe m a le  
p re s e n c e  in  th e  r in g  p r io r  to  f ig h t  t im e .  S im i la r ly ,  w o m e n  a re  n o t  a llo w e d  to  t r a in  
in  th e  s a m e  r in g  a s  m a le  f ig h te r s ,  a g a in  d u e  to  th e  p e rc e p t io n  o f  w o m e n 's  s tro n g  
m a g ic  e n d a n g e r in g  th e  m a g ic  o f  th e  m a le  f ig h te r .  I n fo r m a n ts  h a v e  d ir e c t ly  s ta te d  
t h a t  fe m a le  m e n s t r u a t io n  w a s  th e  s o u rc e  o f  th e  p e rc e p t io n  o f  p o l lu t io n  l in k e d  to  
th e s e  re s t r ic t io n s .

W o m e n  a re  a ls o  re q u ir e d  to  e n te r  th e  r in g  b e tw e e n  r a t h e r  th a n  o v e r  th e  to p  
o f  th e  ro p e s  a s  t h e i r  m a le  c o u n te rp a r ts  do. T h is  is  l in k e d  to  th e  k h w a n  co nc ep t o f  
s p i r i t u a l  essence , w h ic h  is  lo c a te d  a t  t h e  to p  o f  th e  b o d y , o r  i n  t h is  case, s t r u c tu re .  
T h e  k h w a n  is  th e  m a g ic  o f  th e  r in g  a n d  m a y  b e  d e f i le d  b y  fe m a le s  p la c in g  
th e m s e lv e s  ab o ve  i t .  T h is  is  a  m e ta p h o r ic a l a l lu s io n  to  th e  h ie ra rc h y ,  w h ic h  is  p a r t  
o f  th e  T h a i  s o c ia l s t r u c tu r e .  G e n e r a l ly  s p e a k in g , th e  T h a i  h ie ra rc h ic a l s t r u c tu re  
p la c e s  w o m e n  b e lo w  m e n  a n d  s a c re d  o b je c ts  s u c h  as  B u d d h is t  re l ic s  a n d  in  t h is  case 
th e  M u a y  T h a i  r in g .

F e m a le  M u a y  T h a i  p ra c t i t io n e r s  a re  a n  a n o m a ly  in  T h a i la n d .  T h is  c re a te s  
th e  s ta te  o f  p o l lu t io n  c a u se d  b y  m a r g in a l  p e o p le  w h o  d o  n o t  s u b s c r ib e  to  s o c ie ta l 
n o rm s .  T h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e i r  p o l lu t io n ,  w h ic h  is  d e fin e d  as  m a t t e r  o u t  o f  p lac e , h a s  th e  
a b i l i t y  to  c h a lle n g e  th e  e x is t in g  s o c ia l s t r u c tu re .  I t  c re a te s  d a n g e r  in  T h a i  s o c ie ty  
w h e re  th e  l in e s  o f  s t r u c tu r e  in  r i t u a l  a re  c le a r ly  d e fin e d  as  e x p la in e d  p re v io u s ly  in  
th e  d e s c r ip t io n  T h a i  B u d d h is m . W o m e n  in  a  p o s it io n  o f  p o w e r  th r e a te n  th e  
p a t r ia r c h a l  b a s is  o f  T h a i  s o c ie ty .

3 .4  S o c ia l iz a t io n

3 .4 .1  G ro u p  S o c ia l iz a t io n  T h e o ry

G e n e ra l th e o r ie s  o n  th e  p ro c e ss  o f  s o c ia l iz a t io n  c o n te n d  t h a t  i t  is  fa c i l i ta te d  
b y  th e  p r im a r y  s o c ia l in s t i t u t io n s  o f  f a m i ly ,  sc h o o l a n d  re l ig io n  w i t h  p a re n ts  c ite d  as 
th e  p r im e  s o c ia l iz in g  a g e n ts . R e c e n t ly ,  th e  w o r k  o f  J u d i t h  R ic h  H a r r is  a n d  o th e r  
p s y c h o lo g is t  h a s  c a lle d  t h is  p e rs p e c tiv e  in t o  q u e s tio n .  H a r r is ,  in  h e r  a r t ic le  
e n t i t le d , ”  W h e r e  i s  th e  c h i ld ’s  e n v ir o n m e n t?  A  g r o u p  s o c ia l i z a t io n  th e o r y  o f
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d e v e lo p m e n t”, p o s its  t h a t  p e e r g ro u p s  a re  m o re  in f lu e n t ia l  in  th e  s o c ia liz a t io n  
p ro c e ss  o f  c h i ld re n  a n d  a d o le s c e n ts  (1 9 9 5 ). T h e  g ro u p  s o c ia l iz a t io n  th e o ry ,  
h e n c e fo r th  r e fe r r e d  to  a s  G S , a s s e r ts  t h a t  p e e r g ro u p s  f i l t e r  th e  in p u t  o f  a l l  o th e r  
s o c ia liz in g  a g e n ts  s u c h  a s  p a re n ts ,  te a c h e rs , a n d  th e  m a s s  m e d ia  a n d  th e n  t r a n s m i t  
w h a t  is  d e e m e d  t y p ic a l  o r  a p p ro v e d  b e h a v io r  to  t h e i r  m e m b e rs . G S  f u r t h e r  d e ta i ls  
th e  p ro c e ss  b y  d e s c r ib in g  th e  p a r e n t  n o t  a s  a n  in d iv id u a l  a g e n t  b u t  a ls o  as  a  p e e r 
g ro u p  m e m b e r  o f  t h a t  age c o h o rt .

G S  th e o r y  is  p a r t ic u la r ly  a p p lic a b le  to  th e  n e w  s o c ia l r e a l i t ie s  o f  T h a i la n d  in  
t h is  age o f  m o d e rn iz a t io n .  T h e  p ro ce ss  o f  m o d e rn iz a t io n  i n  T h a i la n d  h a s  e n ta i le d  
m a s s  m ig r a t io n s  f r o m  r u r a l  to  u r b a n  a re a s  f a c i l i t a t in g  th e  b re a k  up  o f  th e  
t r a d i t io n a l  f a m i ly  u n i t .  M a n y  r u r a l  m ig r a n ts  le a v e  h o m e  in  t h e i r  e a r ly  ad o lescence 
to  w o r k  in  u r b a n  a re a s  o f te n  s u r ro u n d e d  b y  h u n d re d s  o f  p e o p le  i n  th e  sam e  
s i tu a t io n .  T h e  s o u rc e  o f  s o c ia l s u p p o r t  a n d  a p p ro v a l is  t ra n s p o s e d  f r o m  th e  f a m i ly  to  
th e  p e e r  g ro u p .

3 .4 .2  G e n d e r  S o c ia l iz a t io n

T h e  p ro c e ss  o f  s o c ia l iz a t io n  b e g in s  a t  b i r t h  a n d  n o w , w i t h  te c h n o lo g ie s  s u c h  
as  u l t r a  s o u n d  a n d  g e n e t ic  te s t in g ,  d u r in g  f e ta l  d e v e lo p m e n t in  th e  w o m b . T h e  f i r s t  
q u e s t io n  a b o u t  a n y  b a b y  u s u a l ly  is :  b o y  o r  g ir l?  I n  th e  W e s t  t h is  b io lo g ic a l fa c t is  
s y m b o lic a lly  in fu s e d  w i t h  g e n d e r s te re o ty p e s  t h a t  i n i t i a l l y  in c lu d e  th e  c o lo u r  
d ic h o to m y  o f  p in k /b lu e  re s p e c t iv e ly  f o r  g ir ls  a n d  b o ys . T h e  s i t u a t io n  in  T h a i la n d  is  
d i f fe r e n t  n o t  i n  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  t h is  g e n d e re d  d ic h o to m y  b u t  in  i t ’s m a te r ia l  
m a n i fe s ta t io n  w h ic h  is  a  n o te b o o k  in  th e  c ra d le  f o r  b o ys  a n d  a  s e w in g  k i t  in  th e  
c ra d le  f o r  g i r ls  r e p re s e n t in g  s o c ie tie s  e x p e c ta t io n s  fo r  th e  se x e s  re g a rd in g  f a m i ly  an d  
e d u c a t io n .

C h i ld r e n  re c o g n iz e  g e n d e r c o n s ta n c y ; th e  fa c t  t h a t  o n e s  o w n  g e n d e r a n d  th e  
g e n d e r o f  o th e rs  w i l l  n o t  c h a n g e , a t  th r e e  y e a rs  o f  age. F r o m  t h is  t im e  o n w a rd s  th e y  
m a y  s o c ia liz e  t h e i r  p e e rs  in  g e n d e r ro le s . C h i ld r e n  le a r n  g e n d e r ro le s  m a in ly  b y  
im i t a t io n  a n d  in t e r n a l iz a t io n  th r o u g h  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w i t h  ro le  m o d e ls  o f  th e  sa m e  
sex. T h e  ro le  m o d e ls  m a y  be p a re n ts ,  s ib lin g s  a n d /o r  p e e rs . C h i ld r e n  g e n e ra lly  a re  
n o t  d ir e c t ly  in s t r u c te d  in  h o w  to  c o n fo rm  to  g e n d e r e x p e c ta t io n s  b u t  th e y  a re
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f r e q u e n t ly  d is c o u ra g e d  f r o m  d is p la y in g  b e h a v io u rs  t h a t  a re  c u l t u r a l l y  c o n s id e re d  
in a p p ro p r ia te .

3 .4 .3  W o m e n  in  T h a i la n d

T h a i  w o m e n  h a v e  b ecom e o n e  o f  th e  m a in  c o m m o d it ie s  o f  T h a i  c u l t u r a l  
c a p ita l.  B u t  w h a t  is  i t  t h a t  th e y  a re  s e ll in g ?  P ic tu r e  b o o k s  m a r k e te d  to  fo re ig n  
t o u r is t  in c lu d e  s u c h  t i t le s  a s  th e  “  W o m e n  o f  T h a i la n d ’ a lo n g  s id e  o th e r  d e p ic t io n s  o f  
T h a i  c u l t u r a l  t r e a s u r e s  s u c h  as B u d d h is m , a r c h ite c tu re ,  a n d  w o r ld  h e r ita g e  s ite s . 
I n  t h is  c o n te x t ,  T h a i  w o m e n  a re  d e p ic te d  as  th e  e p ito m e  o f  b e a u ty  a n d  g race , tw o  
k e y  c o m p o n e n ts  o f  t h e  t r a d i t io n a l ly  “ good” T h a i  w o m a n .

T h e  s te re o ty p ic a l “ good ’ w o m e n  is  e a s i ly  re c o g n iz e d  in  T h a i  c u l tu r e  w h e th e r  
p re s e n te d  in  d ra m a ,  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a r t ,  th e  m e d ia , B u d d h is m , g o v e rn m e n t  s o c ia l p o lic y , 
o r  sc h o o l te x ts .  A  l i s t  o f  “ good” a t t r ib u te s  fo r  T h a i  w o m e n  in c lu d e s  b e a u ty ,  grace, 
n e a t ,  s w e e t s m e ll in g ,  p o li te ,  v i r g in a l ,  p u re , o r n a m e n ta l,  n u r t u r in g ,  d u t i f u l ,  s e x u a lly  
f a i t h f u l ,  s e lf -c o n tro l le d ,  s e lf -s a c r if ic in g ,  s u b s e rv ie n t ,  o b e d ie n t,  re s p e c tfu l o f  
a u th o r i t y ,  p h y s ic a l ly  w e a k ,  a n d  m o th e rh o o d . S u c h  is  th e  s ta n d a rd  t h a t  T h a i  w o m e n  
a re  e x p e c te d  to  u p h o ld  in  o rd e r  to  be re sp e c te d  m e m b e rs  o f  s o c ie ty . O f te n  th e s e  
e x p e c ta t io n s  a re  a t  od d s  w i t h  th e  s o c ia l r e a l i t y  o f  o r d in a r y  w o m a n  w h o  o f te n  h a v e  to  
fo re g o  th e  s u r fa c e  m a n ife s ta t io n s  o f  t h is  s te re o ty p e  d u e  to  e c o n o m ic  n e c e s s it ie s . 
N e v e r th e le s s ,  T h a i  w o m e n  a re  re g a rd e d  as  b o th  . . . f l o w e r s  f o r  t h e  b e e s  to  s u c k  h o n e y  
f r o m  a n d  . . . f l o w e r s  o f  th e  n a t io n  in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  h ig h  v a lu e  p la c e d  o n  fe m in in e  
b e a u ty .

3 .4 .4  C u l t u r a l l y  A s c r ib e d  G e n d e r R o le s

I n  T h e  m a k in g  o f  a  T h a i W o m a n , P a n i t  B o o n y a v a ta n a  s u g g e s t t h a t  m o s t T h a i  
w o m e n  w o u ld  a g re e  t h a t  th e  ty p ic a l c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  a  T h a i  w o m a n  w e re  s w e e t, 
m o th e r ly ,  w e ll-m a n n e r e d ,  p le a s in g , lo v in g  (1 9 9 9 , p . l ) .  T h is  d e s c r ip t io n  m a y  w e l l  
e n c o m p a s s  th e  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  w o m e n  th e  w o r ld  o v e r  b u t  in  T h a i la n d  th e  ro le  a n d  
s ta t io n  o f  m o th e r  is  o f  u tm o s t  im p o r ta n c e .  T h e  l i f e  o f  w o m e n  a s  m o th e rs  h a s  
c o n f in e d  th e m  to  th e  p r iv a te  s p h e re  o f  th e  h o m e  u n t i l  r e c e n t ly  w h e n  th e  
in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  p ro c e ss  o f  T h a i la n d  c re a te d  th e  ne ed  fo r  la b o u r e r s  a n d  T h a i  w o m e n
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a n s w e re d  th e  c a ll.  S t i l l  i t  m a y  be see n  t h a t  m a n y  o f  th e  p re fe r r e d  a t t r ib u te s  o f  
w o m e n  a re  l in k e d  to  t h is  d o m e s tic  p a s t.  T h e  t r a n s i t io n  o f  T h a i la n d  in t o  a  h ig h ly  
m a te r ia l is t ic  c u l t u r e  h a s  le f t  a  v o id  b e tw e e n  t r a d i t io n a l  a t t i t u d e s  a n d  l i fe s ty le s  a n d  
th e  n e w , o f te n  u rb a n ,  r e a l i t y .  T h e  n e w  g e n d e r ro le s  a n d  re p o r te d  e q u a l i t y  b e tw e e n  
th e  sexes a re  m u c h  l i k e  th e  w e s te rn iz e d  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  m a n y  T h a is ,  o n ly  a n  
a p p lic a t io n  o f  s u r fa c e  d is p la y  w i t h  a  t r a d i t io n a l  T h a i  w o r ld v ie w  u n d e rn e a th .

S i la  K h o m c h a i d e p ic ts  a n  e x a m p le  o f  t h is  d u a l i t y ,  b e tw e e n  t r a d i t io n a l  a n d  
m o d e rn  w o m e n , in  th e  s h o r t  s to r y  C h o ic e  o f  L i fe .  T h e  m a in  c h a ra c te r  chooses 
b e tw e e n  a  w o m a n  w h o  re p re s e n te d  th e  id e a l c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  a  la d y  i n  t r a d i t io n a l  
s o c ie ty  a n d  a  m o d e rn  p ro fe s s io n a l w o m a n  in  th e  c a p ita l  c i t y  o f  B a n g k o k .  T h e  
c o u n t r y  g ir l ,  W ip h a ,  is  t h u s  d e s c r ib e d ,” . . .s w e e t  a n d  w e l l-m a n n e r e d . . .s h e  w a s  good a t  
h o u s e  w o r k  a n d  a d m in is te r in g  to  o th e r s ’ need s . S h e  w a s  c o o l a n d  c a lm . . . ”  (S u v a n n a  
1992 , p .1 4 6 ). T h e  q u a lt ie s  o f  a  good w ife  in  T h a i  s o c ie ty  w e re  a ls o  d is c u ss e d ,” A  
la d y l i k e  m a n n e r ,  p ro p e r  b e h a v io u r ,  a n d  ob ed ien ce  w e re  s t i l l  q u a l i t ie s  m e n  w e re  
s e a rc h in g  f o r ”  (S u v a n n a ,  1 9 92 , p .1 4 6 ). I n  th e  e n d , th e  m a in  c h a ra c te r  choose  th e  
c i t y  g i r l  d u e  to  h e r  a b i l i t y  to  h e lp  h im  in  th e  in c re a s in g ly  d i f f ic u l t  m o d e rn  w o r ld  t h a t  
is  B a n g k o k .

3.5 Female Gender Socialization in Thailand

3 .5 .1  F a m i ly

F a m i ly  is  th e  i n i t i a l  a n d  t r a d i t io n a l  lo c a t io n  f o r  s o c ia l iz a t io n  in  T h a i la n d ,  b u t  
as d isc u sse d  p r e v io u s ly  t h is  is  c h a n g in g  a lth o u g h  i t ’s s t i l l  a n  im p o r ta n t  a g e n t o f  th e  
p ro ce ss  in  th e  p re s c h o o l y e a rs .  C h i ld r e n  a re  c le a r ly  g e n d e re d  w i t h in  th e  T h a i  f a m i ly  
in s t i t u t io n .  G e n d e r  ro le s  a n d  a s s o c ia te d  b e h a v io u rs  a re  d r a s t ic a l ly  d i f fe r e n t  fo r  boys 
a n d  g ir ls .  F a m i ly  w o r k  is  s e g re g a te d  w i t h  g ir ls  e x p e c te d  to  s ta y  a t  h o m e  a c t in g  as  
m o th e rs ’ h e lp e r  w h i le  b o ys  w o r k  in  th e  f ie ld s , c a re  fo r  b u ffa lo e s  a n d  p la y . T h e  g ir ls  
a re  k e p t  c lose  to  h o m e  a n d  a re  n o t  a llo w e d  th e  f re e d o m  o f  m o v e m e n t  t h a t  b oys  
p osses. D u e  to  g ir ls  p r o x im i t y  to ,  o r  w i t h in ,  th e  h o u s e  th e y  a re  u n d e r  c o n s ta n t  
o b s e rv a t io n  a n d  s c r u t in y  re d u c in g  t h e i r  p r o c l iv i ty  f o r  in d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  in c re a s in g  
th e  b u rd e n  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y .  B o y s ’ a c t iv i t ie s ,  w h ic h  ta k e  th e m  f a r  a f ie ld ,  a l lo w  fo r
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in d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  fe w e r  in te r a c t io n s  w i t h  a u t h o r i t y  f ig u re s ,  w h ic h  re d u c e s  t h e i r  
a c c o u n ta b il i ty .

3 .5 .2  P e e r  G ro u p

P e e r  g ro u p  in te r a c t io n s  o c c u r a t  s c h o o l age o r  p r io r  t o  t h a t  d e p e n d in g  o n  th e  
s iz e  o f  th e  v i l la g e  o r  s o c ia l n e tw o r k  o f  a n y  g iv e n  fa m i ly .  C h i ld r e n ’s p la y  is  a  k e y  to o l 
a n d  re f le c t io n  o f  th e  p e e r  g ro u p  s o c ia l iz a t io n  p rocess. I n  a  s tu d y  o f  c h i ld re n ’s g a m e s  
in  a  v i l la g e  c o m m u n ity  i n  T h a i la n d ,  A n d e rs o n  n o te d  th e  b o y /g ir l  s p l i t  i n  a c t iv i t ie s  
e s p e c ia lly  a f t e r  th e  c h i ld r e n  w e re  o f  s c h o o l age ( 19 8 0 ). G i r ls  p la y e d  g a m e s  s u c h  as  
h o u s e , d o lls , a n d  s to re  w h e re a s  b o ys  p la y e d  g a m e s  t h a t  w e re  m o re  p h y s ic a l ly  a c tiv e  
a n d  c o m p e t it iv e  a s  w e l l  a s  a  g a m e  ro le  p la y in g  o r d in a t io n  in t o  th e  m o n k h o o d , a  m a le  
o n ly  a c t iv i t y .  S h e  a ls o  n o te d  t h a t  th e r e  w e re  n o  g a m e s  t h a t  p i t te d  th e  b o ys  a g a in s t  
th e  g ir ls  a l th o u g h  th e y  o f te n  p la y e d  s im i la r ,  o r  th e  s a m e  g a m e s , s id e  b y  s id e  in  th e  
p la y g ro u n d . F in a l l y ,  i n  a  m ix e d  g ro u p  g a m e  s im i la r  t o  le a p fro g , th e  b o ys  o f  sc h o o l 
age in s is te d  t h a t  w h e n  th e  g ir ls  ju m p e d  o v e r  th e m  th e y  m u s tn ’t  le a p  o v e r  th e n - 
h e a d s  b u t  a c ro ss  t h e i r  b a c k s . T h is  s t ip u la t io n  is  a  r e f le c t io n  o f  th e  c u l t u r a l  
c o n s t ru c t io n s  o f  ta b o o s  a g a in s t  fe m a le s  d u e  to  fe a rs  o f  m e n s t r u a l  p o llu t io n ,  
h ie r a r c h y  o f  m a le s , a n d  th e  s a c re d n e s s  o f  th e  h e a d .

3 .5 .3  S c h o o l

I n  th e  s c h o o l e n v ir o n m e n t ,  c h i ld re n  a n d  te a c h e rs  a c t iv e ly  in c u lc a te  g e n d e r 
ro le s . T h e  c h i ld re n  t y p ic a l ly  d iv id e  th e  c la s s  s e a t in g  a r ra n g e m e n t  b o ys  vs . g ir ls .  
M a n y  te a c h e rs  e n c o u ra g e  th e m  to  do so a n d  a c c o rd in g  to  G S  th e o r y  th e  p e e r g ro u p  
assess  t h is  s a n c t io n ,  b a se d  o n  g e n d e r, f in d s  i t  a c c e p ta b le  a n d  th e re fo re  a d o p ts  i t  as 
t h e i r  o w n . C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  te a c h e rs  w h o  c o u n te r  t h is  t r e n d  fac e  s tro n g  o p p o s it io n  
f r o m  th e  s tu d e n ts .

T e a c h e rs  f r e q u e n t ly  choose a c t iv i t ie s  f o r  s tu d e n ts  b a se d  o n  t h e i r  g e n d e r a n d  
th e  e x p e c ta t io n s  T h a i  s o c ie ty  p la c e s  o n  c h ild re n  a c c o rd in g  to  t h e i r  g e n d e r. T h e y  
ty p ic a l ly  a s s ig n  ta s k s  r e q u i r in g  re s p o n s ib i l i t y  to  g ir ls  a n d  th o s e  r e q u ir in g  s tr e n g th  
to  b o ys . T h e y  a ls o  re in fo rc e  th e  “ good” w o m a n  s te re o ty p e s  c o m m o n  in  T h a i la n d  
e m p h a s iz in g  th e  d o m e s t ic ity ,  ob ed ien ce  a n d  b e a u ty  a sp e c ts  o f  th e  m y th .
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T h a i  s c h o o ls  in d o c t r in a te  c h i ld re n  in  g e n d e r ro le s  b y  th e  v e ry  c lo th e s  th e y  
w e a r  to  c la ss . A l l  s tu d e n ts  f r o m  p re -s c h o o l u p  to  u n iv e r s i t y  le v e l a re  re q u ire d  to  
w e a r  u n i fo r m s  to  s c h o o l. G i r ls  w e a r  s k i r t s  a n d  b o ys  w e a r  s h o r ts  o r  p a n ts .  G ir ls  a re  
t a u g h t  h o w  to  m o v e  p ro p e r ly  in  t h is  a t t i r e  in  o rd e r  to  c o n fo rm  to  s o c ia l s ta n d a rd s  o f  
p ro p e r  c o n d u c t. T h is  o f te n  l im i t s  th e  a c t iv i t ie s  t h a t  g ir ls  c a n  p a r t ic ip a te  in  w it h o u t  
r is k in g  th e  r e v e la t io n  o f  t h e i r  u n d e rp a n ts  a n d  in c u r r in g  s o c ia l c e n s u re .

A  s u rv e y  o f  T h a i  sc h o o l te x tb o o k s  fo u n d  th e m  to  u p h o ld  a n d  p e rp e tu a te  
p r e v a le n t  g e n d e r s te re o ty p e s . T h e  s tu d y ,  p u b lis h e d  i n  1 9 8 3 , fo u n d  t h a t  m o re  m a le  
c h a ra c te rs  t h a n  fe m a le  c h a ra c te rs  w e re  p o r t ra y e d .  M a le  c h a ra c te rs  oc cup ied  m o re  
p ro fe s s io n a l f ie ld s ,  7 2  c o m p a re d  w i t h  fe m a le s  in  2 3 , a n d  w i t h  g re a te r  fre q u e n c y , 8 1 3  
c h a ra c te rs  c o m p a re d  w i t h  2 4 2  fe m a le  c h a ra c te rs  ( T h a n i t t h a r ,  1 9 8 3 , p .44 -43 ) . T h e  
s c h o o l t e x t  p o r t r a y e d  fe m a le s  m o s t  f r e q u e n t ly  a s  m o th e rs ,  t h is  b e in g  th e  m a in  s o c ia l 
fu n c t io n  o f  w o m e n  in  T h a i  s o c ie ty . T h e  o c c u p a t io n a l c a te g o ry  o f  “ f a th e r ” is  n o t  e v e n  
p re s e n t  in  th e  l i s t  o f  m a le  o c c u p a tio n s  b u t  th e  c a te g o ry  “ m o n k ” , a  p o s it io n  
u n a v a ila b le  to  w o m e n , is  c ite d  a s  th e  m o s t  f r e q u e n t ly  h e ld  o c c u p a t io n  fo r  m e n . T h is  
is  a  c le a r  d e m o n s t ra t io n  o f  g e n d e r ro le  s te re o ty p in g  t h a t  is  t a u g h t  w i t h in  sch oo ls  
t h a t  s o c ia liz e s  w o m e n  to  l i m i t  t h e i r  o c c u p a t io n a l a s p ir a t io n s  a n d  accep t t h e i r  ro le  
w i t h in  th e  f a m i ly  as  m o th e rs .

F in a l ly ,  e x t r a c u r r ic u la r  a c t iv i t ie s  a re  o f te n  d iv id e d  a lo n g  th e  l in e s  o f  g e n d e r. 
G i r ls  a re  e n c o u ra g e d  to  le a r n  v a r io u s  h a n d ic ra f ts  t h a t  a c c e n tu a te  h e r  fe m in in e  
g e n t i l i t y  s u c h  as  f r u i t  c a rv in g ,  p a p e r  fo ld in g ,  a n d  n e e d le p o in t .  A l l  o f  th e s e  a c t iv it ie s  
a re  re la te d  to  th e  f u t u r e  d o m e s t ic ity  o f  w o m e n  a n d  h a v e  n o  p ra c t ic a l a p p lic a t io n . 
F u r th e r m o r e ,  th e s e  a c t iv i t ie s  a re  d o n e  w i t h o u t  re fe re n c e  to  o th e rs  as  a s o l i ta r y  
a c t iv i t y .  B o y s  a c t iv i t ie s  u s u a l ly  in v o lv e  s p o r ts  s u c h  a s  fo o tb a l l  a n d  t a k r a w  w h ic h  
fa c i l i t a te s  g ro u p  in te r a c t io n ,  le a d e rs h ip ,  te a m  w o rk ,  c o m p e t it io n  a n d  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  
p h y s ic a l s t r e n g th .

I n  s u m , th e  T h a i  sc h o o l s y s te m  is  a  to x ic  e n v ir o n m e n t  fo r  T h a i  w o m e n  as i t  
p e rp e tu a te s  g e n d e r ro le  s te re o ty p e s  t h a t  a re  u s e d  to  re d u c e  th e  o p p o r tu n it ie s  
a v a ila b le  to  th e m  in  f i fe .  T h e  in s id io u s n e s s  o f  th e  s o c ia l iz a t io n  p ro c e ss  is  suc h  t h a t  
in e q u a l i t ie s  a re  p r o l i fe r a te d  to  th e  d e t r im e n t  o f  th e  v e r y  p e o p le  p ro m o t in g  th e m  
a lb e i t  o f te n  u n c o n s c io u s ly .
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3 .5 .4  R e lig io n

A c c o rd in g  to  p o p u la r  B u d d h is t  th o u g h t,  b e a u ty  is  a  p h y s ic a l s ig n  o f  m e r i t .  
T h is  is  t r u e  f o r  b o th  m e n  a n d  w o m e n  b u t  w h e re a s  m e n  a re  c o n s id e re d  to  h a v e  
g re a te r  m e r i t  b a se d  o n  th e  fa c t  o f  t h e i r  s e x  a lo n e  a  w o m a n ’s  b e a u ty  c a n  n e v e r  be 
e q u iv o c a te d  w i t h  th e  m e r i t  p re s u m e d  in h e r e n t  in  th e  m a le  s e x . T h e  p re v a le n t  b e lie f  
o f  T h a i  w o m e n  is  t h a t  to  be b o rn  a  w o m a n  is  a  s ig n  o f  b a d  k a r m a ,  w h ic h  re q u ire s  
th e m  to  m a k e  m e r i t  s u f f ic ie n t  f o r  th r e e  f iv e s  i f  th e y  w is h  t o  b e  b o rn  a s  a  m a n  in  th e  
f u tu r e .

A s  m e n t io n e d  p re v io u s ly ,  w o m e n  c a n  n o t  g a in  e n t ra n c e  in  to  th e  m o n k h o o d , 
th e  f o r m a l  p o w e r  s t r u c tu r e  o f  B u d d h is m . A lth o u g h  th e y  a re  e x c lu d e d  f ro m  p o w e r, 
w o m e n  a re  g e n e r a l ly  th e  m o s t  a c t iv e  in  re l ig io u s  a c t iv i t ie s  s u c h  a s  th e  g iv in g  o f  
a lm s .  T h e y  a re  e x p e c te d  to  s u p p o r t  th e  r e l ig io n  m a t e r ia l ly  b y  p ro v id in g  food , m o n e y  
a n d  t h e i r  so n s  to  p e rp e tu a te  th e  S a n g h a . T h is  e x c lu s io n  o f  w o m e n  is  q u a li f ie d  b y  
n e g a t iv e  s te re o ty p e s  o f  w o m e n  in  B u d d h is m . A c c o rd in g  to  K lo p p e n b o rg  in  th e  
a r t ic le  “ F e m a le  S te re o ty p e s  in  E a r ly  B u d d h is m ”  th e s e  s te re o ty p e s  in c lu d e - 

A  w o m a n  is  s tu p id ;  a  b e a u t i f u l  w o m a n  h a s  n o  b ra in s .
A  g i r l  s h o u ld  be a  d e v o te d  d a u g h te r ,  a n d  ag re e  to  th e  a r ra n g e m e n ts  m a d e  fo r  
h e r  b y  h e r  p a re n ts  a n d  in - la w s .
A  w o m a n  is  o n ly  c o n c e rn e d  w i t h  h e r  b od y, h e r  c lo th e s  a n d  h e r  je w e lr y .
A  w o m a n  is  s e n s u a l a n d  s e d u c tiv e , a n d  s h o u ld  th e r e fo r e  be u n d e r  m a le  
c o n tro l.
C h i ld r e n  a n d  r e la t iv e s  a re  a  c e n t r a l  c o n c e rn  i n  a  w o m a n ’s f ife .  F e m a le  
re p ro d u c t io n  is  p a in f u l  a n d  h a v in g  c h ild re n  b in d s  w o m e n  to  th e  w o r ld  o f  
m a t te r .
W o m e n  w h o  a re  o ld  a re  u g ly  a n d  u s e le s s . A  w o m e n ’s b o d y  a s  a n  e x a m p le  o f  
im p e rm a n e n c e  a n d  d ecay  d d a n e g ra a f f  a n d  K lo p p e n b o rg , 1995 , p .1 5 3 -1 5 4 ).

T h e  c h a ra c te r  M a d d i,  in  th e  p o p u la r  J a ta k a  ta le  V e s s a n ta ra ,  p o r t ra y s  w o m a n  
as  p ro p e r ty .  T h is  J a ta k a  is  th e  s to ry  o f  th e  la s t  in c a r n a t io n  o f  th e  B u d d h a  b e fo re  h is  
b i r t h  as  P r in c e  S id h a r th a .  I t  is  to u te d  as  th e  T h a i  n a t io n a l  J a ta k a  a n d  as s u c h  is  
k e y  to  th e  T h a i  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  w h a t  i t  is  to  be B u d d h is t  (S u w a n n a ,  1997, p .2 4 4 ). 
V e s s a n ta ra  p ra c t ic e s  d e ta c h m e n t  f ro m  w o r ld ly  c o n c e rn s  b y  g iv in g  f r e e ly  o f  a l l  h e  h a s
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in c lu d in g  h is  w ife  a n d  tw o  c h ild re n .  T h e  w ife ,  M a d d i,  d u t i f u l l y  ob e ys  as  f i r s t  h e r  
c h i ld re n  a n d  th e n  h e r s e l f  is  g iv e n  a w a y  l ik e  so m u c h  c h a t te l.  T h e  ta le  c le a r ly  s h o w s  
th e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  m a n  o v e r  w o m a n , th e  p o s it io n  o f  w o m a n  a s  p ro p e r ty  a n d  th e  d u ty  o f  
w o m e n  to  o b e y  t h e i r  lo r d  a n d  m a s te r ,  th e  h u s b a n d  o r  fa th e r .

3 .5 .5  P o p u la r  C u l t u r e

P o p u la r  c u l t u r e  in f lu e n c e s  th e  s o c ia l iz a t io n  p ro c e ss  o f  T h a i  w o m e n  a s  i t  
r e f le c ts  b o th  o ld  a n d  n e w  g e n d e r ro le s  o n  a  d a ily  b a s is . I n  t h is  c a te g o ry  o f  p o p u la r  
c u l tu r e  I  in c lu d e  p ro v e rb s ,  m e d ia , f in e  a r ts ,  a n d  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  o f  
to d a y ’s T h a i la n d  is  a  p a s t ic h e  o f  a n c ie n t  le g e n d s  a n d  fo lk lo r e ,  s e x is t  a d d  c a m p a ig n s , 
s te re o ty p ic a l v i l la in s ,  a n d  a  t r i v ia l i z a t io n  o f  w o m e n  in  
m o s t  a re n a s  o f  p u b lic  d is p la y .

T h e  m o s t  f r e q u e n t ly  q u o te d  T h a i  p ro v e rb  s ta t in g  th e  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  
th e  se x e s  is  t h a t  w o m e n  a r e  th e  h in d  l e g s  o f  th e  e le p h a n t  a n d  m e n  a r e  th e  f r o n t. 
T h is  is  p o p u la r ly  b e lie v e d  to  in d ic a te  b o th  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l  s u p p o r t in g  ro le  o f  
w o m e n  a n d  t h e i r  p la c e  i n  th e  s o c ia l h ie ra rc h y  as  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  s u b s e rv ie n c e  to  m e n . 
S e v e ra l o th e r  p ro v e rb s  i l l u s t r a t e  g e n d e r s te re o ty p e s  in c lu d in g  w o m e n ’s in f e r io r i t y ,  
la c k  o f  in te l l ig e n c e ,  d e p e n d e n c y  o n  m e n  fo r  s e c u r ity  a n d  t h e i r  d u p lic i t y .  W o m e n  a r e  
b u f f a lo  a n d  m e n  a r e  t h e i r  m a s t e r s  h a s  a  c le a r  e n o u g h  m e a n in g  e x c e p t p e rh a p s  to  
e la b o ra te  t h a t  b u f fa lo  a re  c o n s id e re d  v e r y  s tu p id  a n d  i t  is  a  g re a t  i n s u l t  to  be c a lle d  
o n e . A t  b e a u ty ’s f in is h  a  w o m e n  m u s t  t u r n  to  th e  c h a r m  a t  t h e  t i p  o f  th e  l a d l e  to  
m a in t a in  h is  in te r e s t .  T h e  f ic k le n e s s  a n d  d u p lic i t y  o f  w o m e n  is  d e p ic te d  in  th e  
p ro v e rb  th r e e  d a y s  a b s e n c e  a n d  y o u r  w if e  i s  a n o th e r ’s .

T e le v is io n  is  a  p e rv a s iv e  s o c ia l iz a t io n  a g e n t th r o u g h o u t  T h a i la n d .  E v e n  th e  
p o o re s t v i l la g e s  h a v e  access to  te le v is io n  a n d  th e  g e n d e re d  l iv e s  a n d  l i fe s ty le s  th e y  
d is p la y .  O n e  k e y  c o m p o n e n t o f  th e  T h a i  te le v is io n  e x p e r ie n c e  is  th e  c o n s u m p tio n  o f  
lo c a lly  p ro d u c e d  soa p  o p e ra s . M e n  a n d  w o m e n  a l ik e  a re  a d d ic te d  to  w a tc h in g  t h e i r  
soap s  a n d  fo l lo w  th e  l iv e s  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  re l ig io u s ly .  T h e  soaps d e p ic t 
s te re o ty p ic a l,  o n e -d im e n s io n a l c h a ra c te rs  w i t h  fe m a le  c h a ra c te rs  fa l l in g  in to  tw o  
m a in  ro le s  e i t h e r  th e  “ good g i r l ”  o r  “ th e  b itc h ” .

A  B a n g k o k  P o s t  a r t ic le  e n t i t le d , ’’T h e  B itc h  is  B a c k ” h ig h l ig h ts  th e  
s te re o ty p ic a l b e h a v io u r  o f  th e  ‘b a d ” a n d  “ good” g i r l  ro le  m o d e ls  fo r  T h a i  w o m e n  in
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te le v is io n  soap o p e ra s  (B a n g k o k  P o s t,  1 1 /0 7 /9 9 ). T h e  b itc h  is  c h a ra c te r iz e d  a s  s e lf-  
c e n te re d , s h o r t  te m p e re d , a n d  s e x y . S h e  s h a m e le s s ly  p u rs u e s  th e  m a le  h e ro  w h i le  
t o r m e n t in g  th e  “ good” g i r l .  S h e  w e a rs  lo w -c u t ,  re v e a l in g  c lo th e s  a n d  d e n ta l- f lo s s  
b ik in is .  A c c o rd in g  to  a c tre s s e s , th e  b itc h  is  a  m u c h  m o re  r e w a r d in g  c h a ra c te r  to  
p la y  d u e  to  th e  fa c t  t h a t  th e  “ good “ g i r l  is  o n ly  c h a ra c te r iz e d  b y  h e r  g ra c e  a n d  b e a u ty  
le a v in g  l i t t l e  scope fo r  th e  a c tre s s . T h is  d u a l i t y  o f  w o m e n  is  n o t  a  re c e n t  c o n s tru c t.  
I n  T h e  D e f e n s e  o f  P o ly g a m y  w r i t t e n  in  1 8 6 7  b y  C h a o p h ra y a  T h ip h a k o ra w o n g ,  tw o  
c o n t r a s t in g  y e t  s te re o ty p ic a l im a g e s  o f  w o m e n  a re  d e sc rib e d . “  W o m e n  a re  p a s s iv e  
a n d  s u b m is s iv e ;  th e  w o m a n  y ie ld s  to  th e  m a n s ’ s e x u a l r e la t io n s . . .w o m e n  a re  
je a lo u s ly  p o ss e s s iv e , a m b it io u s ,  a n d  ru th le s s ,  c a p a b le  o f  m u r d e r in g  t h e i r  o w n  
h u s b a n d s  in  p u r s u i t  o f  a m b it io n ”  (R e y n o ld s , 1977 , p . 2 5 ). I t  d o v e ta i ls  w e l l  w i t h  th e  
good w o m a n /  b a d  (b itc h )  w o m a n  d ic h o to m y  c u r r e n t ly  re p re s e n te d  in  th e  T h a i  m e d ia .

C o m m e rc ia ls ,  b o th  o n  te le v is io n  a n d  in  p r in t ,  o f te n  p e rp e tu a te  g e n d e r 
s te re o ty p e s . D u e  to  t h e i r  h ig h ly  co n d e n se d  f o r m a t  a n d  f r e q u e n t  r e p e t i t io n ,  
c o m m e rc ia ls  p e n e t ra te  th e  b e l ie f  s y s te m  o f  th e  v ie w e r  m o re  d ir e c t ly  t h a n  n u m e ro u s  
d i f fe r e n t  ep iso d e  c o n ta in in g  s im i la r  b u t  n o t  th e  e x a c t s a m e  m e ssa g e . A d d s  in  th e  
T h a i  m e d ia  o f te n  p o r t r a y  w o m e n  as s e x u a l o b je c ts  s u c h  a s  th e  in s ta n c e  w h e re  a 
te le p h o n e  c o m p a n y  a d v e r t is e d  i t ’s s a le s  p itc h  o n  th e  a lm o s t  n a k e d  b u t t  c h e e k  o f  a  
d e s ira b le  w o m a n .  O th e r  ad d s  d e p ic t c u l t u r a l  n o rm s  t h a t  d e m o ra liz e  w o m e n  a n  
e x a m p le  b e in g  a  c o m m e rc ia l w h e re  a  m a n  is  b e se t b y  h is  w if e  a n d  h is  m is tr e s s  
in s is t in g  t h a t  h e  ch oo se  b e tw e e n  th e m .

N e w s p a p e rs  h a v e  g e n d e r b ia s e d  r e p o r t in g  a n d  f r e q u e n t ly  d e p ic t w o m e n  as 
v ic t im s .  I n  th e  case  o f  s p o r ts  r e p o r t in g  g e n d e r b ia s  is  p r e v a le n t  th e  w o r ld  o v e r .  I n  
T h a i la n d ,  s p o r ts  i n  g e n e ra l a n d  in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  s p o r t  o f  M u a y  T h a i ,  w h ic h  is  a  r i t e  
o f  p a ssag e  fo r  m a n y  T h a i  m e n , is  re p o r te d  w i t h  a  s t r o n g  g e n d e r b ia s  a g a in s t  w o m e n . 
A  m a le  r e p o r te r  w r i t in g  o n  th e  f i r s t  A s ia n  W o m e n ’s A m a t e u r  B o x in g  C h a m p io n s h ip  
d e sc rib e d  th e  T h a i  w o m e n  in  n e g a t iv e  te r m s  a n d  s a id  l i t t l e  re g a rd in g  th e  a c tu a l 
a c t io n  o f  th e  f ig h ts .  A  fe m a le  r e p o r te r  f o r  th e  s a m e  p a p e r  w r i t in g  a b o u t th e  5 th 
A m a te u r  M u a y  T h a i  W o r ld  C h a m p io n s h ip  d e sc rib e d  th e  f ig h ts  in  te r m s  o f  th e  a c t io n  
in d ic a t in g  th e  b o x e rs  ta c t ic s  a n d  p u n c h e s  as  w e l l  a s  d e s c r ib in g  th e  fe m a le  
c o m p e t ito r  as  l io n -h e a r te d .  T h e  s ty le  o f  r e p o r t in g  is  n o ta b ly  d i f f e r e n t  a c c o rd in g  to  
th e  g e n d e r o f  th e  r e p o r te r  w i t h  a  h e a v y  b ia s  s h o w n  b y  th e  m a le  w r i t e r  a n d  o b v io u s ly  
n o t  o b je c t io n a b le  to  th e  e d it o r ia l  s ta f f .
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N e w s p a p e rs  in  T h a i la n d  a re  w e l l  k n o w n  fo r  t h e i r  s e n s a t io n a liz a t io n  o f  
v io le n t  c r im e  a n d  th e  e x c e s s iv e  r e p o r t in g  th e re o f .  N e w s p a p e rs  c o n s ta n t ly  h a v e  
p ic tu re s  o f  th e  m o s t  re c e n t  ra p e  o r  m u r d e r  v ic t im  p la s te re d  o v e r  th e  f r o n t  p ag e w it h  
a  b la c k  re c ta n g le  o v e r  th e  e ye s  o f  th e  v ic t im  in te n d e d  to  h id e  h e r  id e n t i t y .  I  u se  th e  
p ro n o u n  h e r  in  th e  p re v io u s  s e n te n c e  as  a lm o s t  a l l  o f  th e s e  f ro n t -p a g e  sp ec ta c le s  a re  
w o m e n . T h is  ty p e  o f  r e p o r t in g  c o n s ta n t ly  b o m b a rd s  th e  p u b lic  w i t h  th e  m essag e  
t h a t  w o m e n  a re  v ic t im s ,  w e a k  a n d  u n a b le  to  d e fe n d  th e m s e lv e s .  T h e  m essag e  o f t  
re p e a te d  b e com es s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  a n d  a c u l tu r e  o f  le a rn e d  h e lp le s s n e s s  a n d  v io le n c e  
a g a in s t  w o m e n  is  p e rp e tu a te d .

I n  th e  f in e  a r ts ,  p a in t in g s  d e p ic t w o m e n  as  s e x u a l o b je c ts  s u b je c t to  th e  fo rc e  
o f  m e n . T h is  is  a  th e m e  in  a n c ie n t  p a in t in g s  as  w e l l  as  m o d e rn  w o rk s  o f  a r t .  T h e  
m u r a l  p a in t in g  a t  W a t  K h o n g K h a r a m  h a s  scenes o f  th e  fo l lo w in g  e v e n ts :  w o m e n  
ta k e n  p r is o n e r  b y  m e n , ra p e  o f  s a id  p r is o n e rs  a n d  f i n a l l y  p u n is h m e n t  o f  th e  fe m a le  
p r is o n e rs  fo r  t h e i r  s e x u a l in d is c r e t io n  b y  th e  v e ry  m e n  w h o  ra p e d  th e m . A n o th e r  
scene f r o m  W a t  K h o n K h a r a m  in  R a tc h a b u r i  p ro v in c e  re p re s e n ts  m e n  g iv in g  
a t te n t io n s  to  n e a r  n a k e d  w o m e n  w i t h  e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  la rg e  a n d  s ty l iz e d  b re a s t  w h i le  
th e  m a le  c h a ra c te rs  r e m a in  f u l l y  c lo th e d . T h u s  th e  p a in t in g s  in  t h is  W a t  i l lu s t r a te s  
t h a t  th e  in e q u a l i t y  o f  T h a i  w o m e n  is  a  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  s o c ia l n o rm s  f r o m  a  b yg on e  
e ra . F u r th e r m o r e ,  t h is  d is p la y  o f  g e n d e r in e q u a l i t y  is  s h o w n  in  a  sa c re d  p lac e  a n d  
im b e d d e d  w i t h  th e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  t h a t  p la c e .

T h a i  l i t e r a t u r e  is  a  r ic h  h u n t in g  g ro u n d  fo r  e x a m p le s  o f  g e n d e r ro le  
c o n s tru c ts .  L i t e r a r y  p o r t r a y a ls  o f  w o m e n  a re  l im i te d  to  s e v e ra l s ty l iz e d  v e rs io n s , 
w h ic h  a re  as  fo l lo w s  w i t h  c o rre s p o n d in g  t e x t  as i l l u s t r a t i v e  e x a m p le s :
T h e  good w o m a n -  S i  P h a e n d in ,  T r a i  P h u m  P h r a  R u a n g , A  M a x im  fo r  L a d ie s  
T h e  h e lp le s s  w o m a n -  R a m a k ie n
T h e  d u p lic ito u s  w o m a n -  K h u n  C h a n g  K h u n  P h a e n , P h r a  L a w ,  K a o e -T h e  H o rs e  Fa ce  
G i r l

L i t e r a t u r e  f r o m  a l l  e ra s  in c o rp o ra te s  th e s e  id e a liz e d  v is io n s  o f  w o m e n . 
F e m a le  c h a ra c te rs  w h o  w e re , “  p a s s iv e  a n d  s u b s e rv ie n t  w e re  c o n s id e re d  th e  id e a l 
ty p e s  in  A y u t th a y a  p e r io d s ’ l i t e r a t u r e ” ( N a t io n a l  I d e n t i t y  B o a rd ,  1992 , p .5 3 ). T h e y  
w e re  c o n s id e re d  th e  p ro p e r ty  o f  m e n  a n d  e xp e c ted  to  be o b e d ie n t,  lo y a l,  a n d  d u t i f u l  
to  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s . T h e  s to r y  o f  C h a n th a k h o ro p  w r i t t e n  in  th e  e a r ly  R a t ta n a k o s in  
P e r io d  is  a  d id a c t ic  te x t ,  w h ic h  c a u t io n s  m e n  a g a in s t  th e  s te re o ty p ic a l bad o r  f ic k le
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w o m a n . T h e  ta le  b e g in s , “ H e re  goes th e  ta le  o f  a  w ic k e d , t re a c h e ro u s  w o m a n  t h a t  
a l l  n o b le  y o u n g  m e n  s h o u ld  be a d v is e d  a g a in s t”  ( N a t io n a l  I d e n t i t y  B o a rd , 1992 , 
p .8 l ) .  I n  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  e a r ly  1 9 0 0 ’s a  p e r fe c t  w o m a n  w a s  d e sc rib e d  as  h a v in g , 
“ . . . a l l  th e  good q u a l i t ie s  o f  a  m o th e r  in  lo o k in g  a f t e r  h e r  h u s b a n d  in  t im e s  o f  
s ic k n e s s ; a  y o u n g e r  s is te r  in  t im e  o f  p la y  a n d  jo y ;  a  w ife  f o r  s e x u a l p le a s u re  a n d  
re p ro d u c t io n ;  a  s e r v a n t  f o r  h e r  s e rv ic e ”  ( P a n it ,  1 9 99 , p .3 ).

T h a i  l i t e r a t u r e  a ls o  p ro v id e s  m a n y  e x a m p le s  o f  th e  s e x u a l d o u b le  s ta n d a rd  
re g a rd in g  s e le c t io n  o f  m a te s  a n d  p ro m is c u ity .  T h e  fo l lo w in g  l i s t  o f  s to n e s  g ive s  
e x a m p le s :

S i  P h a e n d in ,  K h u n  C h a n g  K h u n  P h a e n , S a n g to n g , K a o e *T h e  H o rs e  Fa ce  
G ir l ,  a n d  th e  R a m a k ie n .

T h e  p o e t S u n t h o r n  P h u  b e s t d e sc rib e s  id e a l fe m a le  b e h a v io r .  H is  a d v ic e  fo r  
w o m e n , w r i t t e n  in  1 8 4 4 , c o n t in u e s  to  be p a r t  o f  t h e  s c h o o l c u r r ic u lu m  a n d  is  as 
fo llo w s :

W a lk  s lo w ly .  W h i le  w a lk in g ,  do n o t  s w in g  y o u r  a r m s  to o  m u c h .. .d o  n o t  s w a y  
y o u r  b re a s ts ,  d o  n o t  r u n  y o u r  f in g e rs  th r o u g h  y o u r  h a i r ,  a n d  d o n ’t  t a lk . . .
D o  n o t  s ta re  a t  a n y th in g ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  a  m a n , to  t h e  p o in t  w h e re  h e  c a n  t e l l  
w h a t ’s g o in g  o n  in  y o u r  m in d . . .D o  n o t  r u n  a f t e r  m e n .
. . .L o v e  a n d  be f a i t h f u l  to  y o u r  h u s b a n d  
. . .B e  h u m b le  in  f r o n t  o f  y o u r  h u s b a n d
. . .W h e n  y o u r  h u s b a n d  goes to  bed , w a i  h im  a t  h is  fe e t  e v e ry  n ig h t  w it h o u t  
f a i l .  W h e n  h e  h a s  aches  a n d  p a in s , m a s s a g e  h im ,  t h e n  y o u  m a y  go to  s leep  
. . .G e t  u p  b e fo re  y o u r  h u s b a n d  a n d  p re p a re  w a te r  f o r  h im  to  w a s h . . .
W h i le  y o u r  h u s b a n d  is  e a t in g ,  s i t  a n d  w a tc h  h im  n e a rb y  so  t h a t  w h e n  he  
n e ed s  s o m e th in g  h e  does n o t  h a v e  to  ra is e  h is  v o ic e . W a i t  u n t i l  h e  f in is h e s  
b e fo re  y o u  e a t  (C oo p er, 1982 , p.3QA

A lth o u g h  m a n y  o f  th e s e  s to r ie s  w e re  w r i t t e n  b e fo re  th e  t u r n  o f  th e  2 0 th 
c e n tu ry ,  w i t h  th e  e x c e p t io n  o f  S i  P h a e n d in ,  th e y  h a v e  a  c u r r e n t  p lace  as 
s o c ia l iz a t io n  a g e n ts  o f  m o d e rn  T h a i  w o m e n  d u e  to  t h e i r  o n g o in g  p o p u la r i ty .  T h e s e  
T h a i  l i t e r a r y  c la s s ic s  a re  t a u g h t  a t  a l l  le v e ls  o f  e d u c a t io n  f ro m  p r im a r y  to  p o s t­
s e c o n d a ry  a n d  a re  o f te n  p a r la y e d  in to  f i lm s ,  te le v is io n  s e r ie s  a n d  d ra m a s .
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3 .6  Im p l ic a t io n s  f o r  T h a i  W o m e n

T h e  b o d y  is  a  v e r y  im p o r ta n t  s o c io lo g ic a l c o n s t ru c t  in  th e  T h a i  w o r ld v ie w .  I t  
b o th  fo rm s  a n d  is  fo rm e d  b y  th e  c u ltu re .  I t  is  u s e d  to  p h y s ic a l ly  d is p la y  th e  
im p o r ta n t  c o n c e p t o f  h ie r a r c h y  a n d  is  re s t r ic te d  b y  th e  r u le  o f  p a t r ia r c h y  i n  T h a i  
s o c ie ty . O f  T h a i  b o d ie s , th e  fe m a le  b o d y  is  th e  m o s t r e s t r ic te d  e s p e c ia lly  i n  th e  a re a s  
t r a d i t io n a l ly  d o m in a te d  b y  m e n : th e  S a n g h a  a n d  M u a y  T h a i .  R e s t r ic t io n s  o n  th e  
fe m a le  b o d y  a re  ju s t i f ie d  b y  th e  p o p u la r  T h a i  B u d d h is t  w o r ld v ie w ,  w h ic h  d e p ic ts  
w o m e n  as  le s s e r  s p i r i t u a l  e n t i t ie s  th e n  m e n  a n d  a ls o  a  d a n g e r  to  th e m .

T h e  d a n g e r  o f  w o m a n k in d  l ie s  in  th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  b o d ily  p o l lu t io n  v ia  
m e n s t r u a t io n  a n d  th e  a n o m a lo u s  b e h a v io u r  t h a t  th r e a te n s  th e  d is t in c t  c o n s tru c t io n s  
o f  d ic h o to m ie s  t h a t  s u p p o r t  th e  s o c ia l s t r u c tu re .  T h e  B u d d h is t  c a n o n ic a l t e x t  as  w e l l  
as f o lk  b e lie fs  b a se d  in  o ld e r  r e l ig io u s  t r a d i t io n s  c le a r ly  d is p la y  a  fe a r  o f  p o l lu t io n  b y  
w o m e n . I t  is  t h is  w e l l  d o c u m e n te d  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  th e  e m b o d ie d  fe m a le  m e n a c e  to  
B u d d h is m  t h a t  is  a p p lic a b le  to  th e  p ra c t ic e  o f  M u a y  T h a i  a n d  th e  r e s t r ic t io n s  p lac ed  
o n  w o m e n  in  a n d  o u t  o f  th e  r in g .

T h e  p ro c e ss  o f  g e n d e r s o c ia l iz a t io n  in  T h a i  c u l tu r e  a p p e a rs  to  be fa c i l i ta te d  
b y  a l l  asp e c ts  o f  th e  fe m a le s ’ l i fe .  A t  e v e ry  t u r n  a  y o u n g  g i r l  is  fa c e d  w i t h  s o c ie ta l 
e x p e c ta t io n s  t h a t  fo rc e  h e r  to  re d u c e  a n d  r e s t r ic t  h e r  a c t iv i t ie s ,  as  w e l l  a s  h e r  
c h a n c e s  in  l i f e  f o r  e d u c a t io n ,  c a re e r  o p p o r tu n it ie s  a n d  re l ig io u s  f u l f i l lm e n t .  F r o m  
e a r l ie s t  c h ild h o o d , w h e n  a  c ra d le  is  a d o rn e d  w i t h  a  s e w in g  k i t  to  th e  v ie w in g  in  
a d u lth o o d  o f  s e x u a l ly  e x p lo it iv e  te le v is io n  c o m m e rc ia ls  a n d  s e r ia l iz a t io n  o f  T h a i  
l i t e r a r y  c la s s ic s  l i k e  S i  P h a e n d in  e p ito m iz in g  th e  id e a l T h a i  w o m a n , th e  g e n d e r 
s o c ia l iz a t io n  p ro c e ss  is  o c c u rr in g . T h e  w o r ld  is  a  g e n d e re d  m in e f ie ld  th r o u g h  w h ic h  
T h a i  w o m e n  m u s t  g ra c e fu l ly  n a v ig a te .

I n  t h is  n e w  e ra  o f  m o d e rn ity ,  g e n d e r s te re o ty p e s  p r e v a i l  b u t  a re  f r e q u e n t ly  in  
c o n f l ic t  w i t h  n e w  id e a s  a n d  s o c ia l s i tu a t io n s .  I n  th e  th e s is  e n t i t le d ,  “W e  a re  n o t  o u r  
M o th e r s ” , M i l l s  d e s c r ib e d  th e  c o n f l ic t  b e tw e e n  t r a d i t io n  a n d  m o d e rn ity  fo r  fe m a le  
m ig r a n t  w o rk e rs  in  th e  B a n g k o k  a re a  ( M i l ls ,  1 9 93 ). T h e  d is in te g r a t io n  o f  th e  
t r a d i t io n a l  f a m i ly  a n d  th e  s u b s t i t u t io n  o f  p e e r  g ro u p  s u p p o r t  s y s te m s  h a s  ch a n g e d  
th e  d y n a m ic s  o f  th e  s o c ia l iz a t io n  p ro c e ss  a m o n g  T h a i  y o u th  a n d  y o u n g  a d u lts
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p a r t ic u la r ly  w o m e n  w h o  in  th e  p a s t  w e re  k e p t  c lose  to  h o m e  u n d e r  p a re n ta l  
s u p e rv is io n .

G ro u p  S o c ia l iz a t io n  th e o r y  is  a p p lic a b le  to  th e  n e w  s o c ia l r e a l i t ie s  in  
T h a i la n d  e s p e c ia lly  th e  n e w  T h a i  w o m a n  w h o  c o n fro n ts  m o d e r n ity  a n d  i t s  c o n f l ic t  
w i t h  t r a d i t io n a l  T h a i  v a lu e s  a n d  n o rm s . M a n y  m a te r ia l  e x p re s s io n s  o f  m o d e rn ity  
d ir e c t ly  c o n t r a s t  w i t h  th e  s te re o ty p ic a l “ good” g i r l  im a g e  a n d  m a y  be d ir e c t ly  
a s s o c ia te d  w i t h  th e  “b a d  “ g i r l  o r  b i tc h  ro le  m o d e l p o r t ra y e d  in  T h a i  soap  o p e ra s . 
P e e r  g ro u p  s o c ia l iz a t io n  c a n  f i l t e r  a n d  t ra n s c e n d  th e s e  d is c re p a n c ie s  in  w a y s  t h a t  
th e  in s t i t u t io n s  o f  f a m i ly ,  s c h o o l a n d  r e l ig io n  c a n  n o t .  A c c e p ta n c e  a m o n g  p e e rs  is  
m o re  im p o r ta n t  t h a n  w i t h in  fa m i l ie s  t h a t  a re  g e o g ra p h ic a lly  d is ta n t .
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