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D o u g la s  p ro v id e d  a  c le a r  e x p la n a t io n  o f  th e  fo r m a t io n  a n d  fu n c t io n  o f  ta b o o s  a g a in s t  
w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i .  I  fo u n d  n o  o n e  th e o r y  to  c la r i f y  th e  c a p a c ity  o f  g e n d e r ro le s  in  
r e s t r ic t in g  w o m e n  f r o m  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  M u a y  T h a i  e x c e p t a  g e n e r a l iz a t io n  b y  m a n y  
a u th o r s  t h a t  g e n d e r ro le s  w e re  a s c r ib e d  b y  th o s e  in  p o w e r ,  n a m e ly  m e n , to  m a in ta in  
th e  s ta tu s  q u o  o f  m a le  d o m in a n c e .

T h e  p ro c e ss  o f  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  in  th e  1 9 6 0 ’s  a n d  7 0 ’s  a n d  th e  im p a c t o f  
g lo b a liz a t io n  in  th e  1 9 9 0 ’s to  th e  p re s e n t  h a v e  fa c i l i t a te d  th e  in v o lv e m e n t  o f  w o m e n  
in  th e  s p o r t  o f  M u a y  T h a i  a n d  in  m a n y  o th e r  p u b lic  s h e re s  o f  T h a i  s o c ie ty . A n a ly s is  
o f  th e  im p a c t  o f  th e s e  fo rc e s  o n  s o c ie ty  g iv e s  a n  e x p la n a t io n  a s  to  w h y  T h a i  w o m e n  
h a d  p re v io u s ly  n o t  b e e n  in te re s te d  o r  in v o lv e d  in  M u a y  T h a i  a n d  h o w  th e  c h a n g e s  
w r o u g h t  b y  th e s e  p ro ce sse s  e n a b le d  th e m  to  e n te r  th e  r in g  c o m p e t it iv e ly .

4 .1 .1  H is t o r y  o f  W o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i

M o s t  T h a i  p e o p le , m a le  a n d  fe m a le  a l ik e ,  h a v e  l i t t l e  k n o w le d g e  o f  w o m e n  in  
M u a y  T h a i ,  i n  fa c t  m o s t  p e o p le  d o  n o t  e v e n  k n o w  t h a t  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  f ig h te r s  
e x is t .  T h is  is  d u e  to  th e  lo w  p ro f i le  t h a t  w o m e n  in  th e  s p o r t  h a v e  n a t io n a l ly .  
R e c e n t ly  fe m a le  b o x e rs  h a v e  b e e n  s o u g h t o u t  d u e  to  th e  d e s ire  to  f ie ld  a  T h a i  fe m a le  
b o x in g  c o n t in g e n t  i n  th e  O ly m p ic s  a n d  th e  re c e n t  A s ia n  W o m e n 's  b o x in g  to u r n a m e n t  
h e ld  in  B a n g k o k .  T h a i  w o m e n  h a v e  b e e n  in  th e  r in g  f o r  a  m u c h  lo n g e r  p e r io d  o f  
t im e  t h a n  th e  m o s t  re c e n t  b a tc h  o f  w o m e n  s t r ik in g  o u t  f o r  th e  g o ld .

W o m e n  M u a y  T h a i  f ig h te r s  fo llo w e d  t h e i r  b o x in g  b r e th r e n  in  th e  r in g s  o f  
L u m p in i  S ta d iu m  f o r t y  y e a rs  ag o (S a w a d e e  M a g a z in e ,  1 9 9 8 ). W o m e n ’s f ig h ts  w e re  
h e ld  a t  L u m p in i  u n t i l  th e  s p e c ta to r  t u r n  o u t  b e c a m e  to o  lo w  to  be p ro f ita b le .  T h e  
w o m e n 's  f ig h ts  w e re  c a n c e lle d  a n d  i t  w a s n 't  u n t i l  th e  la te  1 9 9 0 's  t h a t  w o m e n  cam e 
b a c k  to  th e  r in g  e n fo rc e . I n  th e  in te r v e n in g  y e a rs  w o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i  w a s  s t i l l  
p ra c tic e d  b u t  m a in ly  in  s m a l l  lo c a l v e n u e s  s u c h  as  te m p le  fa ir s .

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 r o 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 .  T h e  re a s o n  
fo r  s u c h  r e s t r ic t io n  a p p e a rs  to  be fe a r  o f  c o n ta m in a t io n .  W o m e n 's  b o d ie s  a re  
c o n s id e re d  im p u r e  d u e  to  t h e i r  m o n th ly  p e r io d s  a n d  i t  is  th o u g h t  t h a t  th e y  c o u ld  
p o llu te  th e  a tm o s p h e re  o f  th e  r in g .  T h is  e x p la n a t io n  d o e s n ’t  s ta n d  u p  to  s c ru t in y ,  as
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b lo o d  is  l i k e ly  to  be s p i l t  i n  th e  r in g  d u r in g  th e  f ig h t .  I  s p e c u la te  t h a t  t h is  r a t io n a le  
h a s  b e e n  a d o p te d  to  h id e  a  d e e p e r p u rp o s e , w h ic h  is  to  s e c u re  th e  m a le  d o m in a n c e  
o v e r  w o m e n  a n d  d e fe n d  m a le  s u p re m a c y . T h is  fa lla c io u s  b e l ie f  in  th e  h a r m f u l  e f fe c t 
o f  w o m e n  in  th e  r in g  h a s  re q u ir e d  tw o  r in g s  a t  a n y  v e n u e  w h e re  w o m e n  p ra c tic e  
M u a y  T h a i.

T h e  in t e r n a t io n a l  in t e r e s t  i n  M u a y  T h a i  le a d  to  a n  in c re a s e d  n e e d  fo r  fe m a le  
f ig h te r s  in  th e  1 9 9 0 's . W e s te r n  w o m e n  b ecam e in te re s te d  i n  th e  s p o r t  o f  M u a y  T h a i  
a n d  w e re  a n x io u s  to  t r y  t h e i r  s k i l l s  o u t  in  th e  h o m e  c o u n t r y  o f  th e  s p o r t.  F o re ig n  
fe m a le  f ig h te r s  w h o  c a m e  to  T h a i la n d  h a d  to  be p ro v id e d  w i t h  w o r t h y  c o m p e t ito rs  as 
a  m a t t e r  o f  n a t io n a l  p r id e .  Y o u n g  T h a i  w o m e n  n o w  e n te re d  th e  s p o r t  to  c o m p e te  
in te r n a t io n a l ly .  F r o m  th e  la te  1 9 9 0 's  o n w a rd  T h a i  fe m a le s  e n te re d  th e  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 s .

T o  s u p p ly  th e  u p s u rg e  in  d e m a n d  fo r  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  f ig h te r s ,  th e  M u a y  
T h a i  A s s o c ia t io n  i n  R a n g s it  o p e n e d  a  s p e c ia l w o m a n 's  t r a in in g  c a m p . T h e  c a m p  w a s  
h o m e  to  a p p ro x im a te ly  10 w o m e n  f ig h te r s  in  th e  y e a r  2 0 0 0 . T h e y  l iv e d  a n d  t r a in e d  
a t  t h e  c a m p  m a n y  h a v in g  l e f t  h o m e  v i l la g e s  th r o u g h o u t  th e  k in g d o m  to  a t te n d .  T h e  
R a n g s it  s ta d iu m  h e ld  w o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i  f ig h ts  tw o  t im e s  a  w e e k  s u rp a s s in g  th e  
n u m b e r  o f  m a le  f ig h t s  th e y  s p o n s o re d  (B a n g k o k  P o s t, 2 7 /0 3 /0 0 ) .

I n  2 0 0 1 , a  s e x  a b u s e  s c a n d a l ro c k e d  th e  w o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i  p ro g ra m  a t  
R a n g s it  S ta d iu m .  S o m e  o f  th e  fe m a le  f ig h te r s  in  re s id e n c e  th e r e  le f t  th e  c a m p  a n d  
fo u n d  a  n e w  t r a in in g  c a m p  a t  S a s ip ra p a h  G y m n a s iu m , a ls o  i n  B a n g k o k .  T h e  
d e fe c t io n  o f  th e  f ig h te r s  p u t  a n  e n d  to  th e  p ro m o t io n a l w o m e n 's  f ig h t s  a t  R a n g s it .  
T h e  w o m e n 's  s c h o o l is  e f fe c t iv e ly  d e fu n c t  w i t h  fe w  w o m e n  r e m a in in g  a t  th e  ca m p .

L a t e r  in  2 0 0 1 , A B A T  ( A m a te u r  B o x in g  A s s o c ia t io n  o f  T h a i la n d )  w a s  lo o k in g  
fo r  fe m a le  b o x e rs  to  c o m p e te  in  th e  O ly m p ic s  a n d  th e  A s ia n  W o m e n 's  B o x in g  
T o u r n a m e n t  h e ld  in  A u g u s t  2 0 0 1  in  B a n g k o k .  W o m e n  w h o  h a d  a  b a c k g ro u n d  in  
M u a y  T h a i  w e re  a c t iv e ly  re c r u ite d  a n d  s e n t  to  a  t r a in in g  c a m p  to  h o n e  t h e i r  b o x in g  
s k i l ls .  T h e  t o u r n a m e n t  i n  A u g u s t  d id  n o t  y ie ld  good re s u lts  f o r  th e  T h a i  c o m p e t ito rs  
b u t  in  th e  f u tu r e ,  w i t h  m o re  t im e  to  d e ve lo p , th e  od ds w i l l  im p ro v e .



64

4 .1 .2  C h a lle n g e s  to  W o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i

S u p e r s t i t io n  a b o u t  w o m e n  in  th e  r in g  c re a te s  m a n y  c h a lle n g e s  fo r  th o s e  
w o m e n  w h o  w a n t  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  M u a y  T h a i .  T h e r e  is  a n  in s u f f ic ie n t  s u p p ly  o f  
M u a y  T h a i  v e n u e s  f o r  w o m e n . W h e n  w o m e n  a re  s c h e d u le d  to  f ig h t  a t  a n y  M u a y  
T h a i  e v e n t  tw o  r in g s  m u s t  be p ro v id e d : o n e  fo r  e a c h  sex . L im i t e d  space a n d  fu n d s  
f o r  a  second  r in g  m a y  p re c lu d e  a n y  w o m e n 's  f ig h t .  T h e  s a m e  c o n d it io n s  a p p ly  to  
t r a in in g  v e n u e s  f o r  w o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i .  F u r th e r m o r e ,  t r a in in g  v e n u e s  a re  g e a re d  
to w a r d  m a le  u s e  a n d  r a r e ly  h a v e  s e p a ra te  fa c i l i t ie s  f o r  w o m e n . T h e  la c k  o f  fe m a le  
c h a n g in g  a n d  b a th ro o m  fa c i l i t ie s  d is s u a d e s  w o m e n  f r o m  p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  th e  s p o r t,  
h e n c e  r e in fo r c in g  th e  e x c lu s io n  o f  w o m e n .

M u a y  T h a i  coaches a re  g e n e ra l ly  m e n . F e w  w o m e n  h a v e  th e  o p p o r tu n it y  to  
b ecom e M u a y  T h a i  coaches. T h is  p h e n o m e n o n  is  t y p ic a l  t h r o u g h o u t  th e  fe m a le  
s p o r t in g  w o r ld .  M a le  coaches h o ld  th e  p o w e r  in  th e  s p o r t .  G e n d e r  ro le s  a re  
re in fo rc e d  b y  t h i s  s i t u a t io n  d u e  to  th e  fa c t  t h a t  e v e n  th o u g h  w o m e n  a re  t r a in in g  in  a  
p o w e r  s p o r t  th e y  c o n t in u e  to  be s u b o rd in a te  to  th e  m a le  coach.

M a le  c o a c h in g  b ecom es a  la r g e r  is s u e  w h e n  th e  p ro b le m  o f  s e x u a l m is c o n d u c t 
a r is e s . T h e  fe m a le  f ig h te r s  a t  R a n g s it  s ta d iu m  w e re  u n d e r  th e  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e i r  m a le  
coach a n d  b e n e fa c to r .  T h e  c o a c h /a th le te  r e la t io n s h ip  o f  s u b o rd in a t io n  m ir r o r s  th e  
T h a i  p a t r o n /c l ie n t  r e la t io n s h ip ,  w h ic h  re d u c e s  th e  a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  c l ie n t /a th le te  to  
re fu s e  th e  p a tro n /c o a c h 's  c o m m a n d s . T h e  fe m a le  f ig h te r ,  S a l i t a  N a k a s e m , a t  th e  
R a n g s it  c a m p  re s p e c te d  h e r  c o a c h /p a tro n  a n d  w a s  in d e b te d  to  h im  fo r  th e  l i f e  
c h a n c e s  she  re c e iv e d . I n  M a r c h  o f  2 0 0 1 s h e  le f t  th e  R a n g s it  c a m p  a n d  accused  th e  
c a m p  o w n e r  o f  s e x u a l h a ra s s m e n t .  T h e  c h a rg e s  o f  s e x u a l h a ra s s m e n t  a g a in s t  th e  
coach, A m n u a y  K e itb u m ro o n g ,  a  re sp e c te d  f ig u r e  in  M u a y  T h a i  c irc le s  is  l i k e ly  to  
d a m a g e  h e r  o w n  c a re e r  m o re  t h a n  h is .  T h e  coach h a s  m a d e  c o u n te r  c h a rg e s  a g a in s t  
S a l i t a  a n d  th e  o th e r  f ig h te r s  t h a t  l e f t  th e  c a m p  w i t h  h e r ,  s ta t in g  t h a t  th e y  s to le  f ro m  
th e  c a m p  a n d  to o k  d ru g s . H e r  n e w  coach, C h a n a i P o n g s u p a h  o w n e r  o f  S a s ip ra p a h  
G y m n a s iu m , s a id  "N o w  t h a t  s h e  h a s  b e en  s e le c te d  f o r  th e  n a t io n a l  te a m  she  s h o u ld  
g ro w  u p  a n d  s to p  s u lk in g  a b o u t l i t t l e  th in g s  ", m a k in g  l ig h t  o f  th e  in c id e n t  (B a n g k o k  
P o s t  2 5 /0 3 /0 1 ) . T h is  e v e n t  i l lu s t r a t e s  h o w  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  f ig h te r s  a re  
d is a d v a n ta g e d  in  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip s  w i t h  t h e i r  m a le  coaches. W o m e n  m a y  choose to
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o p t o u t  o f  th e  s p o r t  in s te a d  o f  fa c in g  th e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  b e in g  s e x u a l ly  e x p lo ite d  b y  
t h e i r  coaches.

N a t io n a l ly ,  w o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i  is  v i r t u a l l y  u n k n o w n .  T h e  p ro f i le  o f  fe m a le  
M u a y  T h a i  f ig h te r s  is  v e r y  lo w  a n d  w h e n  th e y  d o  g e t m e d ia  e x p o s u re  i t  is  n o t  ta k e n  
s e r io u s ly .  T h e  f i r s t  c o v e ra g e  o f  w o m e n 's  M u a y  T h a i  I  e v e r  e n c o u n te re d  w a s  a  p h o to  
in  a  lo c a l E n g l is h  la n g u a g e  d a i ly  n e w s p a p e r  la b e le d  "C h ic k  B o x in g " .  T h e  m e d ia  
f r e q u e n t ly  re in fo rc e  g e n d e r s te re o ty p e s  w i t h  th e  q u a n t i t y  a n d  q u a l i t y  o f  w o m e n 's  
s p o r ts  co ve ra g e . W o m e n 's  s p o r t  is  g iv e n  le s s  a i r t im e  in  th e  m e d ia  a n d  o f te n  o n ly  
g e n d e r a p p ro p r ia te  s p o r ts  a re  co ve re d . I n  th e  T h a i  s p o r t in g  w o r ld  th e  m o s t  fa m o u s  
a n d  w e ll-c o v e re d  fe m a le  a th le te  is  th e  t e n n is  s ta r  T a m a r in e  T a n a s u g a rn .  T e n n is  is  
a  s p o r t  t h a t  h a s  lo n g  b e e n  accep ted  a s  a  w o m a n 's  g a m e , w h i le  M u a y  T h a i  is  n o t.

M e d ia  c o v e ra g e  o f  w o m e n  i n  s p o r t  foc uses  o n  g e n d e r accep ted  ro le s  a n d  
s te re o ty p e s . F e m a le  a th le te s  a re  o f te n  d e sc rib e d  in  t e r m s  o f  a e s th e t ic s  s u c h  as 
g ra c e fu l a n d  a r t f u l .  W o m e n  in  s p o r t  a re  o f te n  c h a ra c te r iz e  u s in g  te rm in o lo g y  t h a t  
h a s  n o  re fe re n c e  to  t h e i r  a th le t ic  l iv e s  in s te a d  d e s c r ib in g  th e m  in  t h e i r  ro le s  as 
m o th e rs  a n d  w iv e s .  M u a y  T h a i  is  a  s p o r t  t h a t  is  d e s c r ib e d  in  te r m s  o f  p o w e r, 
a g g re s s io n , a n d  c o m p e t it io n ;  a d je c t iv e s  n o t  in  k e e p in g  w i t h  th e  accep ted  v ir t u e s  o f  
T h a i  w o m e n . I n  o r d e r  to  r e n d e r  t h is  t h r e a t  to  t r a d i t io n a l  v ie w s  le s s  m e n a c in g  th e y  
t r i v ia l i z e  a n d  d e g ra d e  th e  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  a th le te  b y  u s in g  la n g u a g e  l ik e  C h ic k  
w h ic h  a l te r s  th e  is s u e  f r o m  o n e  o f  s p o r t  to  o n e  o f  s e x u a l i ty .  M e d ia  co ve ra g e  o f  
fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  is  s k e w e d  d u e  th e  g e n d e r im b a la n c e  i n  th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  m e d ia . I n  
a  n e w s p a p e r  r e p o r t  f e a tu r in g  a  th e  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  a th le te  B o o p a  P o se n , th e  
a u th o r ,  a  w o m a n  n a m e d  Y v o n n e  B o h w o n g p ra s e r t ,  d e s c rib e d  th e  1 6 -y e a r-o ld  b o x e r as 
" l io n - h e a r te d "  (  B a n g k o k  P o s t ,  1 7 /0 3 /0 1 ). T h e  a r t ic le  a ls o  d e s c r ib e d  e le m e n ts  o f  th e  
f ig h t ; " . . . f ie r c e  k ic k s . . . le t h a l  e lb o w  s t r ik e s . . . o ld  fa s h io n e d  u p p e rc u ts . . . "  (  B a n g k o k  
P o s t,  1 7 /0 3 /0 1 ) . A  m a le  r e p o r te r  in  th e  B a n g k o k  P o s t  d e s c rib e d  fe m a le  b o x in g  in  
th e s e  te r m s : " . . . la c k s  a c t io n  a n d  g ra c e . . .w e a k e r  p h y s iq u e .. . re g a rd e d  as m o re  
g e n te e l. . .n o t  s u ita b le "  ( B a n g k o k  P o s t.  2 9 /0 8 /0 1 ) .

T h e  g e n d e r b ia s  in h e r e n t  in  th e  d i f fe r e n t  s ty le s  a n d  c o m p o n e n ts  o f  re p o r ts  is  
c le a r ly  d is p la y e d  in  th e  tw o  p re v io u s  e x a m p le s . T h e  fe m a le  re p o r te r  does n o t  
d is p a ra g e , t r i v ia l i z e  o r  q u e s t io n  th e  a p p ro p r ia te n e s s  o f  w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i  w h i le  
th e  m a le  r e p o r te r  d oes  ju s t  t h a t .  T h e  m e d ia  p la y s  a  m a jo r  ro le  in  fo rm in g  p u b lic
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o p in io n  th e re fo re  th e  ac ce p ta n c e  o f  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  a th le te s  h in g e s  o n  th e  
c re a t io n  o f  a  b ia s  f re e  p re s s .

Y e t  a n o th e r  c h a lle n g e  to  w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i  is  p a u c ity  o f  m o n e ta ry  
re w a rd s .  W o m e n 's  ro le s  in  s o c ie ty  a re  d iv e rs e  a n d  th e y  a re  o f te n  re s p o n s ib le  fo r  a 
v a r ie t y  o f  h o u s e h o ld  a n d  w o r k  re la te d  c h o re s  o n  a  d a ily  b a s is . T h e  a b i l i t y  o f  w o m e n  
to  p a r ta k e  in  s p o r t  a c t iv i t ie s  re la te s  d ir e c t ly  to  h e r  a b i l i t y  to  p e r fo rm  a l l  h e r  ro le s  
a n d  s t i l l  h a v e  t im e  to  fu n c t io n  as  a n  a th le te .  W o m e n  i n  T h a i la n d  a re  s ig n if ic a n t  
w a g e  e a rn e rs  a n d  c o n t r ib u te  to  th e  fa m ily 's  e c o n o m ic  w e lfa r e .  W o m e n  w h o  w is h  to  
p u rs u e  M u a y  T h a i  m u s t  b e n e f i t  m o n e ta r i ly  f r o m  th e  s p o r t  in  o r d e r  to  s u s ta in  t h e i r  
in te r e s t .  C u r r e n t ly  fe m a le  f ig h te r s  re c e iv e  m u c h  le ss  m o n e y  to  f ig h t  i n  c o m p e t it io n  
t h a n  m e n  do. A c c o m p lis h e d  fe m a le  f ig h te r s  re c e iv e  b e tw e e n  3 ,0 0 0 -2 0 ,0 0 0  b a h t  p e r  
f ig h t  a n d  t h e i r  m a le  c o u n te rp a r ts  s e v e ra l t im e s  th a t .  E q u a l  p a y  f o r  e q u a l w o r k  h a s  
lo n g  b e e n  th e  f e m in is t  m a n t r a  a n d  a p p lie s  to  t h is  s i t u a t io n  e s p e c ia lly  a s  o n e  f ig h t  is  
th e  r e s u l t  o f  h o u rs  o f  u n p a id  t r a in in g .

F in a l ly ,  w o m e n  m u s t  o v e rc o m e  th e  la c k  o f  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  
a th le te s .  A s  I  h a v e  a lr e a d y  m e n t io n e d  m o s t  p e op le  h a v e  n e v e r  h e a rd  o f  fe m a le  
M u a y  T h a i  a th le te s ,  w h e n  th e y  do th e y  a re  o f te n  s u rp r is e d  a n d  d o u b t  t h a t  w o m e n  
c a n  o r  s h o u ld  p a r t ic ip a te  in  w h a t  is  a c k n o w le d g e d  as  a  v io le n t  s p o r t .  A s  on e  re p o r t  
n o te d , " . . . fe m a le  b o x e rs  see m  n o t  to  h a v e  th e  p h y s ic a l s t r e n g th  o r  th e  s k i l ls  need ed  
fo r  b o x in g . . . .w o m e n  a re  s t i l l  w id e ly  re g a rd  as m o re  g e n te e l”  (B a n g k o k  P o s t, 
2 9 /0 8 /0 1 ) .

S t r e n g th  a n d  s k i l l s  c a n  b o th  be a t ta in e d  th r o u g h  t r a in in g  a n d  th e re fo re  n o t  a 
g e n u in e  b u t  f r e q u e n t  a r g u m e n t  a g a in s t  w o m e n  in  th e  s p o r t .  G e n d e r  s te re o ty p e s  
f r e q u e n t ly  a r is e  to  c h a lle n g e  th e  p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i .  U n le s s  
w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i  g a in  m o re  u n b ia s e d  m e d ia  e x p o s u re , c o n q u e r  decades o f  
s u p e r s t i t io n  a n d  s e iz e  c o a c h in g  o p p o r tu n it ie s ;  ac ce p tan ce  o f  th e  fe m a le  c o m p o n e n t in  
th e  s p o r t  w i l l  be d i f f ic u l t  to  a c h ie v e .

4 .1 .3  W h y  F ig h t  I t ?

W i t h  so m a n y  ro a d b lo c k s , w h y  do w o m e n  p e rs e v e re  a n d  c o n t in u e  to  t r a in  in  
th e  s p o r t  o f  M u a y  T h a i?  T h e  re a s o n s  w h y  w o m e n  p a r t ic ip a te  m a y  d i f fe r  f ro m  case to  
case b u t  g e n e ra l ly  t h e y  h a v e  o n e  th in g  in  c o m m o n : t h e i r  so c io -e c o n o m ic  s i tu a t io n .
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W o m e n  in  s p o r t,  p a r t ic u la r ly  w o m e n  in  s p o r ts  t h a t  a re  c o n s id e re d  n o t  a p p ro p r ia te  to  
t h e i r  g e n d e r, o f te n  h a v e  a  b a c k g ro u n d  t h a t  d oes n o t  s u b s c r ib e  to  th e  s ta tu s  quo. 
D u e  to  th e  fa c t  t h a t  th e y  a lr e a d y  l iv e  o u ts id e  accep ted  s o c ia l b o u n d a r ie s , t h e i r  
s p o r t in g  l iv e s  d o n 't  c o n f l ic t  w i t h  t h e i r  e x is t in g  s o c ia l id e n t i t y .  T h r o u g h o u t  th e  
s p o r t in g  w o r ld  w o m e n  w h o  p a r t ic ip a te  in  a c t iv i t ie s  t h a t  a re  c o n s id e re d  c o n s is te n t 
w i t h  m a le  a n d  n o t  fe m a le  a t t r ib u te s  g e n e ra l ly  com e f r o m  p o o r, u n e d u c a te d  
b a c k g ro u n d s . M a n y  w o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i  f i t  t h is  p ro f i le .

M o s t  fe m a le  b o x e rs  I  in te r v ie w e d  w e re  f r o m  r u r a l  f a r m in g  fa m i l ie s  o r  s e lf-  
e m p lo y e d  u r b a n  w o r k e r s  in  s m a l le r  c e n te rs  s u c h  as  U b o n  R a tc h a th a n i  a n d  K h o ra t .  
A l l  re s p o n d e n ts  h a d  e d u c a t io n  u p  to  g ra d e  9  (M 3 )  o r  w e re  c u r r e n t ly  e n ro lle d  in  
sc h o o l p ro g re s s in g  to w a r d  t h is  e n d . M a n y  s ta te  t h e i r  o n ly  o c c u p a t io n  a s  M u a y  T h a i  
b u t  s o m e  h a d  m o v e d  o n to  o th e r  jo b s  in  th e  fo o d  s e rv ic e  in d u s t r y  a n d  g iv e n  u p  M u a y  
T h a i  as  a n  e c o n o m ic  a c t iv i t y .  T h e  ab ove  re s u lts  s u p p o r t  th e  e c o n o m ic  h y p o th e s is  fo r  
p a r t ic ip a t io n  i n  M u a y  T h a i .  S e v e ra l in fo r m a n ts  w e re  u s in g  M u a y  T h a i  to  p u rs u e  
a n d  f in a n c e  t h e i r  e d u c a t io n  o u t  s id e  th e  r in g  in d ic a t in g  t h a t  M u a y  T h a i  w a s  a  
m e a n s  to  a n  e n d s  n o t  a n  e n d  in  i t s e l f .

M o s t  in t e r v ie w  s u b je c ts  a re  p h y s ic a l ly  la rg e  c o m p a re d  to  th e  T h a i  n o rm  ( f ig h t  
w e ig h t  f r o m  6 0 -5 5  K i lo s )  a n d  d e sc rib e  th e m s e lv e s  as fa t .  I  p o s it  t h a t  th e y  d o n ’t  f i t  
th e  p h y s ic a l d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  id e a l T h a i  w o m e n  a n d  th e re fo re  c a n  o p t  o u t  T h a i  
g e n d e r ro le  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f  fe m a le  w e a k n e s s  a n d  p a s s iv ity .  F u r t h e r m o r e  t h e i r  o w n  
l i f e  e x p e c ta t io n s  o f te n  do n o t  c o n c u r w i t h  t h e i r  d e f in i t io n  o f  a n  id e a l w o m a n  w h ic h  
in c lu d e d  m o th e rs ,  good  a t  h o u s e  k e e p in g , ta le n te d ,  m o d e s t a n d  b e a u t i fu l .  A lth o u g h ,  
m o s t  o f  th e  y o u n g e r  in fo r m a n ts ,  ag ed  16 a n d  u n d e r ,  l is te d  s t r e n g th  as  a  q u a l i t y  o f  
th e  id e a l w o m a n  in d ic a t in g  a  c h a n g e  in  g e n d e r ro le  e x p e c ta t io n s .

4 .2  H is t o r y  o f  F ig h t in g  W o m e n

C h a n g in g  t im e  h o n o re d  id e a s  a n d  t r a d i t io n s  is  n o t  e a s y , th e  b e s t w a y  to  
f a c i l i t a te  s u c h  a  c h a n g e  is  n o t  to  d iv e rg e  ra d ic a l ly  f r o m  th e  p a s t b u t  to  h ig h l ig h t  
e x a m p le s  f r o m  h is t o r y  t h a t  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  c u r r e n t  c o n c e rn . W o m e n  in  M u a y  T h a i  a re  
n o t  accep ted  in  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  v ie w  o f  th e  q u in te s s e n t ia l  T h a i  w o m a n  w h o  is  
g ra c e fu l,  b e a u t i f u l ,  a n d  m e e k . W o m e n  w h o  f ig h t  a re  n o t  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w i t h  th e  T h a i  
id e a l,  o r  a re  th e y ?
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D u r in g  th e  S u k h o th a i  p e r io d  th e re  a re  s e v e ra l e x a m p le s  o r  le g e n d s  o f  fe m a le  
w a r r io r s .  T h e  Q u e e n  m o th e r  a n d  K in g  T h a m m a ra c h a  I I I  a re  s a id  to  h a v e  g one in to  
b a t t le  to g e th e r .  A n o th e r  n o r th e r n  w o m e n  g a ve  b i r t h  w h i le  le a d in g  a n  a r m y  in  th e  
s te a d  o f  h e r  h u s b a n d , w h o  w a s  b a t t l in g  o n  a n o th e r  f r o n t  ( N a t io n a l  I d e n t i t y  B o a rd , 
1992 , p . 11).

I n  th e  R o y a l C h ro n ic le s  o f  A y u t th a y a  th e re  is  re fe re n c e  m a d e  o f  fe m a le  
s o ld ie rs .  I n  th e  c o rv e e  s y s te m  t h a t  o p e ra te d  a t  t h is  t im e  s u b je c ts  o f  th e  k in g  c o u ld  
be c a lle d  u p o n  to  s e rv e  h im  a s  w a r r io r s ,  fa rm e rs ,  la b o u re rs  e tc . I t  is  g e n e ra lly  
accep ted  t h a t  m e n  w o u ld  be c a lle d  u p o n  to  p e r fo rm  m i l i t a r y  s e rv ic e  b u t  i t  a p p e a rs  so 
to o  w e re  so m e  w o m e n .

B e y o n d  t h is  m e re  m e n t io n  o f  fe m a le  s o ld ie rs  th e r e  a re  s e v e ra l w e l l- k n o w n  
le g e n d s  o f  T h a i  w o m e n  w h o  fo u g h t  a g a in s t  th e  k in g d o m s  e n e m ie s . M o s t  re c e n t ly  th e  
le g e n d  o f  Q u e e n  S u r iy o t h a i  h a s  g a in e d  n e w  p o p u la r i ty .  T h is  le g e n d a ry  Q u e e n  is  
re m e m b e re d  in  a  m a jo r  m o t io n  p ic tu re  p ro d u c t io n ,  p o p u la r  s o n g  a n d  a  m o n u m e n ta l 
s ta tu e .  S u r iy o t h a i  w a s  th e  w ife  o f  th e  K in g  o f  A y u t th a y a  in  1 5 4 8  w h e n  th e  k in g d o m  
w a s  u n d e r  t h r e a t  f r o m  th e  B u rm e s e . L e g e n d  h a s  i t  t h a t  s h e  w e n t  o u t  in t o  b a t t le  
w i t h  h e r  h u s b a n d  a n d  d ie d  w h i le  p ro te c t in g  th e  k in g  f r o m  a n  o n c o m in g  a t ta c k e r .

T h e  is la n d  o f  P h u k e t  in  S o u th e rn  T h a i la n d  is  h o m e  to  th e  le g e n d a ry  s is te rs  
K h u n y in g  C h a n d  a n d  K h u n  M o o k .  I n  1 7 8 5  th e y  a re  s a id  to  h a v e  le d  T h a i  tro o p s  
a g a in s t  B u rm e s e  t ro o p s  a t ta c k in g  th e  is la n d .  T h e  w o m e n  fo u g h t  d is g u is e d  a s  m e n  
a n d  re p e lle d  th e  B u rm e s e  fo rc e s . T h e  k in g  b e s to w e d  u p o n  th e m  th e  h o n o r if ic  t i t le s  
o f  T o a  T e p  K s a t r i  a n d  T a o  S r i  S u n to r n  in  re c o g n it io n  o f  t h e i r  v a lo r .

A  fe m a le  o f  f ig h t in g  fa m e  is  a ls o  th e  re n o w n e d  h e ro in e  o f  th e  to w n  o f  K h o r a t  
in  N o r th e a s te r n  T h a i la n d .  K h u n y in g  M o , la t e r  k n o w n  b y  h e r  h o n o r i f ic  t i t l e  g iv e n  b y  
K in g  R a m a  I I I  as  T a o  S u ra n a re e ,  fo u g h t  a g a in s t  L a o t ia n  fo rc e s  in  1826 . T h e  L a o s  
a t ta c k e d  K h o r a t  a n d  sh e  w a s  c a p tu re d  a n d  ta k e n  p r is o n e r  b u t  sh e  escaped a n d  w e n t  
b a c k  to  K h o r a t  to  le a d  th e  T h a i  fo rc e s . T a o  S u ra n a re e  is  p o r t ra y e d  in  a m o n u m e n ta l 
s ta tu e  in  th e  to w n  o f  K h o r a t  a n d  is  th e  s u b je c t o f  a n  u p c o m in g  fe a tu re  f i lm .

T h e  w o m e n  d e s c r ib e d  ab ove  a re  th e  le g e n d a ry  in s ta n c e s  o f  f ig h t in g  T h a i  
w o m e n . T h e  re s u r r e c t io n  a n d  p o p u la r i t y  o f  th e s e  s to r ie s  c o u ld  h e lp  re d e f in e  th e  ro le  
o f  w o m e n  in  T h a i la n d .  A t  th e  v e r y  le a s t,  th e y  c o u ld  s e rv e  to  i l lu s t r a t e  t h a t  w o m e n  
c a n  f ig h t  as  w e l l  as  m e n  a n d  a re  n o t  w e a k ,  d e fe n s e le s s  f lo w e rs .
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4 .3  F e m a le  W a r r io r s  i n  T h a i  L i t e r a t u r e

T h e  s to r y  o f  P h r a  A p h a i  M a n i  w r i t t e n  b y  S u n th o n  P h u  in  th e  e a r ly  
R a t ta n a k o s in  P e r io d  p ro v id e s  e x a m p le s  o f  s t r o n g  fe m a le  c h a ra c te rs  in  ro le s  o f  
le a d e rs h ip  a n d  c o n s u l.  T h e  w o r k  h a s  b e e n  to u te d  a s  a n  in te r e s t in g  c o m m e n ta ry  o n  
th e  ro le  a n d  a b i l i t ie s  o f  w o m e n  in  s o c ie ty . H o w e v e r ,  d e s p ite  th e  fo r w a rd  lo o k in g  
a t t i t u d e  o f  c a s t in g  w o m e n  in  th e  ro le s  o f  s o ld ie r ,  r u le r ,  m i l i t a r y  s t r a te g is t  a n d  
a d v is o r  th e  w r i t e r  c le a r ly  s h o w s  t h a t  th e s e  a re  n o t  s o c ia lly  a c ce p ted  ro le s  f o r  th e  
“ good w o m a n ” . T h e  fo l lo w in g  e x c e rp ts  w i l l  e lu c id a te  t h is  p o in t .

T h e  c h a ra c te r  S u w a n n a m a l i  o f fe rs  to  h e lp  in  th e  w a r  e f fo r t :
“  I t  is  t r u e  t h a t  I  a m  a  w o m a n , b u t  I  a m  q u ite  w e l l  v e rs e d  i n  w a r  s tra te g ie s .

S h e  th e n  b o u n d  h e r  b re a s t  a n d  d o n n e d  a  s u i t  o f  d ia m o n d  a r m o r  to  d is g u is e  
h e r s e l f  a s  a  m a n  w i t h  a  s w o rd  a n d  a  d a g g e r a t ta c h e d  to  h e r  b e lt . . . ”  ( N a t io n a l  
I d e n t i t y  B o a rd ,  19 92 , p .1 2 3 -1 2 4 ).

L a t e r  i n  th e  s to r y  S u w a n n a m a l i  once a g a in  f in d s  i t  n e c e s s a ry  to  f ig h t  in  o rd e r  to  
sa v e  th e  k in g d o m  a n d  th e  m a n  sh e  lo v e s , P h r a  A p h a i M a n i :

" . . .  she  a s s u m e d  th e  g u is e  o f  a  m a n  e q u ip p e d  w i t h  b o w  a n d  a r ro w s .  H e r  f iv e  
h u n d re d s -o d d  m a id s ,  a l lw e a r in g  s o ld ie r - l ik e  tu r b a n s ,  h ig h ly  s k i l le d  in  th e  use  
o f  th e  c ro s s b o w s , w e n t  to  p a y  re sp e c ts  to  t h e i r  q u e e n  b e fo re  s e t t in g  o f f  fo r  
b a t t le ” ( N a t io n a l  I d e n t i t y  B o a rd , 1992 , p .1 2 6 ).

B o th  o f  th e s e  in s ta n c e s  th e  w o m e n  m u s t  be d is g u is e d  as m e n  b e fo re  
p e r fo rm in g  t h e i r  m a r t ia l  t a s k  s t r o n g ly  in d ic a t in g  t h a t  th e  p ra c t ic e  o f  u s in g  fe m a le  
s o ld ie rs  w a s  n o t  c o m m o n . I n  a n o th e r  v e rs e  i t  b e com e s  c le a r  t h a t  fe m a le  
p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  p h y s ic a l w a r fa r e  w a s  n o t  a c c e p ta b le ; “  T h e  c o u r t  o f f ic ia ls  to ld  W a l i  
n o t  to  v o lu n te e r  b e c a u se  f ig h t in g  w a s  n o t  a  w o m a n ’s jo b ” ( N a t io n a l  I d e n t i t y  B o a rd , 
1992 , p . 128).

T h e  c h a ra c te r  o f  W a l i ,  f u r t h e r  c h a lle n g e s  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l w is d o m  o f  th e  
v a lu e  o f  w o m e n , c h ie f ly  t h a t  v a lu e  a s c r ib e d  to  b e a u ty ,  in  h e r  a p p e a l to  k in g :

“ I  h a v e  n o t  a  b i t  o f  d o u b t a b o u t m y  u g ly  a p p e a ra n c e , b u t  k n o w le d g e , l ik e  a n  
u n b le m is h e d  d ia m o n d , is  m y  s p i r i t u a l  b e a u ty .  A m o n g  y o u r  h o s t  o f  b e a u t i fu l  
c o n c u b in e s , y o u  c a n  n e v e r  f in d  as le a rn e d  a  o n e  a s  I .  T h e  re a s o n  I  a m
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h u m b lin g  m y s e l f  b e fo re  y o u  is  t h a t  I  w a n t  y o u r  fa m e  to  s p re a d  f a r  a n d  w id e  
so t h a t  le a rn e d  m e n  in  a l l  d is c ip lin e s  w o u ld  s e e k  to  co m e  u n d e r  y o u r  
p a tro n a g e . S h o u ld  y o u  ta k e  p le a s u re  o n ly  in  b e a u ty  a n d  c a re  n o t  fo r  th e  w is e  
a n d  le a rn e d , y o u  w o u ld  be g o in g  a g a in s t  t r a d i t io n s .  I  fe a r  t h a t  th e  good m e n  
w o u ld  n e v e r  p a y  t h e i r  a lle g ia n c e  to  y o u .  P r a y  p o n d e r  u p o n  i t  i f  y o u  w e re  to  
be th e  p i l l a r  o f  th r e e  re a lm s .  A  w o m a n ’s b e a u ty ,  h o w e v e r  d e le c ta b le , is  o n ly  
th e  fu e l  f o r  th e  f la m e s  o f  p a s s io n  a n d  d e s ire s ” ( N a t io n a l  I d e n t i t y  B o a rd , 1992 ,
p .1 2 8 ).

A l th o u g h  c h a lle n g in g ,  W a l i  s t i l l  a d h e re s  to  so m e  o f  t h e  w e l l - w o r n  c lic h e s  o f  
t r a d i t io n a l  T h a i  w o m e n  in  t h a t  she  o f fe rs  h e r  a b il i t ie s  f o r  th e  u s e  o f  th e  k in g  r a th e r  
th a n  u s e  th e m  in d e p e n d e n t ly .  S h e  a ls o  a p p e a ls  to  th e  k in g s  d e s ire  to  be th e  le a d e r  
o f  o th e r  le a rn e d  a n d  good m e n , n o t  w o m e n , in d ic a t in g  th e  lo w  e s te e m  t h a t  w o m e n  
a re  h e ld  in  in te l le c t u a l ly  a n d  s o c ia lly .

T h e s e  f ic t io n a l  fe m a le  c h a ra c te rs  do n o t  d e p ic t e q u a l i t y  b e tw e e n  th e  sexes, 
b u t  th e y  do e x h ib i t  th e  a b i l i t y  o f  w o m e n  to  r is e  ab ove  t h e i r  s te re o ty p ic a l ro le s  a l l  be 
i t  a g a in s t  th e  m a le  d o m in a te d  s ta tu s  q u o . A n d  th is ,  t h e  a b i l i t y  to  c h a lle n g e  
p r e v a i l in g  n o rm s  a n d  a t t i tu d e s ,  is  th e  r e a l  c o n t r ib u t io n  o f  t h i s  s to ry  to  th e  
e m p o w e rm e n t  o f  T h a i  w o m e n .

4.4 Pollution Taboos’ Impact on Women in Muay Thai

T h e  s e m in a l w o r k ,  P u r i t y  a n d  D a n g e r a n  a n a l y s i s  o f  c o n c e p ts  o f  p o llu t io n  
a n d  ta b o o , b y  M a r y  D o u g la s  p o s tu la te s  t h a t  d i r t  is  m a t t e r  o u t  o f  p la c e . T h is  d i r t  
m a y  be s o m e th in g  a s  in c o n s e q u e n t ia l a s  b o oks  o n  th e  f lo o r  o r ,  r a th e r  m o re  
d is tre s s in g ,  b lo o d  o u ts id e  th e  b o d y . T h e  second  fo r m  o f  d i r t  h a s  p ro v e n  to  be th e  
fo u n d a t io n  o f  p o w e r ,  r i t u a l  a n d  p o llu t io n .

T h e  b o d y  is  p ro m u lg a te d  as  a  m o d e l o f  a l l  o th e r  s y s te m s . M a r g in a l  asp ec ts  o f  
th e  b o d y  s u c h  a s  b o d ily  f lu id s  a n d  b o d y  p a r in g s  m a y  be c o n s t ru e d  to  c o n ta in  p o w e r 
d u e  to  t h e i r  p o l lu t in g  q u a l i t y  in h e r e n t  in  th e  fa c t  t h a t  t h e y  a re  o f  th e  b o d y  b u t  n o  
lo n g e r  p a r t  o f  i t .  M a n y  c u ltu re s  h a v e  c re a te d  ta b o o s  a g a in s t  s u c h  m a r g in a l 
s u b s ta n c e s  a n d  p e o p le  as  a  m e a n s  o f  d a n g e r a v o id a n c e . W o m e n  h a v e  ty p ic a l ly  b een 
th e  fo c u s  o f  th e s e  ta b o o s  d u e  to  t h e i r  m o n th ly  m e n s t r u a t io n .  M e n s t r u a l  b lood  is  
d e e m e d  a  d a n g e ro u s  p o l lu t in g  s u b s ta n c e  a n d  s in c e  i t  is  im p o s s ib le  f o r  a  m a n  to  k n o w
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w h e n  a w o m a n  is  m e n s t r u a t in g  th e  s o lu t io n  is  to  r e s t r ic t  w o m e n  f ro m  a n y  a re n a  
w h e re  th e y  m ig h t  u n c o n s c io u s ly  c re a te  a  t h r e a t .  I n  th e  case o f  M u a y  T h a i ,  w o m e n  
a re  e x e m p t f r o m  m a le  r in g s ,  as th e y  a re  b e lie v e d  to  n e g a te  th e  m a g ic a l p ro te c t iv e  
p ro p e r t ie s  o f  th e  s i te  a n d  a l l  o th e r  m a g ic  p a ra p h e r n a l ia  a c c o m p a n y in g  th e  m a le  
f ig h te r .

4.5 The Socio-Economic Context

4 .5 .1  I n d u s t r ia l iz a t io n

T h e  p ro c e ss  o f  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  t h a t  to o k  p lac e  in  T h a i la n d  in  th e  1 9 6 0 ’s w a s  
th e  im p e tu s  f o r  g re a t  s o c ia l c h a n g e . P a n i t  p o in ts  o u t  t h a t  m a jo r  c h a n g e s  in  jo b  
o p p o r tu n it ie s  b ro u g h t  a b o u t  b y  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  in  th e  1 9 6 0 ’s b ro u g h t  w o m e n  o u t  o f  
t h e i r  h o m e s  a n d  fa r m s  a n d  o n to  th e  fa c to ry  f lo o r  to  w o r k  a s  u n s k i l le d  la b o u r  (1 9 9 9 , 
p .3 ). F e m a le  w o r k e r s  w e re  c h e a p e r t h a n  m e n  a n d  w e re  i n  g re a t  d e m a n d . F o r m e r ly  
a  w o m a n ’s p la c e  h a d  b e e n  a t  h o m e . T h e y  w e re  d e sc rib e d  as  " . . .  h ig h ly  re sp e c te d  
m o th e rs .  T h e y  w e re  p r o f ic ie n t  in  d o m e s tic  a r t s  a n d  w e re  e x p e c te d  to  r e a r  c h ild re n ,  
r e m a in  f a i t h f u l  to  th e  h u s b a n d  a n d  d e v o te d  to  th e  c a re  o f  th e  h o m e ”  (P a d il la ,  1974 ,
p .2 ).

B y  th e  m id -1 9 7 0 ’s P a d i l la  o b s e rv e d  t h a t  th e  “ . . . im p a c t  o f  w e s te rn  c iv i l iz a t io n  
a n d  e d u c a t io n  a n d  e c o n o m ic  o p p o r tu n it ie s  h a s  ra d ic a l ly  c h a n g e d  th e  s o c ia l a n d  
e c o n o m ic  s i t u a t io n  i n  B a n g k o k  a n d  th e  c o m m e rc ia liz e d  re g io n s  o f  th e  c o u n t r y ” 
(1 9 7 4 , p .3 ). A s  in d ic a te d  h e re , th e  a d o p t io n  o f  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  a ls o  m e a n t  th e  
im p o r ta t io n  o f  w e s te r n  id e a s . O n e  o f  th e s e  id e a s  w a s  w o m e n ’s l ib e r a t io n .

T h e  1 9 7 0 ’s s a w  th e  r is e  o f  th e  f e m in is t  m o v e m e n t in  T h a i la n d  e s p e c ia lly  in  
th e  y e a rs  o f  d e m o c ra c y  f r o m  1 9 7 3 *1 9 7 6 . W o m e n ’s l ib e r a t io n  m o v e m e n t  in  T h a i la n d  
w a s  d ir e c t ly  in f lu e n c e d  b y  th e  w e s t  as  e x p l ic i t ly  d e p ic te d  b y  th e  re fe re n c e  to  w e s te rn  
f e m in is t  s u c h  as  S im o n e  de B e a u v o ir ,  M a r g a r e t  M e a d , a n d  B e t t y  F r ie d e n  in  th e  
19 76  p u b lic a t io n ,  T h a i W o m e n , b y  th e  N a t io n a l  C o u n c il o f  W o m e n  o f  T h a ila n d .  
( M a t ta n i ,  1988 , p .1 1 9 ) T h e  p o e m , I  a m  a  H u m a n  B e in g ,  b y  K a n la y a  in  t h a t  
p u b lic a t io n  e x p re s s e d  th e  v ie w  o f  so m e  T h a i  w o m e n  t h a t  th e  t im e  fo r  e q u a l i t y  w a s
com e.
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I a m  a  h u m a n  b e in g  
l a m  n o t  a  f lo w e r .
I a m  a  h u m a n  b e in g  
W ith  s e n s e s ,
W ith  a  f i g h t in g  s p i r i t  

A s  s t r o n g  a s  y o u r s .

I a m  a  h u m a n  b e in g  
B e c a u s e  I  c a n  s e e ,
I  f e e l  p a in ,
I  s u f f e r ,
I  h a v e  a  s o u l.
I a m  n o t  a  f lo w e r .
T e l l  e v e r y  o n e , 
d o  u n d e r s ta n d .

I  w i l l  t e l l  y o u
W h e n  y o u  S g h t, I  f ig h t .
W h e n  y o u  f a l l ,  I  w i l l  l i f f y o u  u p .
W h e n  y o u  r u n , I  w i l l  l e a d  w i th  th e  f la g .

o, F u tu r e ,
Y o u  w i l l  p r o v e  t h a t  
I a m  a  l e a d e r
E q u a l  t o  y o u , w a lk in g  s h o u ld e r  to  s h o u ld e r  w i th  y o u . (  M a t t a n i  1988 : 119)

T h e  s p o r t iz a t io n  o f  m a n y  f o lk  g a m e s  in  E u ro p e  o c c u rre d  w i t h  th e  r is e  o f  
in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n ,  a n d  th o u g h  i t  w o u ld  be u n w is e  to  d ir e c t ly  c o r re la te  th e  tw o  e v e n ts , 
i t  is  o f  re le v a n c e  to  s u g g e s t t h a t  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  a m o n g  o th e r  fa c to rs  c o n tr ib u te d  to  
th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  s p o r t iz a t io n  (D u n n in g ,  1999). T h e  p u s h  f o r  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  in  
T h a i la n d  d u r in g  th e  1 9 6 0 ’s a n d  7 0 ’s a ffe c te d  M u a y  T h a i  a n d  th o s e  w h o  s o u g h t to  
p a r t ic ip a te  in  th e  s p o r t ;  n a m e ly  w o m e n .
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W o m e n , d u e  to  m o d e rn iz a t io n  a n d  in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n ,  m o v e d  o u t  o f  th e  h o m e  
s p h e re  a n d  b e c a m e  m o re  a c t iv e  in  e c o n o m ic  p u r s u it s .  M u a y  T h a i ,  in  i t ’s 
t r a n s fo rm e d  s ta te  o f  s p o r t  w a s  y e t  a n o th e r  o p p o r tu n it y  f o r  e c o n o m ic  g a in . W o m e n  
w e re  o f te n  fo rc e d  to  use  t h e i r  p h y s ic a l c a p ita l  i n  th e  n e w  m a te r ia l is m  t h a t  g rip p e d  
T h a i la n d ,  to  p ro v id e  f o r  t h e i r  fa m i l ie s  in  r u r a l  a re a s  w h e re  c a s h  w a s  in f r e q u e n t ly  a t  
h a n d  a n d  d e p e n d a n t u p o n  th e  c y c lic a l n a tu r e  o f  a g r ic u l tu r a l  l i f e .  W o m e n  w e re  o f te n  
s e n t  b y  t h e i r  f a m i l ie s  to  w o r k  as  p r o s t i tu te s  in  th e  u r b a n  c e n te rs  p a r t ic u la r ly  
B a n g k o k .  M u a y  T h a i  c o u ld  p ro v id e  a n o th e r  m e a n s  o f  u s in g  th e  b o d y  to  o b ta in  cash. 
I n  th e  w o rd s  o f  o n e  M u a y  T h a i  p ro m o te r  in  th e  1 9 7 0 ’s, m a k in g  a n  h o n o u ra b le  l iv in g  
in  th e  r in g  w a s  p re fe ra b le  to  b e c o m in g  a  p r o s t i t u te  (S to c k m a n n ,  1979 , p .2 0 ). 
A c c o rd in g  to  th e  s h o r t  s to ry ,  T h e  F if th  T r a in  T r ip , p r e v io u s ly  d isc u sse d  in  th e  
s e c tio n  o n  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  s o c ia liz a t io n ,  m a n y  T h a i  w o m e n  e n te re d  p r o s t i t u t io n  
d u r in g  t h is  p e r io d  k n o w in g ly  to  p ro v id e  th e  m a te r ia l  w e a lt h  t h e i r  f a m il ie s  exp ec ted  
in  th e  n e w  in d u s t r ia l  e ra  (S u v a n n a ,  1992 ).

N o t  lo n g  a f t e r  w o m e n  e n te re d  th e  r in g  in  th e  la te  1 9 6 0 ’s, th e y  d is a p p e a re d  
a g a in .  D u r in g  th e  p e r io d  o f  d e m o c ra c y  f r o m  1 9 7 3 -1 9 7 6 , w o m e n ’s M u a y  T h a i  w a s  a 
p h e n o m e n a  t h a t  w a s  k n o w n  to  T h a i  s o c ie ty . A  fe m a le  f ig h t  w a s  n a t io n a l ly  te le v is e d  
in  1 9 7 3  fo r  th e  f i r s t  t im e  a f t e r  a  in t e r n a t io n a l  f ig h t  b e tw e e n  A h  a n d  N o r to n  
(S to c k m a n n ,  19 79 , p .2 0 ). M i l l io n s  o f  T h a i  v ie w e rs  s a w  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  
p ra c t ic io n e rs  in  a c t io n .  H o w e v e r  as th e  d e m o c ra t ic  p e r io d  c a m e  to  a n  e n d , T h a i  
s o c ie ty  s h if te d  to  th e  r ig h t  a n d  t h is  in c lu d e d  a  b a c k la s h  a g a in s t  th e  w e s t 
p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  บ . ร . A .  a  c o n t in u in g  re a c t io n  to  th e  in v o lv e m e n t  o f  บ . ร .  t ro o p s  in  th e  
V ie tn a m  W a r  s in c e  p e r io d  p r io r  to  th e  d e m o c ra t ic  e ra . T h a i la n d  re je c te d  w h a t  i t  
s a w  as  w e s te rn  v a lu e s  in c lu d in g  th e  m o re  e x t re m e  v e rs io n s  o f  fe m in is m .  P a r t  a n d  
p a rc e l o f  t h is  w a s  th e  s t r e n g h te n in g  o f  th e  fe m a le  p h y s ic a l b o d y . T h e  a u d ie n c e , 
w h ic h  h a d  in c lu d e d  บ . ร .  s e rv ic e m e n , a n d  in te r e s t  in  fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  w a n e d  an d  
w o m e n ’s M u a y  T h a i  c o n t in u e d  o n  in  s m a ll  v e n u e s  th r o u g h o u t  th e  c o u n t r y  u n n o tic e d  
fo r  s e v e ra l d ecad es u n t i l  th e  re c e n t  r e v iv a l  in  th e  la te  1 9 9 0 ’s.

4 .5 .2  G lo b a l iz a t io n

S in c e  th e  1 9 9 0 ’s, th e  p h e n o m e n a  o f  g lo b a liz a t io n ,  m u c h  m a lig n e d  a n d  i l l  
d e fin e d , h a s  re c e iv e d  s ig n if ic a n t  a t te n t io n  in  th e  m e d ia , a c a d e m ia , a n d  s o c ie ty (s ) a t
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la rg e . G lo b a l iz a t io n  a c c o rd in g  to  H o rn e ,  “ . . .d e n o te s  a  b ro a d  p ro c e ss  in  w h ic h  
m a r k e ts ,  t r a d e  , la b o u r  r e la t io n s  a n d  c u ltu r e  i t s e l f  h a v e  a t ta in e d  g lo b a l d im e n s io n s , 
t h a t  is  1 th e  fo r m s  o f  o r g a n iz a t io n s  t h a t  c o n n e c t th e m  h a v e  a  g lo b a l c h a r a c te r '(1 9 9 9 , 
p .2 7 6 ) . S a id  p h e n o m e n a  w a s  b la m e d  fo r  b o th  th e  e c o n o m ic  c ra s h  in  T h a i la n d  in  
1 9 9 7  a n d  th e  fo l lo w in g  m e ltd o w n  o f  th e  A s ia n  t ig e rs .  A  g lo b a liz e d  e c o n o m y , 
h o w e v e r ,  a f fe c ts  m o re  t h a n  j u s t  th e  s to c k  m a r k e t  o f  a n y  g iv e n  c o u n try .  T h e  
in te g r a t io n  o f  e c o n o m ie s  a n d  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  g lo b a l m a k e ts  a n d  t ra d e  a ffe c ts  
c u ltu re s  in  m a n y  a re a s ; i t ’s m u c h  m o re  t h a n  th e  a v a i la b i l i t y  o f  C o C a  C o la  a n d  o th e r  
m u l t i  n a t io n a l  n a m e  b ra n d s  in  lo c a l m a r k e ts .  S ag e  n o te s  t h a t ,  “ S p o r t in g  p ra c tic e s  
t h a t  h a v e  lo n g  e x is te d  i n  n a t io n a l  c u ltu re s  a n d  c o m m u n it ie s  a re  n o  lo n g e r  is o la te d  
f r o m  g lo b a l c h a n g e s . T h e y ,  to o , h a v e  b ecom e a n  in t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  th e  g lo b a lis e d  
e c o n o m ic  a n d  c u l t u r a l  w o r ld ,  a n d  w id e n in g  g lo b a l in te rd e p e n d e n c y  is  p ro fo u n d ly  
in f lu e n c in g  t r a d i t io n a l  s p o r ts  p ra c tic e s  a n d  v a lu e s  “ (2 0 0 2 , p .2 2 6 ) .

M u a y  T h a i  is  a  g ro w in g  in t e r n a t io n a l  s p o r t.  T h e r e  a re  M u a y  T h a i  t r a in in g  
f a c i l i t ie s  in  o v e r  1 0 0  c o u n tr ie s .  T h e  n u m b e r  o f  w e b  s ite s  o n  th e  to p ic  o f  M u a y  T h a i  is  
s ta g e r in g ,  h o s te d  f r o m  n a t io n s  a ro u n d  th e  w o r ld  b u t  p r e d o m in a t ly  f r o m  w e s te rn  
c o u n t r ie s  s u c h  as  B r i t a in ,  A m e r ic a ,  C a n a d a , A u s t r a l ia ,  a n d  F in la n d ( a  c o u n t r y  t h a t  
h a s  u n p re c e d e n te d  success w i t h  i t s ’ fe m a le  M u a y  T h a i  te a m ) .  T h e  W M T C ’s (W o r ld  
M u a y th a i  C o u n c il) ,  lo c a te d  in  B a n g k o k ,  s lo g a n  is  ‘O n e  W o r ld ,  O n e  M u a y th a i ’ . T h e  
a n n u a l  W o r ld  A m a t e u r  M u a y  T h a i  T o u r n a m e n t  h o s te d  a s  m a n y  a s  5 4  c o m p e te in g  
n a t io n s  in  1 9 9 7  ( “M B  S to r y ” A v a i la b le  f ro m
h t tp : / /w w w .m u a y th a i . f i / e n g l is h /m b s to r y .h tm ) .  I n  w e s te r n  c o u n tr ie s ,  w o m e n  
p a r t ic ip a te  in  M u a y  T h a i  a s  th e y  w o u ld  in  a n y  o th e r  s p o r t ,  a  r e s u l t  o f  th e  w o m e n ’s 
l ib e r a t io n  m o v e m e n t  p ro m o t in g  e q u a l access a n d  o p p o r tu n i t y  i n  a l l  a re a s  o f  s o c ie ty .

T h e  g lo b a l iz a t io n  o f  M u a y  T h a i  h a s  b ro u g h t  n e w  c h a lle n g e s  to  th e  lo c a l, 
h o m e  g ro w n  v a r ie t y  o f  th e  s p o r t .  H a rg re a v e s  e x p la in s  t h a t ,  “  ... t h e  t r a n s fo r m a t io n  
o f  n a t io n -b a s e d  s p o r t  in t o  g lo b a lis e d  s p o r t  m a y  h e lp  s t im u la te  n a t io n a l  s e n t im e n t  
a n d  p ro v id e  a  r a l l y in g  p o in t  a ro u n d  w h ic h  i t  c a n  be re in fo rc e d  a n d  re c o n s tru c te d .. .  
h o w e v e r  . ..  g lo b a liz e d  s p o r t . . . is  d e - te r r i to r ia l is e d ,  m a k in g  i t  m o re  p ro b le m a tic  fo r  
p e o p le  to  id e n t i f y  w i t h  i t  a s  a n  e x p re s s io n  o f  t h e i r  n a t io n ”  (2 0 0 2 , p .3 3 -34 ). T h e  T h a i  
c o n s t ru c t io n  o f  fe m a le  g e n d e r ro le s  p re c lu d e s  th e  in v o lv e m e n t  o f  w o m e n  in  s u c h  a n  
a g g re s s iv e , p h y s ic a l s p o r t  s u c h  a s  M u a y  T h a i .  D u e  to  th e  in te r n a t io n a l  in v o lv e m e n t  
o f  w e s te rn  a n d  a ls o  m a n y  J a p a n e s e  w o m e n  in  c o m p e t it iv e  M u a y  T h a i ,  i t  h a s  becom e

http://www.muaythai.fi/english/mbstory.htm
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a matter of honour to field Thai women in Muay Thai competitions. The desire to 
defend Thai supremacy in their national sport has transcended the taboos and 
cultural constructs which limit the opportunities of women in Muay Thai.

The impact of globalization on women’s Muay Thai is supported by the 
information obtained in my research. Media reports that women are being recruited 
to contend with the increasing number of foreign females that come to Thailand to 
practice and learn the sport in its’ homeland. Interview subjects had fought with 
foreign opponents and had traveled overseas to compete. I observed many mixed, 
Thai versus foreigner, female matches at the World Amateur Muay Thai 
Tournament in August of 2002. And a rule was promulgated at the time of that 
tournament that from then on, all World Amateur Muay Thai Tournaments would 
have a female contingent. The 2002 tournament was also the first to sponsor the 
use of female referees.

The increase in demand for female Muay Thai fighters has resulted in a 
break down of the taboos that have restricted womens’ participation in the sport 
over the last 30 years. In my field work, all informants reported training with men 
and in the same ring. One informant even fought competitively with a man. This 
change in attitudes towards women in Muay Thai is not universal; the major 
stadiums in Bangkok and many Muay Thai training facilities continue to ban 
women from entering a ring used by men. Therefore it seems that the persistence of 
the taboo against women in the ring is a matter of preference in individual cases, 
institutions and camps.

4.6 Impacts on Women’s’ Muay Thai

Taboos restricting women seem only to be upheld by conservative elements, 
people who wish to retain the traditional aspects of Muay Thai which includes the 
exclusion of women from the ring, within Muay Thai. Taboos are ignored in 
international Muay Thai competitions an example being the recent World Amateur 
Muay Thai Competition held in Bangkok this past August 2002. During this event 
female fights were held in a ring which was later the venue for male competitors on 
the same day.
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The taboos themselves are a historical relic of the early days of 
modernization in Thailand. Although the restriction of women in the Muay Thai 
ring is often cited as a traditional practice this is a fallacy as the ring itself has only 
been in use since the 1930’s, therefore, if it is a tradition, it is a new one. According 
to the theory of Mary Douglas, I posit that the pollution taboo restricting women 
from the Muay Thai ring was a reaction to modernization, which created an attack 
on form that has been shown by Douglas as a source of pollution danger. The form 
being attacked is that of a male dominated and hierarchical social structure. 
Furthermore, women have been seen as a source of pollution danger in other Thai 
social arenas such as the Sangha (community of Buddhist monks) hence the concept 
of the polluting female was already an established paradigm before it was applied to 
the Muay Thai ring.

Women made forays into the ring in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s for the 
first time. The socio-economic context of this era lead women to pursue economic 
activities that they had previously been unable to participate in. Industrialization 
in Thailand created the need for a large unskilled work force that tapped into the 
female population. It soon became the norm for women to expand their interest 
beyond the home and into the cash economy. As industrialization spread in 
Thailand it was accompanied by other western ideas such as the womens’ liberation 
movement. The empowerment of women, the call for gender equality, and the need 
for women to use their bodies as physical capital resulted in some women entering 
Muay Thai at this time. However, under the rule of military dictatorships in 
Thailand from 1976 onward, the profile and proliferation of womens’ Muay Thai 
floundered and was removed from the public domain continuing only in small 
remote pockets until the recent resurgence beginning in the mid 1990’s.

According to Hargreaves, “ political elites in the constituent states of the new 
world order have, for some considerable time, tended to intervene in and to promote 
sport as an important instrument for the creation of a sense of national identity and 
as a way of enhancing their state-nation’s prestige and influence internationally 
(2002, p.32). This can be applied to the sport of Muay Thai in Thailand which is 
often promoted as the only unbeatable martial art form. This claim is supported by 
matches commonly called ‘Battle of the Styles’ in which a practitioner of another 
form of martial art is pitted against a student of Muay Thai.
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In the 1990’s the globalization of Muay Thai brought about the need to find, 

train, and support female Muay Thai competitors in Thailand due to the many 
foreign women who were partcipating in the sport both internationally and within 
Thailand. The authorities promoting Muay Thai as an international sport eschewed 
the taboos and cultural traditions against women in Muay Thai in order to secure 
Thai prestige in this their national sport. The increase in the participation of Thai 
women in Muay Thai is clearly linked to the promotion of Muay Thai globally and 
the resulting nescessity to field female opponents internationally.

Now that Muay Thai has become an option for women, the question their 
motivation for entering the sport had to be examined. According to my reserch, 
women enter Muay Thai mainly as an economic activity. This point is clearly 
illustrated by the fact that one informant left the sport after deciding she could 
make more money as a food vendor. In addition to this, the demands of Muay Thai 
training limit the possibility of pursuing any other occupation at the same time.

Finally, female fighters largely ignore Thai gender roles to the extent that 
one of the female fighters interviewed was a “Tom” in an openly lesbian relationship. 
Many informants also described themselves as fat and none of them included beauty 
in their physical self-description. Beauty and motherhood are both key factors of the 
Thai female gender stereotype. The informants did not include in their future plans 
marriage or children but instead the opening of their own Muay Thai gyms, bids for 
the Olympics, and international boxing fame.
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