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GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE IN THAI ROMANTIC/LOVE FILMS
WACHIRA JANTHONG 4936560 SHMS/M
M.A. (MEDICAL AND HEALTH SOCIAL SCIENCES)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: PIMPAWUN BOONMONGKON ,Ph.D.,
KANOKWAN THARAWAN, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

In this study, gender-based structural and cultural violence against women,
and women’s reactions to such violence, were evaluated in Thai romantic comedy
films. Qualitative methodologies, informed by critical semiotic analysis and
postmodern/poststructural feminist perspectives, were used to textually analyze 3 Thai
romantic comedies issued in 2007 and 2009. The following three films were selected,
based on their high popularity and box-office returns: The Bedside Detective (2007),
Bangkok Traffic Love Story (2009), and 32 December Love Error (2009). Data were
collected from the text and the script of each film, including the behaviour of their
characters during various scenes.

Various types of gender-based cultural violence against women were
observed: 1) ‘Othering’ single women, 2) characteristics of courtship, 3) idealization
of virginity, 4) reducing women’s bodies to mere offspring producing machines, 5)
femininity being linked to lack of pre-marital sexuality, 6) women and narrow
discourses of romantic love, 7) positing sexual innocence as a precondition of being a
good woman, 8) legitimizing men’s unfaithfulness, 8) disrespect toward minor wives,
9) lack of attractiveness of the major wife and the desirability of the minor wife, 11)
jealousy and possessiveness, 12) viewing that women’s bodies must be sexually
attractive, and 13) romantic love and the idolization of men.

Types of structural violence were also perceived, namely: 1) mainstream
views of sexuality and control of nonmainstream sexualities, 2) oppression of women
in private sector workplaces operating under materialistic capitalism, and 3)
traditionalist views of “men’s and women’s occupations.’

Though both cultural and structural types of sexual bias and myths
supporting gender-based violence against women were encountered, the women
portrayed in these films didn’t always agree to be victimized, but had a variety of
responses to such violence, whether resisting, having suspicions about, negotiating
with, or even opposing it, as could be seen from both their way of thinking and their
actions. This underlines that though there is subtle oppression by power, there is also
resistance of such power through using one’s agency.

KEYWORDS: GENDER / SEXUALITY/ GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE/ STRUCTURAL
VIOLENCE / CULTURAL VIOLENCE / SEMIOTICS / MYTHS
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GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE IN THAI ROMANTIC/LOVE FILMS

WACHIRA JANTHONG 4936560 SHMS/M

M.A. (HEALTH SOCIAL SCIENCE)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE : PIMPAWUN BOONMONGKON, Ph.D.,
KANOKWAN THARAWAN, Ph.D.

EXTENDED SUMMARY

1. Background and Rationale

At present, the Thai society places emphasis on and continuously
organizes campaigns preventing or solving violence against women through various
types of media. Despite this effort, violence against women, be it physical,
psychological and sexual, are regularly reported in the newspaper cover page as well
as on the Internet and the websites of various news agencies. This means the problem
is still prevalent in every society around the world, the Thai society being no
exception. Not surprisingly, the subjects of violence against women are usually men
close to them, their husband, boyfriend and friends, for instance. In addition, physical
violence is the form of violence mostly covered.

However, in the media very little has been addressed regarding structural
and cultural violence against women. Structural violence occurs when one is
victimized by social structures and institutions that lay down individual roles in such a
way that creates a discrepancy between human potential and their actual state of being.
Cultural violence, in contrast, results from basic assumptions, values, social values and
systems of views and beliefs passed on from generation to generation that create
inequality between men and women. Apparently, violence against women can be

considered to be linked to both social and cultural structures. Therefore, it can happen
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to women in any age group, from any social class, with any educational level, and
from any culture.

In the Thai society, women also suffer from the two types of violence
mentioned above. Its social structure and culture often legitimize the subjects of
violence, resulting in the persistence of their myths about violence some of which are
accumulated through their personal life experiences. One example of the myths they
seem to hold is that violence against women is not uncommon. Furthermore, the
subjects of violence may have acquired gender-related myths that the society has
constructed by stereotyping men’s and women’s gender roles as well as determining
the inferiority of women to men. As a consequence, women become powerless, lose
control over their body, and ultimately are targets of violence in various forms.

Myths about violence against women are frequently produced, reproduced,
constructed, embedded and hidden in the media. Furthermore, producers (i.e. message
senders) and viewers (or message recipients) may be unaware of, ignore or even
absorb those myths. Whichever the case, the unfortunate result is that they are never
questioned, or familiarized or even normalized, making violence against women
legitimate and predominant in the Thai society in every period of history.

Particularly in the present era of cultural industry, the mass media are an
important mechanism filtering culture to society (Kanjana Kaewthep, 1996: 10). There
are various forms of media from which the consumer can choose. Among these, films
can be considered a type of popular media that are easily accessible by a large group
of audience. One phenomenon in Thailand is that films have gained increasing
popularity due to their being sources of entertainment. Furthermore, films, a field of
art, not only provides worldview and cultural meanings, but also links the scenes on
the screen to viewers, relates the imagination in fictions to culture in reality and bind
forms/contents and human ideologies together (Graeme Turner, 1993: 42, cited in
Kamjohn Louiyapong and Somsuk Hinviman, 2009: 56).

To explore the representations/images in films, postmodern/poststructuralist
concepts are particularly useful tools that can be adapted to suit the unclear boundary
between those representations/images and reality in society. Moreover, postmodern/
poststructuralist academics often employ various types of media as their subjects. It is

believed that should postmodernism/poststructuralism be applied to investigate



o

UNAINGIAY UHINGBIUTAA AfLu. (FanusnansmIuwnduas amIugy) / 125

violence against women, the root cause of the problem can be revealed more clearly.
The dimensions of representations in the media that can be analyzed include the
construction of structural and symbolic violence, gender, gender-based violence and
gender-power relations that legitimize violence against women. The application of
postmodern/poststructuralist concepts in the present research can be said to be both
interesting and challenging.

Films construct and present a set of facts to a large number of viewers, thus
having a widespread and great influence on society. Hence, this study selected several
sides of women experiencing violence that were presented in films as well as direct
and indirect forms of oppression. The violence examined did not only include explicit
violence but also covered structural and cultural violence that were embedded through
signs and symbolic systems. Although affected, the women in the films might or
might not be aware of the violence in their life, or in some cases, they might even be
the subjects of violence, sadly against themselves. The challenge of this task lied in
how to indicate that most people’s ignorance about and lack of awareness of violence
against women resulted from its subtle representation in popular media, the
mainstream media the majority of them consumes in every aspect of their life.

Contemporary Thai films were selected as case studies of the lives of women
and people that were subject to violence. Only textual and content analyses were
conducted to reveal the construction of the views of the women in the films with
regards to violence against their life; their perception, absorption and acceptance of as
well as conflicts caused by violence; and their negotiation, fight or resistance against
violence they were encountering.

It should be noted, however, that the present research did not aim to create a
new set of facts. Rather, its objective was to deconstruct some facts about violence
against women that were embedded in people’s views. It also sought to show the
power groups that this set of facts legitimized.

It is believed that the Thai society still have “myths and views” presented in
films and various media that cultivate, encourage and legitimize the root cause of
violence against individuals, making the problem a chronic physical issue affecting all
lives, particularly those of women. If all are aware of and help to deconstruct these
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contributing factors, the incidence of violence women are suffering from will reduce

to a certain extent.

2. Objectives of the Study

1) To analyze the occurrence of gender-based structural and cultural
violence against women in the form of myth-induced signs constructed in films.

2) To analyze the types of women’s reactions to gender-based violence,
including acceptance, conformity, conflicts, disagreement, negotiation or resistance, at

both the level of thought and the level of practice.

3. Scope of the Study, Samples and Data Collection

This study analyzed Thai romantic comedy films, using purposive
sampling. The criteria for the selection of samples were as follows. First, only the
romantic comedies shown in cinemas between 2007 and 2009 were included. Second,
they had to make a high level of revenues and be rated as most popular. Based on
these criteria, three films were selected, namely The Bedside Detective (2007),
Bangkok Traffic Love Story (2009) and 32 December Love Error (2009).

The data collection began with the selection of the messages for examination,
which were decided to consist of the texts and contents of the films. These were
gathered by viewing the films in the cinema and from VCD/DVD before the scripts,
dialogues and contexts were transcribed again in detail. Also, information regarding
their texts and contents were collected from supplementary documents provided on the

Internet.

4. Research Methodology and Data Analysis

The present study is qualitative documentary research. A textual analysis
of the films was conducted in order to obtain a thorough understanding of the language
and signs reflecting gender-based structural and cultural violence against women
presented in them. A poststructuralist critical semiotic approach was followed.

The analysis involved only one component of the communication process,

i.e. the text/content. The textual analysis was conducted to explore meaning systems,
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values and sociocultural structures with respect to gender and sexuality. In spite of
their differences, gender and sexuality were believed to be so closely interrelated that
the latter could not be eliminated from the scope of this study. Additionally, the
research also investigated other forms of connotation that were embedded and present
in the texts/contents in the plots of the films, including scenes, dialogues, facial
expressions, gestures, ad pictures, theme songs, as well as each film’s unique

components.

5. Results
The results of this research, which was conducted to analyze gender- and
sexuality-based structural and cultural violence in three Thai romantic comedies

including women’s reactions to violence, were as follows.

5.1 Gender- and Sexuality-based Cultural Violence

The gender- and sexuality-based cultural violence involved the following
ISsues:

1) *Othering’ of single women. Single women were constructed to be
different from others, particularly those in a group sharing a similar culture and
lifestyle, as well as incomplete individuals, reflecting the view about a marriage that it
was important and meaningful to women’s lives. Furthermore, due to the belief that a
traditional marriage was supposed to occur only once in a lifetime, their wedding day
was considered to be of utmost importance.

2) Custom of matched courtship. This custom showed that a marriage or
the development of a relationship between two persons, i.e. the young couples in the
films examined, became a social and family issue rather than what mattered between
them in terms of their intimacy and passion.

3) ldealization of virginity. The connotation of such idealization was that
women who had no premarital sexual intercourse would be viewed as normal and
desirable by men.

4) Reducing women’s bodies to mere offspring producing machines. The
value of their bodies was reduced to that of mere offspring producing machines or just

mothers of men’s children. This led to an ultimate expectation regarding women’s role
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as wives. Moreover, their characteristics and qualities were evaluated based only on
their sexual organs.

5) Femininity being linked to the lack of premarital sex. Femininity was
constructed in such a way that women had to be innocent about sexual issues and so
had to avoid them. They could not dare talking about sex-related topics or sexual
intercourse. Also, the construction of femininity as linked or not linked to sex
portrayed ideal men as not being involved with pornography or erotic media because
these were signs associated with negative values/myths of being obsessed with sex.

6) Women and narrow discourses of romantic love. This set of thoughts/
beliefs about love caused women to suffer their own romantic feelings. Also shown by
this issue was the fact that the influence of love could turn a powerful individual into a
powerless one.

7) Positing sexual innocence as a precondition of being a good woman.
The society had constructed expectations regarding decent, desirable women who had
to be sweet, gentle, polite and sexually innocent. As a result, some women had to
change their self and identity in order that the men with whom they were in love
would love them in return and that they would conform to social expectations.

8) Views on sexuality and the legitimization of men’s unfaithfulness. Men
were often legitimized by the society to have more than one partner. This was created
through myths about “flirtatious guys’/*bad boys’ that they were charming, exciting
and attractive. The legitimization of men’s unfaithfulness was a type of cultural
violence against women as it not only subordinated women but also made become
insecure since they became just men’s choices. Unfortunately, the women who might
not suffer from men’s having several partners were those who could accept their
untruthful behavior.

9) Disrespect toward minor wives. Sins and virtues according to religious
discourses were used to justify and encourage disrespect toward minor wives. They
were considered to violate the third precept, abstinence from sexual misconduct. They
were also condemned as sinners who deprived other people of their happiness in life
and family. This set of facts stigmatized and devalued minor wives as well as elevated
disrespect toward them.
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10) Representation of the lack of attractiveness of the major wife and the
desirability of the minor wife. The depictions in the films often presented major wives
in marked contrast to minor wives. The former were illustrated as less desirable, less
attractive and uglier than the latter in almost all aspects. Consequently, people might
have absorbed these representations and understood that owing to their unpleasant
appearance, major wives’ husband had to desert them for more beautiful and attractive
minor wives. All this could be seen as emphasizing and reproducing gender- and
sexuality-based cultural violence.

11) Jealousy and possessiveness. The behavior of major wives was always
reproduced to involve jealousy and possessiveness, despite the fact that the
relationship between a man and a woman or between a husband and a wife was very
complicated and subject to many more contributing factors than these such as gender-
power relations, access to resources, beliefs about sex, and gender roles.

12) Desirable and sexually attractive women’s bodies. The words,
language, facial expressions and body gestures of the men in the films often showed
only a fixed type of desirable and sexually attractive women’s bodies. This devalued
women whose body was not in accord with mainstream views regarding what
constituted pleasant physical characteristics

13) Romantic love discourses and the idealization of men. The process of
legitimizing men’s dominance over women led to power differences inherent in their
relationship. The influence of romantic love discourses caused the majority of women
to accept, defer to and do everything for their idealized men. Additionally, they were
willing to be trapped in a relationship in which their power was lost without
questioning or considering men’s flaws, which were frequently concealed by the
influence of romantic love discourses. Their deference also encroached on their
decision-making and ability to discriminate what was good and right from what was
bad and wrong.

5.2 Gender- and Sexuality-based Structural Violence
The following are the issues pertaining to gender- and sexuality-based

structural violence.
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1) Mainstream views on sexuality and control of non-mainstream
sexuality. The representations of adolescent sex, except that in the context of a
marriage, as a wrongful conduct that had to be dealt with were reproduced. Only when
it followed a traditional marriage would it be considered righteous.

2) Oppression of women in private sector workplaces operating under
materialistic capitalism. In materialistic capitalism, women’s bodies were used in
product demonstrations. This economic system could be seen as part of a patriarchal
society, which perpetuated the ideology that men had control over women. When
capitalist patriarchy dominated working systems, women’s bodies were commodified,
the process called “body commodification.” Meanwhile, the absence of the
representations of men as product demonstrators also reflected the exploitation of
differences in biological sex as indicators of dissimilarities in gender.

3) Signs of violence in materialistic capitalism constructing a materialistic
society. Matrimonial relations as well as wives’ love and jealousy for their husband
were ignored. Possession of properties from divorces, on the other hand, was
reproduced in films as what was valuable in a bitter relationship.

4) Signs of violence in patriarchal society.

(4.1) Sexuality and gender in the construction of power through the body:
Men viewed women’s bodies as objects. Male gaze happened in the form of exploring
women’s bodies based on the views of a patriarchal society in which they served to
satisfy men’s sexual desire. Male gaze could even signal a request for sexual
intercourse, the corresponding view being that women had to be physically prepared
when men, who were more powerful, needed it. Furthermore, views of women’s
negotiation with sexual power targeted at them were presented in the films through the
use of body, words and language.

(4.2) Representations of sexuality according to mainstream discourses.
Women whose body was sexually attractive could stimulate sexual desire in men.

5) Structural violence through traditionalist views of men’s and women’s
occupations. The films depicted fixed occupations for men and women according to
their traditional roles. That is, men’s occupations were presented to involve skills,

creativity, laboriousness, challenge and risk, such as detective jobs. Women’s
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occupations, in contrast, were represented by domestic care and a lack of skills, such
as cleaning jobs, housework done for men or service provision work.

6) Structural violence in a patriarchal capitalism system. This system
produced ideologies and discourses constructing the belief that happiness resulted
from the acquisition of properties and consumptions of desirable products. Moreover,
it forced women to respond to the desire of men who were more economically stable

and hence more valued, thereby engendering unequal power relations.

5.3 Types of women’s reactions to sexuality- and gender-based
violence

1) Resistance to violence in a culture valuing a traditional marriage.
Resistance was in the form of eradicating signs of a marriage, such as red flowers
arranged in a heart shape or pure white wedding gowns. Women were also presented
to resist this sort of cultural violence by denying a courtship matched by their parents
or elder relatives.

2) Resistance to cultural violence in the form of femininity being linked to
lack of premarital sex. This was depicted by women’s making the first move in a

relationship.

6. Discussion

The lives of the women in the three films used as the case studies in this
research are certainly closely linked to love surrounding many aspects of life. As the
three films are categorized as romantic comedies, their contexts are filled with love
atmosphere, presenting several viewpoints and feelings that result from interpersonal
relations, including smiles and laughter from happiness and satisfaction from love,
sadness and tears from being dissatisfied with or not understanding love, and even
anger due to possessiveness or expectations and desires for its benefits. As comedy
movies, the three films also portray a comedy atmosphere.

The representations of love surrounding human life can have many forms.
With regards to love depicted in films from the past to the present, Kamjohn
Louiyapong and Somsuk Hinviman (2009) studied the dimensions and overall themes

of Thai romantic movies in three decades, between 1977 and 2004. It was found that
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Thai romantic films could be classified into three eras. The first era, referred to as the
period of romantic movies and families, lasted from 1977 to 1992. In this period, love
and family relations were presented as closely intertwined. The second era, termed the
period of romantic movies in a modern society, was between 1987 and 1997. During
these years, the association between love and family relations could still be seen.
However, the unique characteristics of romantic films in this period were their
presentation of love in the middle class and among teenagers as well as emphasis on
teenage romance and individualistic love. The last era, called romantic movies and
thirst for the past amid economic collapse conditions, was in the years 1997 and 2004.
This was when Thai romantic films started to question and present views of love
during economic reforms the time of which it was affected by the dark sides of
materialistic capitalism.

When a comparison is made between the three case studies in the present
study and the three eras in the study cited above, it can be seen that the three films
similarly fall in the second era, emphasizing the individualistic love of teenagers and
the middle social class in a modern society between 2007 and 2009. This contrasts
with the first era’s romantic movies, in which family relations override love no matter
how profound it is. However, the three films are also slightly infused with the flavors
and dimensions of love presented through the lenses of family ideologies. Specifically,
they are still embedded with several views and ideologies that men and women have
absorbed from their families regarding gender and sexuality. This can be illustrated by
Mei Li in Bangkok Traffic Love Story and the way she behaves in a Chinese family as
well as the views of love she has acquired from people from many age groups
surrounding her. In 32 December Love Error, love is portrayed between a stepbrother
and a stepsister, Note and May. The last film, The Bedside Detective, presents the
influence of family on love only in a minor scene, Nampan and her imagination of a
dream house and family-building ideologies. In the scene, nevertheless, her feelings
are clearly reflected and moved.

Another similarity is that the three romantic comedies lay emphasis on
heterosexual love. Although the homosexual love of Boy for Note in 32 December
Love Error shows love that is not limited by biological sex as in mainstream culture,

this is usually minutely depicted in mainstream Thai romantic movies just to add color
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to them. The representations of men and women as lovers reiterate the traditional
social view that only heterosexual love is right, as is always the case in the past. With
regards to this, Peter Redman (2002, cited in Kamjohn Louiyapong and Somsuk
Hinviman, 2009: 154) argues that non-mainstream love is viewed as idiosyncratic.

Also presented in all the three films are the representations of love
between working-class men and women in their early twenties to early thirties in the
context of an urban society in Bangkok. Although to a much less extent, romance from
the perspective of elder family members is also depicted, as in the case of Mei Li’s
grandmother in Bangkok Traffic Love Story or Saowapa, a middle-aged woman, and
her jealousy and love for her husband, who are attracted to a younger woman, in The
Bedside Detective.

One major difference between the three movies is the influence of
sexuality on how they are depicted. The Bedside Detective and 32 December Love
Error are portrayed in men’s views as can be seen from the use of male characters, Jok
in the former and Note in the latter, as the main storytellers. The views in Bangkok
Traffic Love Story, on the other hand, are presented through Mei Li, the leading female
character. However, it is believed that this dissimilarity does not affect this research’s
analysis of signs of gender-based violence since this is evident in all aspects of
relationship between people of any ages and sexes. It should be noted that the three
films were all produced/constructed by male directors. Despite this fact, it cannot be
concluded that the stories are told through men’s views since an analysis of the
producers fall outside the scope of this study. Also, the male producers, as message

senders, may have chosen to present their work through women’s view.

7. Recommendations

7.1 Recommendations from the Study

1) The results of the study can be used as guidelines in changing the
existing or developing new policies to prevent violence against women, including both
cultural and structural one embedded in the media, particularly in films. In these

processes, the findings will also enable the parties involved to understand the root
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causes of health-related gender-based violence as well as women’s rights that have to
be re-designed based on knowledge and comprehension of gender and sexuality.

2) A very important variable to bettering women’s health is the awareness
that it is linked to values and beliefs underpinning gender/sexual relations.

3) Media studies have to be conducted with the aims to enable society to
be aware of violence-related myths, to deconstruct them, and ultimately to reduce
violence against women. Also, research must be able to point out that despite the
entertainment they get from romantic comedies, viewers must question the
texts/contents presented therein so that they can recognize the subtle cultural and
structural violence to which they are being exposed. Moreover, studies on the media
have to integrate feminist theories, critical semiotics and poststructural feminism in
their analysis since this will help not only their authors but also readers to notice that
romantic comedy films contain signs of myths pertaining to gender as well as cultural
and structural violence in a patriarchal context, such as the Thai society.

4) The media have to have public conscience. They form a channel
through which views on violence can be developed. Thus, if they truly understand the
root causes of violence against women, try not to reproduce these representations,
analyze and develop an understanding of power and gender relations and how these
affect society, then it will not be impossible to solve the problem of violence.

5) Media consumers have to realize what views/beliefs/ideologies are
being constructed by the media which they consume. Albeit being disguised in the
form of entertainment, these views/beliefs/ideologies still have to be considered
carefully in order to prevent or eradicate the persistence of the problem. Solutions like
banning gender-based violence against women that appears in the media are not
recommended because its occurrence will not reduce until society changes its views

regarding women, views of subjugation.

7.2 Recommendations for further research

This line of study should be extended to the LGBT (Lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender/transsexual) group as it has been found that those in this group
are continuously victims of violence, especially in terms of views toward sexual

diversity. Additionally, cross-cultural studies should be done since the media have
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dissimilar types of influence and reproduction of myths pertaining to gender and
sexuality in different cultures. Finally, similar research should be conducted on films
in other genres in which signs of socio-cultural violence are usually embedded and

thus disseminated to society.
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